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PROLOGUE
The blood pounded in his ears as he rode his horse into the wind. We’re close to the end now, he thought. The Plains of Perdamun had been set upon by a blustery autumn wind. It whipped across the front gate of Reikonos, through the crops of the farmers’ fields, all the way to the valleys and passes of the Heia Mountains. It was an ill wind, out of the north, from beyond the Torrid Sea, and it smelled of decay.
Nestled at the split of the river Perda at the place where the northern branch flowed to the Torrid Sea and the eastern tributary flowed into the Bay of Lost Souls, there was a crater in the ground. Gaping, enormous, the only signifying mark on it was a simple headstone with an engraving that in beautiful, flowing script explained how the crater came to be in the midst of the smooth, unbroken grounds of the plains.
From across the lonely fields came the black cloaked figure on a white horse, making his way toward the scar in the ground. His traveling cloak revealed boots of metal, and hands that were encased in gauntlets. The hood of the cloak was raised and no helmet could be seen underneath. He rode to the edge of the crater and dismounted. With a gentle stroke across the back of the horse he walked away, a few murmured words in its ear; it whinnied at him in a friendly way.
He stared across the gap for a moment before his eyes came back to rest on the monument. Granite, glorious, a testament to the courage and fortitude of a group of fighters so noble that it took the power of the very gods themselves to wipe them from the lands of Arkaria. A feeling stirred, deep in his soul, one not felt in…years. One of longing, of regret, of the barest, most skeletal sense of fear. The last sensation was the most curious, since the tall, cloaked stranger had not felt afraid for a very, very long time.
He shook it off. He had seen great and terrible things in his time, and this was not nearly the worst of trials he had faced. Tracing his way back to the horse, he reached into a saddle bag and pulled out a leather bound tome. The worn cover indicated that the volume was hundreds, possibly even thousands of years old. A string marked the spot in the book that he was searching for, and once opened, he knelt and began to murmur an incantation. Reaching under his armor, his hand clutched something close to his chest. Invoking powers he had never before called upon, he whispered,
“I invoke thee who hear my plea,
I request thy aid,
For those who are soon to die.”
Closing the book, he centered his vision upon the crater. A flash lit his eyes as powerful magics moved before him. Seconds later, another flash. Then another, then lightning, radiating from the crater’s center — a shockwave of energy issued forth followed by a loud CRACK! that shook the countryside. The traveler, already kneeling, caught himself with his right hand, moved by the release of power before him.
An ethereal vision confronted him — like wisps of smoke, something began to wave and drift in the crater. Growing more solid, lines took shape and what began as the faintest afterimage became a building. It contained elegant lines and stones, archways and towers, but had a distinctly different appearance than a castle — it was made for a different purpose than housing an army and protecting its subjects — and was fading into view where once there was only the nothingness of the crater.
The traveler rose from the ground, cloak left behind him. His blackened armor glinted in the overcast day. His swords marked him as a warrior. His eyes surveyed the scene before him as though he were seeing a long lost friend.
And for the first time in long memory, the warrior smiled.
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Flames lit every surface in the caves and lava floes burned all around him, like some version of the Realm of Death he had heard tales of in his youth. There were flames leaping out of holes in the walls and floor like fiery stalagmites. Cyrus Davidon stood in the midst of it all, minding his steps very carefully, lest his black armor end up blacker still from an inadvertent scorching.
The sweat rolled off his face as he surveyed the group around him. Over one hundred adventurers, all with common purpose. They had come to this place intending to slay a dragon. There was some nobility in that, Cyrus reflected, but it was diminished by the fact that the dragon was trapped in these depths and not a threat to anyone but those looking for it. Which meant that most of them were here for the dragon’s sizeable treasure hoard.
“There’s nothing like fighting for your life with a small army of opportunists to watch your back, is there?” Cyrus murmured.
“You’re not joking. It makes you wonder if there’s even one of this lot we can trust,” came the voice of Narstron a dwarf who had traveled with Cyrus for many seasons and had shared a great many adventures with him.
“Trust is earned, not given. This group is so raw they’ll be dead before they even prove themselves,” came the voice on the other side of Narstron. Andren was an elf by nature and a healer by trade, a spell caster with the ability to bind wounds through magical means. “This lot has seen far too few seasons — and this is likely their last. Dragons aren’t to be trifled with.” He peered at Cyrus with his eyes narrowed. “You’d better have a damned good reason for accepting the invitation of a stranger in the square to come on this mass suicide.”
“I do.” Cyrus looked around, body tense, eyes coming to rest on the expedition’s leader. She was an elf, her armor was encrusted with rare gemstones.
“I have to believe,” Narstron said, “that the placement of those gemstones has to cut down on the effectiveness of her armor by a good margin.”
Andren snorted. “If that highborn elitist trash’s armor has ever seen combat I’ll eat the dragon we’re going to face in one bite.”
She had approached them in the square of the human capital of Reikonos, inviting them to join an army she had assembled for the purpose of killing this dragon. “He’s a tremendous threat to all life,” she’d begun after introducing herself as Angelique. “He was the Dragonlord of the southern lands, King of all the dragons, and intent on leading his people in a march to war against all the northern kingdoms — the elves, the humans, the dwarves, the dark elves, even the gnomes!”
“What’s this dragon’s name?” Cyrus had asked her, eyes squinting against the midday sun in the square.
“Ashan’agar.” Her voice was almost reverent.
Cyrus’s pupils dilated. His breath hung in his throat.
Narstron shook his head. “I think we’ll pass—”
“We’ll go,” Cyrus had answered, cutting off Narstron.
“Splendid.” The elf clapped, such was her enthusiasm. “The treasure hoard for this dragon is supposed to be quite rich, and of course we’ll split it equally, of course, after I take my fee for leading this expedition…”
That had been hours ago. Narstron brought Cyrus back to the present, in the fire light of the cave. “She’s abrasive, even for an elf.” He turned to Andren. “Why is it elves have no problem condemning other, younger races for their faults but praise is quick to flow and judgment slow to come when it’s one of your own?”
“Don’t go lumpin’ me in with her lot.” Andren eyed the dwarf in accusation. “She may be elven royalty. No low-born elf — you know, like me,” he said with a touch of pride, “would ever lead the way she’s doing it.”
Narstron laughed. “How many elven royals are in your kingdom anyway? A hundred thousand?”
“Eh, a little over five thousand members of the royal family — and that’s for the whole kingdom,” Andren said.
“Makes me wonder how you get anything done.”
“Halt!” Angelique held her gem-studded gauntlet aloft in a motion to halt the march. They were in a wide cavern, with considerable webbing in the corners of the room. There was no lava or fire, which was the first room without it that they had seen since entering the caves. “We need to address some basics before we go any further. I know that some of you are new, haven’t seen much combat.” She sniffed and made a face, as though she was trying to get the stench of something unpleasant out of her nostrils.
She droned for a few minutes about basic matters of combat in confined spaces. Cyrus took the time to look around at their army. It was a distinct mix of different races. He noted that the largest part of it was composed of dwarves, elves and humans.
Though he hadn’t noticed them earlier, there were three gnomes cloistered nearby. Quite small compared to a human of his stature, gnomes were often skilled in the magical arts. Cyrus also caught sight of two dark elves — blue skinned, a little shorter than humans, with pointed ears and white hair.
Cyrus’s exposure to dark elves was limited. Although the city of Reikonos had a healthy dark elf population, they were ostracized, unwelcome in many shops, and forced to live in a specific section of the slums. Conversely, humans and regular elves were killed if they approached dark elven cities.
Most of the army seemed to be listening intently as Angelique walked them through such basics as minding your footing, sticking together as a group during battle and allowing time for the healers to assist the injured. Tuning her out, Cyrus realized that many of these adventurers had joined singly, rather than in groups as he had. Only a very few parties were banded together, seeming like islands in the middle of an ocean of people.
In the closest group to his, only a few feet away his eye caught those of a human man who had a bow slung across his back and two short swords in scabbards hanging from his belt. A slight smile permeated his lips as he met Cyrus’s gaze. He touched two fingers to his head in a subtle salute to the warrior. A ranger, Cyrus thought; a wanderer of the wilds.
The ranger had three companions with him. The first was an elven woman whose sash and robes identified her as a healer, like Andren, tasked with mending wounds. Her face was expressionless.
The elf to her right was also a woman but wore the markings of a druid, a spell caster with the ability to control the power of nature itself. She had flaming red hair, almost the color of the lava and a bright smile that greeted Cyrus as he made eye contact with her.
Their third companion was wearing heavy armor that was molded to her form, but she was obscured by the shadows lingering around her. In the semi-darkness of the cave, Cyrus could see nothing of her face and only her silhouette told him she was female.
“Not bad,” Narstron said under his breath, looking into the shadows at the armored figure.
“How can you tell?” Cyrus looked at him in confusion.
Andren and Narstron exchanged a look and chuckled before the dwarf answered. “You humans can’t see in the dark for shite.”
The ranger stepped forward to introduce himself. “I’m Orion.” He was confident and at ease.
“Cyrus Davidon. These are my compatriots.” He introduced the ranger to his band. “We’re the Kings of Reikonos.”
“Kings of Reikonos?” Orion looked at him with uncertainty. “Is that a guild name?”
Cyrus nodded, burying his unease at having such a bold name. “Interesting,” Orion said, voice sincere. “I can’t say I’m familiar with you. Where’s your guildhall?”
Cy held back a slight flinch. Many guilds were bands of adventurers, and had great halls with enormous quarters for each of their members. The Kings of Reikonos had an old horse barn that had been refitted into a military barracks before being abandoned. It was in the slums of Reikonos. “We’re not far from the markets and the square.”
“Ah, centrally located. We’re a bit off the beaten path in the Plains of Perdamun, about five hundred miles south of Reikonos.” Favoring Cyrus with a smile, he gestured to the regal looking healer in his party. “This is my wife, Selene.”
Turning to indicate the red-haired druid: “And this is Niamh.” She flashed a smile at their party. “Hiding in the shadows over there is Vara.” The silhouette gestured in what might have been a wave; it was difficult to tell for human eyes in the darkness.
“So,” he turned back to face them and lowered his voice, “what do you think of the leadership thus far?”
“I’m still waiting to see some leadership,” Andren said. They all got a chuckle out of that.
Finishing his laugh, Orion’s face turned serious. “We’re in for some rough times very soon. I know these caves and we are walking into great danger. There is a nest of spiders nearby,” he indicated the webs on the walls, “that are the size of dwarves. Beyond this room are the dragon’s guardians — rock giants that are at least ten feet tall, with a skin so thick it resists fire. This dragon, Ashan’agar, has a powerful hypnotic magic — he controls everything in these caves.”
He paused for a moment to let it sink in. “With an inexperienced group such as this and incompetent leadership it will be a miracle if this assault works. Stick close to us,” he said, and the confidence he spoke with made Cyrus think that the army was listening to the wrong leader.
As if to punctuate Orion’s observations, the expedition leader’s words intruded into his thoughts. “…I don’t know exactly what we’ll be facing ahead from the dragon, but I predict that as dragons are solitary creatures, we’ll have a clear path to the dragon’s den.”
Cyrus looked at Orion in alarm. “Don’t you think you should tell her?”
The ranger looked amused. “I offered to counsel her with experience. She said she had it under control. I’ve walked in the shadows of these caves and she hasn’t,” he said with a trace of sarcasm, “but she has it ‘under control’.” He snorted. “I’m here to help save these people when things go wrong, lest they all die.”
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Cyrus felt a twinge of fear at Orion’s words. Human warriors were trained by the Society of Arms in Reikonos and didn’t feel fear easily, nor often. From the earliest days of youth in the Society, they had a culture based around combat. If you won, you won. If you lost, you fought harder the next time. If you died you went off to the afterlife. Cyrus had feared neither death nor pain for himself since he was six summers old, and still didn’t.
He looked at Narstron and Andren. On the outside they looked confident. He knew that inside, each was roiling. Though he never admitted it publicly, Narstron had once confessed that he knew that Cyrus was a better warrior — not because the human was taller or stronger, but because the fearlessness that the Society of Arms had instilled gave him an edge in combat that allowed him to make a commitment to battle that could only come from being willing to die at any moment.
Narstron didn’t feel that, nor did Andren. They would fight for their comrades, but to die in a battle for the sake of battle? Only a true warrior — and a devotee of Bellarum, the God of War — could ever feel good about that. Faith in the God of War had been hammered into him in the Society from an early age.
But this fear wasn’t fear for self, Cyrus realized. It was fear for those around him. He was their leader, and he brought them to this place. If either of them died, he was responsible. He choked on the bitter aftertaste of that thought.
A commotion broke his reverie. He watched as a spider half the size of a man spun down on a web and pincered one of the gnomes from above. Blood flew in a line, splattering across the floor, searing as it hit the hot rock. Cyrus jumped forward, along with a few others, dismembering the arachnid. Cries from behind him — and then to the side — caused him to look around.
The top of the chamber rose to a peak, and though it was too dark for his eyes to see the detail of the ceiling, he could see movement. The dome of the cavern was covered in the spiders.
Orion was at his side. “There are too many.” The ranger’s eyes were fixed; staring up at the imminent danger. Warriors and rangers took positions at the edge of the army, protecting the spell casters from the encroaching spiders.
“This way!” Angelique ordered from (far) behind him. Cy caught a glimpse of her in retreat, leading the spell casters toward the dragon’s den. Shrugging at Narstron and Orion, they backed in unison out the door and onto a massive bridge that stretched for several hundred feet across a lake of lava.
The spiders halted at the entrance to the bridge. Backing up, Cyrus shot a look behind him and saw two guardians at the other end of the span. Spiders forgotten, Cy fixated on the ten foot tall giants blocking their passage. Seemingly hewn out of living rock, they stood silent guard along the path to the Dragonlord.
“Attack them!” cried a high pitched voice. With some alarm, he realized it was Angelique, and she began to charge across the bridge.
“Wait!” Orion’s voice boomed over the army, and some of them actually halted — including, surprisingly, Angelique herself. A few continued to charge — one of the dark elves, a gnome and two human healers.
Approaching the guardians, the dark elf was half the size of his opponent and the two foot tall gnome disappeared under the foot of a rock giant. The dark elf brought his sword against the giant on the left. One of the humans, a healer, whose battle abilities were limited, made the decision to engage in the melee. A giant’s arm swept out, knocking the healer off the bridge and into the magma below. With a scream, he dropped into the lava, and his pale skin sank under the fiery surface.
Horrified, they watched as the giants overpowered the dark elf and the other human and sent them both to a similar fate. As they disappeared below the surface of the lake of fire, a hush fell over the ragtag army.
A few screams filled the cave as an air of panic set in on the expedition. Broken bones and gashes could be healed by a mending spell. Powerful healers even possessed the ability to reverse death. Those were rare. Death and pain still held fear for adventurers, who were by nature a blindly optimistic lot. The less veteran among them had not faced this before.
Cyrus could see the panic moving through the crowd. “This is about to get very ugly,” he breathed.
“No doubt.” Narstron raised his sword. “For a group of people that consider themselves adventurers, I don’t think these fresh faced rubes have tasted the downside of ‘adventure’.”
Looking back Cyrus saw the spiders had formed a wall blocking the chamber they had entered from, pincers jutting hungrily toward them.
“They’re servants of Ashan’agar,” Orion’s voice came from beside him. “You know who he is?”
Cy nodded. “The Dragonlord exiled from the dragon kingdom in the southern lands. He was king of the dragon city Hewat at one point, wasn’t he?”
“He was. According to rumor, something happened in their most sacred temple, south of their city in the mountains — something that caused a shakeup in Hewat about fifty years ago. He was exiled by the new Dragonlord and mystically sealed in this cave.”
“Any idea what he did?” Narstron’s face was screwed in concentration as he asked the question.
“No idea.” Orion shook his head. “No one has contact with the dragon kingdom. They are not known for kindness to so-called ‘lesser beings’, so all we have are rumors and speculation.’’ He focused back on Cyrus. “Everything in these caves is sworn to his service, and they obey his will. And apparently his will is that we go forward.” Orion’s expression twisted as he looked back at the spiders still advancing slowly toward them.
A call came from across the army, bringing their attention back to the rock giants in front of them. “No need to panic!” called the voice of the oblivious Angelique. “Run through them!”
Narstron rolled his eyes as Andren shrugged and Cyrus’s jaw dropped in shock. The panic in the front ranks was evident and the fore of the army began to charge again. Orion’s shouted plea for calm was drowned out in the commotion caused by the forward movement of the army-turned-mob.
Taking one last look back at the wall of spiders guarding the entry to the bridge, Cyrus started moving forward. He didn’t fight to the front of the battle line, afraid to push any of the combatants off the bridge and to their deaths.
The rock giants were swinging their massive fists, battering their attackers and taking little damage to show for it. Every few seconds, one of their blows would land, flinging some poor soul off the bridge and into fiery death below. A few fortunate members of the force were squeezing between the giants and into the caves beyond.
Cyrus watched, incredulous, as the one of the giants knocked several of their number off the bridge. He was close enough now… and the giant was leaning over, beginning to straighten up after swinging low to send combatants into the lava.
Cyrus charged at the back of the rock giant. Sure that he was invincible, the giant didn’t even bother watching his back. Cy hit him full force, slamming his pauldrons into the back of the giant’s knees, buckling them. It wasn’t a blow that could cause damage to the craggy skin of the giant — in any other circumstances, the rocky creature would have been able to fall to one knee, get up and smite him. Unfortunately for the giant, he was in a position where balance mattered. Arms pinwheeling, the giant plummeted into the lava which he had gloried in sending his foes.
Turning to face the remaining fiend, Cyrus watched as Narstron and Orion plunged blades through both its legs, breaking through the external layer of rock and dropping it to its knees facing the army. He watched as the giant fell amid a bevy of blades.
“Nice work, Cyrus. Never seen anyone take a rock giant solo before.” Orion’s eyebrows were raised, impressed.
“The rest of our army ran through there,” Cy brushed off the praise, focusing on the trouble ahead.
“Guess we better keep moving.” Orion was back to business.
They ran to catch up, dodging through the caves. They crossed another bridge to an island in the middle of the lava; a wall surrounded the island, extending hundreds of feet to the ceiling of the chamber. It was not a natural formation and even in the dim light of magma and fire it appeared to be made of a material much stronger than stone or brick.
They crossed under a smaller gate built into the wall and entered an enormous chamber with a circular platform raised in the midst of the magma that encircled the room. Charging through the arched entryway, Cyrus tumbled into the chamber just as somebody was half leaving — half their body flew past him, the other half was still lying on the floor at the dragon’s feet, severed by the claws of the beast. The balance of their force was huddled inside the archway, stunned at the sight before them.
Cyrus had never seen a dragon before — not a real one. He had seen a few drakes and wurms; pale shadows, imitations of dragon kind. There were few dragons in the north, preferring to live among their own in the southern lands. Ashan’agar was a dark red color with scales as big as Cyrus’s helm, a body fifty feet long with a long neck extending twenty feet from his body and spines that protruded from his back and ran from his neck to the end of his tail.
The Dragonlord’s head was focused on two spell casters on the other side of the chamber. The air around its head began to distort, and a gout of flame shot from its mouth toward its prey. The flames consumed the spell casters, immolating them. They dropped to the ground and the fires consumed them within seconds until there was nothing left but a pile of ashes.
“Interlopers!” came a deep roar. It took Cyrus a moment to realize it was coming from inside his own head.
He struck at the belly of Ashan’agar. Narstron followed him, each of them hacking at the thick scales. A roar blasted through the cavern and the dragon began to turn, trying to face the foes plaguing him. He spread his wings, filling the room from end to end and reared up on his hind legs, exposing Cy and Narstron to his piercing glare.
They scrambled for cover, running between the dragon’s legs. Cy took a moment to ram his sword between two of the scales of the beast’s belly, prompting a scream that shook the cavern.
Tail whipping, the dragon set down from the attack as Cy and Narstron hid behind his ankles and started hacking away. They could see Orion standing in the archway, firing arrows at the dragon. Only about one in four was finding its way between the scales but it was causing enough irritation to split Ashan’agar’s attention.
A high-pitched warcry caught Cyrus by surprise. A woman, clad in shining armor, leapt from the archway with a two-handed sword clutched in her hands. The jump she made was, by far, too much for a human to accomplish. Her sword drove into the shoulder of Ashan’agar and her feet found purchase between the scales. Possessed of extreme litheness the elf perched on the dragon’s shoulder, driving her sword deeper into the wound she had created.
Cyrus looked over to see Niamh gathering up survivors. He watched a gust of wind surround her and grow to the intensity of a tornado with her at the center. When the winds receded she and the group surrounding her were gone, leaving only a handful of the army’s remnants behind.
“Niamh is teleporting the survivors out!” Cy’s shout to Narstron was barely audible over the screeching of the dragon.
“She what?” The dwarf was behind the leg of the dragon. “Looks like she and the others disappeared!”
“She teleported!” Cyrus shouted back. “She’s a druid; they can do that! She’s getting the survivors to safety!” The tail of the dragon swept down, narrowly missing the warriors.
“I could use a little safety meself!”
Cyrus looked up at the woman on the dragon’s shoulder. It was an elven woman, but not Angelique in her ornate armor. He could see blond hair drawn into a ponytail, waving back and forth with the frenzied movement of the Dragonlord.
Ashan’agar had decided she was the greatest threat facing him and was scrambling to move his head into position to deal with her. As the long neck waved the elf removed her sword and dropped to the ground behind the dragon’s front left leg. She rolled perfectly out of the fall and sprang to her feet in a run toward the back of the dragon, where Cyrus and Narstron were both hacking away trying to find weaknesses.
Dodging behind the leg on the same side as Cyrus, he acknowledged her with a shout. “Nice work!” She fixed him with a momentary glare as she passed and turned to bring her sword to bear with an artistry that Cyrus had never seen, even from the instructors at the Society of Arms. Her first three strikes did more damage than all of his and Narstron’s efforts combined, biting through the layer of armored scaling and into the flesh beneath it.
“Nice of you to join us, Vara.” Narstron buried his sword once more. As the dragon’s leg lifted, the dwarf tugged the sword back from the moving limb. “You could have stayed on the shoulder, though; we have things firmly in hand here.” Cy realized with a shock that she was the fourth member of Orion’s party, the one who had been hidden in the shadows.
“Based on the damage you seem to have inflicted,” her voice came, taut and imperious, “it appears that the two of you have only one thing in your hands, and it is most certainly not your swords.” The shadow of a smile graced her lips. “Why don’t you,” she said to Cy with a mocking sweetness, “concentrate your efforts where I just cut that scale off? You’ll have better luck with that rusty butcher’s knife you’re carrying now that I’ve cleared the way.”
“I know that we’re facing a dragon here,” Narstron said with annoyance. “But you could at least try and buck your nature by not being a pretentious elf.”
“I’m sorry,” she said without a trace of irony or sincerity. “Should I say ‘please’ when I direct you to help me kill our large and implacable foe? Would that help assuage that sense of inferiority dwarves carry like a shield anytime someone instructs you toward intelligent action?”
Narstron’s reply was swallowed in the next bellow of the dragon. Having shifted his focus to the trio striking at his legs, Ashan’agar began to sidestep, trying to expose the threats beneath him. Unfortunately for the dragon they moved more quickly than he did; although it did prevent them from attacking him further.
As they passed in a circle, Cyrus couldn’t help but be reminded of a dog chasing its tail. A multi-ton, scaly, fire breathing, super-intelligent dog that commands every beast in a several mile radius chasing its tail, Cyrus corrected. Even facing death he couldn’t help but chuckle at what had to look absurd to anyone watching. Vara, only inches away, heard his laugh and cast a look at him that branded him an idiot.
Ashan’agar turned swiftly in the opposite direction. The dragon brought a claw around, felling Narstron; a geyser of blood erupted from the dwarf’s abdomen as he fell.
The Dragonlord bellowed in triumph. “Fools! Witness the death of those who oppose me!”
“Go!” Blood spurted from between Narstron’s fingers as he tried to sit up and failed. With his free hand, the dwarf waved at Cyrus to keep moving.
Cyrus, shocked, looked to Vara for guidance. “Don’t stop running,” she said. The ice in her eyes suppressed his concern. An unexpected step by the dragon left them exposed for a moment and Vara’s reflexes allowed her to shove Cyrus with a surprising amount of force back under the dragon to continue the pattern.
“The only thing stopping him from finishing your dwarven friend is us,” she said as she shoved Cyrus once more, herding him under the dragon’s belly.
Cy’s gaze flitted to the archway. The bridge into the chamber was packed with spiders and rock giants, clawing to get past Orion and the other defenders. Selene was moving to drag Narstron off the platform while Ashan’agar was distracted by Cyrus and Vara.
Ignoring the shout of protest from Vara (“Stay away from the foot, you fool!”), he jumped on Ashan’agar’s left hind leg and jammed his sword as hard as he could into the gap between the center claw and the scales on the middle toe.
He rolled off the foot and looked up to find the guardians on the bridge barely holding. Narstron was assisting them after Selene had healed him but they were outnumbered and had lost several of their number to the lava. Cyrus looked up to see the full anger of Ashan’agar, former king of the dragons.
The Dragonlord’s eyes locked onto his, pools of swirling black looking into the depths of him. “I see you, Cyrus Davidon,” he said, his harsh voice now melodic. “I can hear your thoughts. Serve me, and I will spare your life.”
The face came closer to Cyrus, and he could see every scale. Spikes jutted from the top of the dragon’s head as it slithered toward him, snakelike. It moved slowly, eyes fixated on him. It was such a sweet sound, the dragon’s voice in his head. “I have many treasures…”
A flash of images forced their way into the warrior’s mind. A flaming staff, a glowing sword, gold, coins, and… the Serpent’s Bane. “I know what you seek, Cyrus Davidon… I have it, you know… the Serpent’s Bane…”
“I do,” the warrior said, motionless, eyes focused on the Dragonlord’s.
“Tell me you aren’t marrying this thing!” Vara struck at Ashan’agar’s legs, but the dragon was hindering her efforts with wild swings of his tail.
“Kill her for me, Cyrus Davidon,” the Dragonlord’s voice boomed. “Kill the others, be my General and lead my armies… serve me… be my emissary and walk where I cannot… do my work…” The face grew closer and closer. “…and I will give you the Serpent’s Bane… and all else your heart desires… I will give you purpose…”
Cyrus smiled at the dragon’s face, now only a foot from his, luxuriating in the thought of possessing what he came here for. “No,” the warrior said, all dreaminess gone from his voice.
The dragon’s head recoiled but it was too late. Cyrus plunged forward from his motionless position with reflexes far beyond those of a normal human. His sword was raised and brought down in the blink of an eye — which in the case of Ashan’agar, was the last blink his right eye ever performed. Cyrus’s sword ruptured the eyelid and punctured the dragon’s eye.
A scream filled the cavern and Cyrus’s head, driving the warrior back. So stunned was he that Cyrus relinquished the grip on his sword’s hilt as the dragon’s head whipped in agony. In a fit of rage the Dragonlord began to flap his wings and rose from the ground in a shuddering, hovering flight.
The force of the air from the wings kept Cyrus on his knees until he felt strong hands reach under his arms and drag him to his feet. “No bowing down to the Dragonlord today, brave warrior,” Vara’s quiet voice breathed in his ear. He staggered to his feet and braced himself against the wind from the beating wings.
“Fool!” came Ashan’agar’s voice once more in his mind. “I would have given you everything you sought!”
“I always wanted to be the slave of an oversized snake,” Cyrus tossed back.
“…Impudence…” came the voice in his mind. “I will kill all of you for this insult.”
“And I thought we were headed for a nice cup of tea.”
“Cyrus! Vara! Over here!” Cy turned back to the bridge just in time to see Niamh running full tilt — on air! — over the heads of the attacking giants and spiders. “Hurry!” The druid landed behind the line of defenders on the bridge. Orion and Narstron were anchoring the ends closest to the edge, taking the greatest personal risk but each successfully trading blows with a giant — the rest of which were bottlenecked by Narstron and Orion’s efforts.
Between the two giants in the front of the line, a few spell casters poured magic into the fray and kept the spiders from making headway around the rock giants. The druid began casting her teleport spell again — Cyrus and Vara had seconds to make it to them before they would be gone.
“Hurry!” Vara called above the sounds of battle, wind and raging dragon. Her voice was strained; the urgency unmistakable and a distinct contrast from the calm she had displayed to this point. Cyrus took one last look past the dragon, at the glint that he knew was the treasure horde.
Turning his focus back to the archway, Cyrus realized there was no way he could make it in time. Vara jumped, missing the archway by inches and landing with a sword swipe that cleared the spiders attacking the middle of the defenders line.
He chanced to look back and saw the dragon drawing a deep breath, ready to spew the fire Cyrus was certain would consume him — and watched as Ashan’agar staggered from a blast of ice that hit the dragon in the face, rocking him back just enough in his hovering flight to send him into a spin. The Dragonlord crashed to the ground, struggling to get back to his feet.
Charging forward, Cyrus passed Niamh, who winked at him while brushing the frost from the hand she had cast the spell with. She began to murmur an incantation as Cyrus took his place in the middle of the line and plugged the gap next to Vara. He knew Niamh’s teleport spell was coming quickly, and that they only needed to hold for a few seconds…
“Glad you could join us!” Orion yelled. His blades were moving with lightning speed, blocking the giant’s fists with each blow, the odd strike catching a spider crawling between the fiend’s legs. Cyrus grabbed the sword from the ground and attacked the spiders that were crawling through the gap between the giants that Narstron and Orion were keeping at bay.
Vara was at his shoulder, slicing at the surging arachnids while he cleaved at them with brute force. Cyrus felt a wind whip around him, gentle at first, but then howling with hurricane intensity, his feet left the ground, and the spiders and rock giants, the caves and lava that surrounded him were no more.
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The blast of wind died down around him, and Cyrus found himself in the middle of the central square in Reikonos, the fading light of sundown painting the plaza in a light that didn’t look dramatically different from the orange and red of the lava in the fire caves. Some of the other survivors were still clustered around, recovering from wounds and discussing the chaos of the day. He immediately accounted for the Kings of Reikonos… finding them both present he began to relax. Several of the survivors were seriously wounded, and Selene was healing them as she went.
Vara looked irate and locked onto Cyrus immediately. “Was he speaking to you with his mind? Did he try to command you to do his bidding?”
“Yes.” Cyrus blinked. “He told me to kill you and the others.”
Her eyes narrowed, but she did not say anything further.
“How many made it out?” Cyrus asked.
Niamh grimaced. “Based on the count I did, 32 out of 121 that started this morning.”
Cyrus looked around at the remains of the army, fresh-faced rubes no more. “Did the leader at least have the decency to die?”
Vara shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. However…” Her words drifted off and she pointed to where the bejeweled elf was sitting propped against the wall of the fountain in the center of the square. She was trembling and her eyes were wide, staring into the distance. “I don’t think she’ll be leading any more excursions anytime soon,” Vara concluded with a tinge of satisfaction.
“I guess that finishes our business here.” Cyrus looked at the kings. “Ready to go?”
Andren was already in motion. “I got a keg waiting on me back at the barn. So long!” He set off at a run down the road to the slums. Narstron said a quick farewell and followed.
Cyrus turned back to Orion, not meeting the ranger’s eyes. He stood with them, strangers that had helped save his life, and fumbled for words. “Thanks for your help. If not for you, that would have turned out much worse.”
Orion studied him intently. “Cyrus, was that your first expedition?”
A flush of heat crept up the warrior’s cheeks. “I performed that poorly?”
The human ranger shook his head. “No. You handled yourself very well. But am I correct in assuming that now that I’ve met the three of you I now know every single one of the Kings of Reikonos?”
When Cyrus nodded, the ranger went on. “I thought so. You have a great group for adventuring but unless you’re doing things like this,” he gestured at the living flotsam around them, “you’re not doing much in the way of adventuring. If you’re on expeditions of this kind, it’s only a matter of time until you die in some hole.”
Cyrus met Orion’s gaze defiantly. “I learned that lesson well enough today. I don’t think I’ll be going on any more expeditions with people I don’t know and don’t trust.”
Orion’s stare bored into him. “Then unless you want to give up adventuring you’ll need a bigger guild to join.”
The heat rose up Cyrus’s face again. “I know what larger guilds want from adventurers. I promise you I’m not even close to having the type of training they would want me to have. And of course there are sacrifices they’d ask me to make — membership dues, leaving behind my friends — and I would never leave them behind to advance myself—”
Orion cut him off. “Not all guilds are like that. Ours isn’t. We don’t have any membership dues and we could use more people like the kings. We’ve got a sizable force, we’re going to places where there is an abundance of loot — which can buy a lot of good armor with mystical properties, things that help you to take harder hits as you face worse foes.”
He took a step toward Cyrus and reached up to place a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “Niamh, Vara and I are on the Council that runs our guild. We would invite you to join us.”
There was a sudden and inexplicable lump in Cyrus’s throat. “I’ll… have to talk it over with my guildmates. But thank you.” The flush in his face began to subside.
“It was an honor to meet you, Cyrus.” Niamh reached out and took his hand. Selene echoed the druid. Vara was frozen, blue eyes locked on him, and made no move or gesture to say farewell.
“How will I find you to let you know the answer?” Cyrus asked Orion.
The ranger smiled. “I’ll be around. You can find me here or in the markets frequently enough. And if that fails, you could always visit our guildhall in the Plains of Perdamun.”
Cyrus thanked them again, and turned to leave. Remembering the question he had forgotten to ask, he turned in time to see the winds beginning to whip up around them, Niamh’s spell already in motion. “What’s the name of your guild?” he asked, taking a last look at all of them. His eyes came to rest on Vara, who was looking back at him, eyes drilling into his, burning the memory of the look on her face into his mind.
As the blast of wind encircled the party and carried them away, Cyrus heard Orion’s answer carried on the dying breeze.
“Sanctuary…”
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Cyrus approached the Kings of Reikonos guildhall, its rectangular shape standing out in the small dwellings of the slums. The faint, almost otherworldly glow from the last vestiges of sunlight added to the torchlight in the thoroughfares. The torches were lit all the time because the slums’ location in a valley sandwiched between the taller buildings of the commerce district and the markets never exposed the streets to direct sunlight but by the light of midday. The slums were darker than the square by far; almost darker than the lava-lit cavern.
So here I am, Cyrus thought, living in the slums of Reikonos. He looked around at the decrepit town of shanties and lean-tos that filled the streets around him, choking out the real structures and dwellings.
The City of Reikonos was built on the coast of the Torrid Sea, but even after living in the city his entire life, he had only seen the sea twice — once on a visit to the docks and the second time from the top of the Citadel, the massive tower that was the seat of Reikonosian government. The nicest houses in Reikonos were on bluffs, directly overlooking the ocean. The slums were far from the water.
The refurbished barn that served as the Kings’ guildhall had always been embarrassing, since the day he’d paid every last gold piece he possessed to buy it. But it had never felt so confining before. Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped inside. There was a conversation going on when Cyrus walked in. It died as he entered. Andren and Narstron turned to face him expectantly.
“What?” He looked at them with absolute nonchalance.
“Two questions,” Andren began, tall mug of ale already in his hand. “What was the name of their guild and did they ask us to join them?”
Cyrus took his time answering, eyes downcast. “The name of their guild was Sanctuary.” Cyrus began to unstrap his plate mail at a leisurely pace.
“Quit stallin’ and get on with it!” Narstron’s leg twitched with excitement as he sat on his bunk.
“The answer to your second question,” Cyrus let a smile play across his lips, “is yes, they did.”
Andren upturned his glass, downing it in a single pull. Narstron looked insufferably pleased as he pumped his fist and yelled, “Yes!”
“What about our meager means?” Andren asked as he refilled his glass from the keg. Fueled by alcohol, he brought forth a topic that he might not otherwise have broached.
“No membership dues and they’re training as they go.” Cyrus paused. “We still have to discuss this. I’d like us to be unanimous in our decision. Just to be clear — we are talking about folding the Kings. Shutting it down and walking away—”
Andren broke in. “Because this place is the sort of home we all dreamed of. We’re broke! We’re barely scraping a living with what we get from the places we can go with the abilities we have. Isn’t anybody else sick of sleeping in bunk beds like we’re children?”
He pounded his chest. “I’m well nigh tired of it. I’d be better off if I’d stayed in the Healer’s Halls than living this adventurer’s life! You know we’re better than this. We are being handed a golden opportunity to move up in the world. As long as we stick together, we can make this work for us. And if Sanctuary doesn’t feel like the right place we can always fill our pockets and keep moving up, right?”
Face impassive, Cyrus looked at him. “I know it’s hard to believe, considering how… unpleasant things are for us, but we’ve scraped enough together to get this far. We know next to nothing about this Sanctuary group and joining them is a big commitment.”
Narstron made his mind known. “We know that four of their people risked their lives in a dragon expedition they knew was doomed from the start to try and save lives. We might have died had they not been there.” He folded his arms across his barrel chest. “That tells me everything I need to know about them, right there. I think we can trust them.”
Cyrus laughed. “It wasn’t but an hour ago you were wondering if there was one person in that expedition we could trust. Now you’re ready to trust four of them with your future.”
He held up his hands in surrender. “I’m not saying we don’t do this but I need at least a night to think over the possibilities.” He smiled at what he saw in their eyes — hope, something that had been gone for far too long. They had joked and had fellowship here and built a bond that would endure. But it was a bond born of common suffering: bunk beds, secondhand mattresses, equipment and furniture that were falling apart.
“I’m as excited as you,” Cyrus added. “To have performed admirably enough that we’re invited to join them is an honor and we should be proud.” He paused. “I just need to be sure this is the right decision.” With the last word, he strode past them to his bunk and lay down, drawing the curtains. It didn’t do much to help the sound, but they’d all gotten used to living in close quarters. They kept their voices down, but Cyrus heard the possibilities in every word, as well as a few other things.
“What about that Vara?” Andren murmured. “She is really something. Her armor must be powerfully enchanted to let her leap like that. And did you see how fast she swung that sword?” He chortled, a low sound filled with unmistakable lust. “I wouldn’t mind helping her take down that ponytail.”
“I doubt you’d survive the attempt, old friend,” Narstron said. “I suspect there’s nary a man she’s met that she hasn’t employed that armor and sword on — the armor to keep them at bay, and the sword to put them out of their misery when they least expect it. You’re right, though: to move that fast and hit that hard, a little girl like that has to have some powerful friends. That armor is worth a fortune, I’m sure.”
Andren guffawed. “If ever someone got her out of the armor, he would behold the sweetest sight ever known to man.” The healer paused. “Actually, two of the sweetest sights, I suspect,” he said, laughing, the alcohol having overtaken all good sense.
Narstron laughed along with him. “Too true, but I think your error was in assuming it’d ever be a man that would witness. Maybe a woman?” A chuckle came from the dwarf. “She’s royalty, right?”
“Have to be. Unless…” Andren’s voice drifted for a moment. “Vara… unless she’s…” His voice drifted off and he said something that sounded to Cyrus’s ears like ‘shell massacre’. Andren was quiet for several moments after that.
The discussion continued but Cyrus tuned it out. What am I doing here? The thought made its way to the surface of his mind again, unbidden.
Tired as he was, the talking didn’t keep him awake, and soon he’d entered a fitful sleep, filled with visions of dragons, gold, battle, guildhalls… and a ponytailed elf, in shining silver armor, looking at him with an expression that was a cross between loathing and something very different.
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Cyrus awoke in the middle of the night. Silence surrounded him, broken only by the faint snores of Narstron in the bunk to his left. Rubbing his eyes, he rolled over and let his feet touch the floor. Strapping on his armor (he never left the hall without it, lest he be caught unprepared), he strolled through the streets of Reikonos. His feet carried him through the commercial district, where the shopkeepers had closed for the night.
His eyes came to rest on the storefront of a jeweler; a glass window with the name of the establishment emblazoned across it. In the bottom corner of the window was a sign big enough to be seen from some distance: ‘No Dark Elves’. A common sight in the commercial district, where shops were affluent and catered to different clientele than in the slums or the markets. Posters were nailed to the left of the door, a few of which screamed ‘WANTED’ and ‘HERETIC’ in bold letters and carried artists’ renditions of the faces of the accused.
A life in the slums was not what Cy had planned when he’d taken over leadership of the Kings of Reikonos from the previous leader. Gunter had been a human wizard, a great thinker who had passed the mantle of leadership so he could quest for knowledge in the elven capital of Pharesia. He had left a depleted guild bank, an untenable morale situation, and no guildhall.
The only three people in the guild at the time were Cyrus, Narstron and Andren. Talk of disbanding and joining another guild had given way to talk of expansion when no suitable options had been found, and Cy had been naïve enough to believe that he could lead them to glory. Efforts had yielded a few recruits here and there, but without a guildhall they were left meeting in wayside inns — a blow to their credibility when they proclaimed themselves ‘a guild on the move’.
Scorned by any reputable recruit, Cyrus had used his entire savings to clear up that nagging image problem, not considering the consequences of having their guildhall in a barn. Most of their potential recruits lasted less than a full night. Who can blame them? Cyrus thought. I don’t even want to live there, and it’s my guildhall!
His feet carried him down the street to the Reikonos market, the center of all commerce in the land of Arkaria. Almost every race was welcome in Reikonos (though not always heartily accepted, like the dark elves). Even a handful of the savage trolls bartered in Reikonos, and they had been at war with nearly every power in Arkaria less than twenty years earlier.
As he walked from stall to stall, he watched as vendors plied their wares, even now, in the wee hours of the morning. The rest of Reikonos might yet be asleep, but the market had a pleasant hum. He saw things that he wanted, that could help him; armors and potions, swords and helmets, things that could bear an attack by titans. And, he reflected, seemed less likely to be his as the gods coming down and smiting him.
His path carried him past a line of merchants and when he looked up he found himself face to face with Orion, who had finished bartering with a trader. “Fancy meeting you here, Cyrus. Having trouble sleeping?”
Cyrus blinked. Realizing the fruitlessness of arguing an obvious point, he decided to switch to the offensive instead. “Do you always do your shopping at 3 o’clock in the morning?”
“I usually don’t, but I’ve got a busy day tomorrow and I wanted a new pair of chainmail pants.” Reaching out, he took them from the trader. “What do you think?” he asked as the small, flawlessly crafted chain links rolled down.
Though Cyrus was by far too big for them, he recognized the exquisite craftsmanship and material of the chainmail. They would easily have cost double what he had spent on the guildhall. “Those must cost a fortune — they’re very impressive.”
Nodding in thanks, Orion switched subjects as deftly as Cyrus had deflected his earlier inquiry. “What’s on your mind at this hour? Could it be the invitation I proffered?” He began to walk toward the Square.
Cyrus fell into step beside him. “Yes, I am wrestling with that decision.”
“What exactly are you wrestling with? Are your guildmates not interested?”
Cyrus laughed. “No, they’re definitely interested. In fact, were it up to them, we’d have been suppering at your guildhall last evening. No, it’s me you have to convince.” Looking around to make sure no one could overhear them, Cyrus took a step closer to Orion and lowered his voice.
“These are my people. I’ve shepherded them through good times and bad. I have their best interests at heart. They’re good people, a bit rough around the edges, but honorable.” He paused, considering his next words. “There are guilds that would use us for our talents, and discard us as easily — or leave us to die when it became convenient.”
Orion’s eyebrow rose. “Do you believe Sanctuary is that type of guild?”
Cyrus deflated. “No, I don’t. Everything I’ve seen indicates you’d go out of the way to help a stranger avoid death; I can’t imagine you’d abandon your own.”
Orion smiled. “You take so much responsibility for your people’s lives that you want to make certain that we would do the same.”
“If Sanctuary holds up to the same code of honor I’ve seen from you, Niamh, Selene and,” Cyrus drew a sharp intake of breath, “Vara, I have no doubt we’d be in good hands. I have a hard time entrusting my guild to yours without seeing more than I have.” He settled on what he really wanted to convey. “I just want to make sure that you’re the rule, not the exception.”
Orion nodded agreement. “I understand. I have a proposition for you.”
“The sleeplessness from your last proposition has yet to fade.”
The ranger laughed. “Hopefully this will ease your sleeplessness. I propose you join our army in battle so you can meet the rest of the guild and see what we’re all about.”
“You’d permit that? I would accept.”
“Great! When and where are we going?” A voice from behind startled them both. Narstron stood behind them, rubbing his hands together.
“Kortran, the City of the Titans — tomorrow evening. We’ll meet you inside the gates. It’s in the southern lands, in the valley at the south end of the Gradsden Savanna.” Orion walked up the raised steps to the fountain in the square. Another spell caster, an elven woman in red robes sat on the edge of the fountain, awaiting him. She stood up and joined him as Orion smiled down at them. “You won’t regret this.”
Watching the ranger vanish in a burst of blue light as the magics engulfed him, Cyrus could only hope he was right.
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It was hot on the savanna. Even with the sun setting it was much warmer than the slums in Reikonos that they had left hours earlier. Cyrus and Narstron had crept away from the guildhall at the noon hour while Andren was still passed out. He had handed a wizard in the square fourteen bronze pieces to teleport them to the Gradsden Savanna. They had walked through the tall grass all afternoon, working their way toward Kortran, which was nestled in a valley where the savanna gave way to impassable mountains.
Narstron did a surprisingly good job of cutting through the grass that barely stretched above Cyrus’s navel. Though he would never admit it, he was pacing himself so he didn’t leave Narstron behind. After a few more minutes they reached a large rock and crouched behind it. Before them, a mammoth stone arch stood as a protective gate in front of a pass leading down into the valley.
“Gods, it is massive,” Cyrus breathed. “It’s the height of forty humans — or fifty elves — or eight hundred and seventy three dwarves.”
Narstron let the remark pass. “It’s not the height of the arches that has me concerned — it’s the size of the titans guarding them.”
Cy’s eyes moved down from the top of the archway to the bottom and found two titans, at least twenty feet tall, stationed as sentries. He and Narstron crept forward, coming to rest and hiding behind the last clump of bushes between them and the titans.
“And in terms of a plan?” Cyrus looked at Narstron.
Taken aback, Narstron pondered before his reply. “Charge?”
A flash of irritation crossed Cyrus’s brow. “No healer. Brilliant thinking; typical of you.”
“Got a better idea?”
“Where are we meeting them again?”
“Inside the gates.”
“Damn.”
“Indeed.” Shaking his craggy head, a shout echoed forth from him. “‘Lo, Sanctuary, where are ye?!”
Cy’s stomach dropped — a sick feeling, made worse by the sight of two titans turning their heads to fix upon them. Their eyes burned with the fire of a killer about to destroy a helpless victim. Cyrus followed his stomach immediately, dropping to both knees behind the bushes.
Narstron lingered, head sticking out of cover. “No need to hide; they’ve seen us.”
A roll of the eyes, a breath of exasperation, and the sound of his sword being drawn — steel on scabbard, instinctively in his hand — all these sensations passed in a moment. A moment which was cut short by the war cry of the sentries charging toward them.
“Bugger.” Cy tensed. Not one to run from a fight, he prepared himself mentally for the impending possibility of death. Leaping from behind the cover of the bushes, he followed Narstron, already a half dozen steps ahead of him, moving toward the titans.
Roots suddenly sprung from beneath the earth, as though the grass had grown rapidly around them, entangling the feet of both titans, holding them in place. Arrows rained upon them and a bolt of lightning struck both of them from out of the clear sky. They were easy prey for the warriors when they reached them.
When both were on the ground, dead, Cyrus looked up to find Selene, Orion and Niamh standing behind the stone archway. “That’s the problem with warriors,” Orion chuckled. “No subtlety. Haven’t you boys ever heard of an invisibility spell?”
“I can’t cast spells.” Cyrus looked up as he closed the distance between them, Narstron in tow.
“You’re injured, Cy.” Selene looked on with concern when they had reached the archway. A faint trickle of blood ran down the armor on his wrist where one of the titans had grazed him.
“Flesh wound.”
She tut-tutted at him in a very matronly way, and murmured an incantation under her breath. He felt a healing wind cross his arm, and the blood stopped, flesh bound and made whole.
“Good timing.” Niamh’s red hair blew in the hot wind. “What was your plan if we hadn’t been here to save your sorry asses?”
“I don’t think you just saved our asses on that one, Niamh.” Cy blinked. “I’m pretty sure they would have chopped up the whole of us.”
“Yeah, but you’re all ass, all over, so…” She smirked.
They chuckled. “Come on,” Orion called out, “we heard you shout from the meeting point. The rest of the guild is waiting.” They hurried under the archway down the path to the valley beyond.
Cyrus breathed deeply as he trotted along; the air was slightly cooler as they began their descent into the valley. Boulders obscured the road ahead until they came to a point where the path widened. Adventurers were assembled throughout the area.
Almost eight feet tall, a troll stood in the midst of a group of elves, dwarves and humans. Cyrus’s sword was immediately unsheathed and in his hands, watching. Clad in a black tunic that clashed with his green skin and carrying a staff that glowed with mystical power, the troll was lounging against a rock. Cyrus forced a steely calm over himself.
Orion, sensing a tense moment, placed a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder. “It’s okay: he’s one of us.”
Cyrus’s jaw unclenched. “Do you regularly associate with trolls?”
“Vaste is different.” Orion paused for a minute. “You were too young to be in the war.”
Cyrus’s eyes were cold. “You’re right; the war with the trolls was going on when I was a child. But my father died in the Dismal Swamp campaign. I don’t even remember him. My mother raised me on tales of what the trolls did until she died.”
“I assure you that Vaste was not in the war; he’s younger than you are. Nor is he your typical troll; he’s a healer.
“I thought trolls were too stupid to use magic.”
“A common misperception. That’s a rumor that spread during the war. Most trolls don’t know how to use magic because it’s a lost art among their people.” Orion looked at the black clad troll. “In fact, Vaste is considered an outcast among his people. They don’t much like the ways of outsiders — the trolls that survived the war are a tightly cloistered community.”
A long pause filled the air between them. “That’s all right,” Cyrus said. “Us ‘outsiders’ don’t care for their ways either — slaving and banditry.”
Orion raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not going to try and convince you that the empire of the trolls hasn’t done those things. All I’m telling you is that Vaste is different.”
Cyrus resheathed his sword. “We’ll see.”
“Most gracious of you,” came a familiar voice from behind him. “I can only hope you are as kind toward others — say, orphans and stray dogs.” Vara brushed past him to stand next to Orion. “If not, I fear you’ll be devoured by a puppy while trying to figure out which end of your sword is to be used for best results.” Her gaze was cold and her voice reflected it. The armor still shone, but today her long blond hair was worn in a severe bun atop her head.
“So nice to see you again, m’lady,” Narstron said with sarcasm.
“I’m sorry,” Vara said, looking from left to right with exaggerated emphasis. “I hear someone talking, but I can’t see them.” She looked down and her face registered faked shock, lips forming a perfect o. “Oh, look, a street urchin.” She reached down to pat him on the head. “Well, it looks as though you’re getting plenty to eat.”
Narstron scowled at her.
Vara turned back to Orion. “Now that the stragglers are here,” she looked pointedly at Narstron but did not acknowledge Cyrus, “we’re quite ready, whenever you are.”
Cyrus’s eyes looked around the adventurers. He studied the troll named Vaste, watching his posture, seeing how he interacted with the elves around him. Most trolls, even the half dozen or so that were permitted in Reikonos, looked hostile, tense and barely restrained. This one did not. He was calm and even laughed at a joke that one of the elves had made. Cyrus watched as Vaste threw in a witticism of his own and the group roared with laughter.
Cyrus’s gaze turned to another small cluster of Sanctuary’s adventurers. In the group was a dark elf, his hair black and skin a deep navy. He wore armor that while not as blackened as Cyrus’s, had seen fair use. A battle axe was slung across his back, and he sported a half-serious look. He stood next to an elven man who could be described in no other way but radiant — his platinum hair was cropped short and he had the markings of a healer.
On the elf’s right was a much younger looking elven woman, who wore robes of deepest crimson. Her laugh was airy and loud. The last hole in their circle was filled by someone too short for Cyrus to see at first. As he strained his neck to look around the red-robed elven woman, he caught sight of a gnome, with a dark blue robe that hung perfectly on his tiny frame.
Orion broke Cyrus’s preoccupation. “Why don’t you introduce yourselves around? We’ll be moving in a few minutes, but we’ve got things to plan first.”
“Yes,” Vara added, “do hurry along, and we’ll let you know when we’re ready for you to poke at something with those dull and rusty farm implements.” She waved her hand at their swords.
Orion shook his head. “Can’t you be nice to anyone?”
She pursed her lips as Cyrus turned from her and walked toward the group he had been observing. “I’m nice enough to you, aren’t I?” Orion cleared his throat. “Well,” Vara said, “I haven’t impaled you yet, so count your blessings.”
“Just once,” Narstron muttered, “I’d like to meet a paladin that’s not so self-righteous and full of themselves, so focused on their ‘holy crusade’ — whatever that may be — that they’d ignore someone dying in the street as they passed.”
Cyrus was befuddled. “Paladin?”
“Tell me you’re joking. Paladin? White knight? Holy crusader?”
Cyrus shrugged. “If they didn’t teach it at the Society of Arms, I didn’t learn it.”
“They’re like you. They use one sword — but unlike you, they can also use magic. They can heal a little bit, mend some wounds; not as well or quickly as a healer, mind you, but well enough to get themselves out of a scrape.”
“So what? They can use a sword and a little bit of magic.”
“It’s a lethal combination.” Narstron locked his eyes on Cyrus. “You land a deadly sword thrust, impaling your foe. What happens if they’re a warrior like us?”
“They’re dead unless a healer is backing them up.”
“Exactly. But a paladin,” Narstron’s eyes glinted, “they take a couple steps back, cast a spell and knit the wound up, and they’re back at it a moment later, until they run you through.” He gestured pointedly, miming the motion of stabbing Cyrus.
Cyrus’s eyes narrowed. “What made them so damned special to be able to use magic?”
The dwarf shrugged. “What makes anyone able to use magic? You’ve either got it or you don’t. And if you do, they send you the Leagues.”
“What are the Leagues?” Cyrus frowned.
“Like ours is the Society of Arms, the organization that teaches adventurers their trades. Theirs is called the Holy Brethren. Paladins use their magic and swordplay for their cause, which is personal to each of them — like saving the poor, or protecting the downtrodden or freeing the slaves.”
“Sounds kind of silly.”
“Yeah. And they always worship one of the ‘good’ gods, like the Goddess of Love, or the Goddess of Life. They have a code of honor. For example, your foe turns his back to you — do you strike?”
“Damned right you do.” Cyrus nodded. “It’s the best time; they can’t hit you back.”
Narstron shook his head. “See, a paladin won’t do that. It’s not ‘honorable’.”
Cyrus nodded his understanding. As he and Narstron approached the group of adventurers, the radiant elven man turned to face them and beamed at them with a dazzling smile. “I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to welcome you to our band today,” he said in a tone that indicated he wholeheartedly meant it. He took Cyrus’s hand in a firm but warm handshake.
“My name,” the elf began, “is Curatio Soulmender, and I am the chief healer of Sanctuary, and one of the guild’s officers.” He favored them with a look that was as close to opposite of Vara’s normal expression as could be found. “Let me introduce you to some of our compatriots.”
He turned first to the dark elf with a sweeping gesture. “This is Terian Lepos. He is Sanctuary’s sole dark knight.”
“A dark knight?” Cyrus said with a start. “Kind of the opposite of a paladin?” He looked to Narstron for guidance.
“Quite right. Dark knights use treachery, black magics and serve ‘evil’ gods.” Narstron looked at Lepos almost apologetically. “Sanctuary seems like a rather noble outfit to employ a dark knight.”
“We may serve ‘evil’ gods, by your definition,” Terian said with dark eyes fixed on Narstron. “But I try to restrict my activities to conform to Sanctuary’s code of honor.”
“Really?” The dwarf’s eyes widened. “I thought dark knights were into soul draining, life sucking and backstabbing.”
“I haven’t done any of those things… today.” Terian smiled.
“I faced a dark knight once,” Cyrus said with sudden realization.
Lepos raised an eyebrow. “You’re still alive, so I presume you either had help in the battle or you met a very poor dark knight.”
Red flushed the warrior’s cheeks. “I did have help and you’re right,” he acknowledged with only a trace of shame. “If I hadn’t been with a healer, the dark knight I ran across — a bandit — would have killed me.” Cyrus’s eyes narrowed at the memory. “He cast a spell while we were fighting and it literally tore the breath out of me. I nearly passed out from the pain.”
Another slight smile appeared on Terian’s face. “He used an incantation that stole a bit of your vitality — your life or your soul, depending on how you view it. It’s a useful spell; it’s kept me alive a time or two.”
Narstron nodded. “I need something like that.”
Terian threw his head back and cackled before replying. “Do you need it badly enough that you’re ready to initiate a soul sacrifice with Mortus, the God of Death, or Yartraak, the God of Darkness?”
The dwarf’s eyes widened. “Perhaps not that badly.”
Lepos had a smile of mirth on his face but said nothing as the lady elf in the crimson robes spoke up. “Don’t mind Terian. He’s a bit… prideful. My name is Nyad Spiritcaster.”
Cyrus took her hand and alternated between looking at her and Curatio. “I had always heard that elves don’t have surnames.”
Nyad laughed. “That’s the effects of humans on us. We don’t have surnames — not in proper elvish society. However,” she explained, “I left Pharesia, the elven capital, when I first struck out on my own as a young elven woman of one hundred and eight—”
“One hundred and eight?” Cyrus echoed in astonishment. “I’d heard elves were long-lived, but I didn’t really know how long-lived.”
“Most elves live several millenia.” Nyad continued, “I left Pharesia, a place where elven culture is very strict and where there isn’t much influence from the outside world. No elf in Pharesia would even think of having a last name!” she said with a conspiratorial chuckle. “However, have you heard of Termina?”
Cyrus nodded. “Andren told me about it. It’s a massive elven city on the river Perda southwest of Reikonos.”
“It’s at the very edge of the Elven Kingdom, and while our capital is still very much in line with our caste system, Termina is a place where elven norms become a bit murkier. It was there I picked up my surname. Most elves who have lived in Termina have done the same. It’s quite trendy, and it makes it easier to relate to offlanders…” She coughed. “Excuse me, non-elves.”
“I’ve heard stories about Termina.” Cyrus chose his words carefully. “I’ve heard that in the kingdom an elven woman would never look at an outsider or a member of a lower caste for fear that she would lose status.” He thought about it for a moment. “Which would actually explain Vara. But in Termina it’s supposed to be different…”
“It is,” Nyad nodded. “The kingdom is very caste driven. Marrying or bedding an outsider would drop your status in the eyes of everyone. If a high-born elf and a low-born elf were to become involved, the high-born would lose significant face. In Termina, however, anything can happen. And does.”
“But,” Narstron asked, “isn’t Termina part of the Elven Kingdom? Ruled by that massive royal family of yours?”
Nyad blushed deeply, the color of her robes. “Of mine?” she asked in a pitch above her normal conversational tone. “I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered.
Narstron studied her with a raised eyebrow, aware that he had touched a nerve. “Of your kingdom,” he clarified. Cyrus looked at Curatio to gauge his reaction, but the healer’s expression was guarded. Terian, on the other hand, looked highly amused.
“Yes, the royal family rules Termina.” She paused for a moment and composed herself. “Pharesia has been the capital of the Elven Kingdom since its founding, long before humankind was around. Since the rise of Reikonos, and the growing trade with offlanders, that commerce has become vital to our economy. Without Termina, the Elven Kingdom would fall within a year.”
“How is that possible?” Cyrus looked at her in disbelief.
She shrugged. “Commerce is a dirty practice in Pharesia and that attitude radiates to the towns and villages of the kingdom. Only a lower-born would be a merchant while being high born or royalty is exalted above all else.” She looked Cyrus in the eyes. “When you demonize the merchants that bring your society prosperity and consider those who engage in it to be sneaky or criminal, you create a society where people want to be royalty and nobody wants to do the uncouth work that allow the royalty to survive.”
Cyrus exchanged a look with Narstron. “They actually consider merchant work to be dirty in the Elven Kingdom?”
“Low status work,” Nyad corrected. “Merchants are like kings in Termina because there is no status barrier, money is exalted. Everything is for sale in Termina, and royalty and merchant are equal, and the same goes for offlanders. As long as you have money, anything is negotiable.”
“It sounds dramatically different from Pharesia,” Cyrus said.
“It is. About a tenth of the population of Termina is non-elves, and their,” she coughed again, seemingly her way of covering a somewhat embarrassing statement, “foreign ways have tremendous influence on the mostly younger and impressionable elven population of Termina.”
A roar sounded as two titans charged into the clearing and looked upon the party with outrage. “More intruders!” one of them bellowed.
Niamh was hovering (How does she do that? Cyrus wondered) overhead and suddenly dark bolts were flying from her hands, lightning coursing through the titans.
Cyrus darted into the battle. The titan before him was within his reach when it veered toward its comrade. The second titan assumed a defensive posture and blocked a sword-swipe, barely keeping it from removing his arm. A burst of fire bowled him over and consumed him. Cy started to alter course toward the one that had attacked his fellow but it was strangely still. The titan’s eyes were fixed and unmoving, staring straight ahead.
“Whaddya think, Curatio?” piped the gnome standing in the group with him. “Can I keep him?”
The elf smiled, and again it put Cyrus oddly at ease. It took him a moment to realize why. Stern was an attribute that could be assigned to most elves. They weren’t much for friendliness with outsiders. “Sure thing, J’anda.”
The army resumed a relaxed state. Cyrus could not shake a feeling of discomfort with a titan now standing in their midst. The gnome in the circle made his way past Curatio and looked up at Cyrus expectantly. “I am J’anda Aimant.”
Cyrus leaned down. “Forgive me; I haven’t had much contact with gnomes.”
J’anda chortled. “What makes you think I’m a gnome?” Cyrus looked at him curiously, not sure that he’d heard J’anda correctly. Cyrus blinked and the gnome was gone, replaced by a dwarf, still wearing the same blue robe, but resized to fit the much bulkier and taller frame.
“Uh… I can’t say I’ve ever seen anything quite like this before…” Cyrus said.
“Ah,” J’anda replied. “Then you’ll really be impressed with this.” This time, Cyrus didn’t even blink — but the dwarf was gone and replaced with a human. Fine, delicate features graced his face. He smiled at Cyrus, and before the warrior had a chance to reply, J’anda’s ears grew and he had become an elf.
“Now that’s impressive,” Narstron said. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen an enchanter go through that many illusions.”
Cyrus relaxed a little. “An enchanter. That explains your ability to control the titan.”
J’anda gave him another dazzling smile. “One of my many talents, I assure you.”
Cyrus regarded the enchanter carefully. “What else can you do besides change your form and charm a titan to do your bidding?”
J’anda’s same charming smile made its way across his face, “An excellent question, and one you will surely learn the answer to should you join Sanctuary. I’m not charming this titan — I’m completely bending his will to mine. I could tell him to walk down there and attack the rest of the titan guards,” J’anda indicated the path ahead, “and he would do it cheerfully. And he will,” an air of impatience filled the enchanter’s voice, “as soon as we get moving.”
“I’ve had some experience with that recently.” Cyrus’s eyes focused on the titan captive’s. They were blank, unfocused.
“Oh?” J’anda smiled. “Were you witnessing it or did you get your will bent?”
“No, I didn’t get my will bent.” Cyrus remained expressionless. “But it was attempted.”
The elf’s eyebrow went up. “You resisted?”
Cyrus honed in on the enchanter. “Yes. Ashan’agar, the Dragonlord, tried to get me to do his bidding.”
Both of J’anda’s eyebrows retreated upward. “My goodness. How did you escape his power?”
A shrug. “I don’t know.”
Whatever response J’anda might have offered was cut off by the sudden arrival of Vara. “When these giants came around the corner, they said something about ‘More intruders’. Can you find out what that means?”
“Certainly.” J’anda nodded in accommodation. The enchanter’s eyes looked up at the titan, gazing deeply. J’anda did not move or speak for several moments, and when he broke his gaze from the titan, he was unsmiling. “Someone attacked their city last night from the southern entrance. Something was stolen. Something valuable.”
“Any idea what?” Vara blew air impatiently out of her lips.
“He doesn’t know,” came the enchanter’s reply. “Whatever it was, they’re not making it common knowledge.”
“We’re ready to move,” Orion commanded the attention of the entire group. “Let’s get this excursion underway. Security is bound to be tighter than we expected if they just got hit last night, so be on guard.” He began walking backward down the path to Kortran. “Move out, Sanctuary!”
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As the group began to move Cyrus tried to stick close to Orion. A flash of red made him start as a familiar figure emerged from the shadows.
“Niamh!” Orion seemed pleased to see her. “What news from the city?”
The elf smiled. “No more guards in the road ahead. Which is fortunate,” she raised her voice, “because this lot has all the stealth capability of a bar full of drunken trolls! We’re clear all the way to our objective,” she told the ranger with a smile. With a spell she faded back into the shadows.
Cyrus turned his attention to Orion. “What is our objective?”
Orion looked back at him. “How much do you know about the southern lands?”
Cyrus shrugged as they walked forward. “I know that we’re in them, it’s damned hot, and there are riches in here somewhere.”
Orion smirked before replying. “All true. There are three factions in the southern regions: the elves of Amti, a colony that is mostly independent of the Elven Kingdom somewhere east of the Savanna, in the Jungle of Vidara. Then there are the dragons of Hewat — you recall their former king?” The smirk grew wider. “The dragons are far south of here; the only way to get to them would be having a wizard open a portal to the wastelands, or to go through Kortran. Which brings us to the titans. Three factions, all fighting for the southern lands. The elves’ and dragons’ territory is separated by the territory of the titans, so they rarely engage in battle.”
“Why don’t they ally?”
The ranger shuddered. “Dragons don’t have much in the way of allies: just people they’re not at war with. Titans and dragons are a pretty good match, but the elves of Amti? They’re outnumbered and small compared to a titan or a dragon.”
Cyrus looked around. “Pretend you’re a titan.” Orion nodded. “You had intruders last night, they steal something valuable and secret enough that your guards don’t even know what it is, but you don’t increase your security?” Cyrus looked at the ranger with disbelief on his face. “This doesn’t look like a city at war. We’re heading in and I’ve yet to see more than token resistance.”
“They are at war. The problem is the war doesn’t come to Kortran. I’ve heard of outposts getting attacked on all sides. But taking it to the heart of their capital? The dragons aren’t threatened enough and the giants aren’t ready for that sort of strike.
“Hewat is south of here through fifty miles of mountain passes. Most of the titan forces are guarding those rather than worrying about attacks from the elves to the north.” The ranger wore a pitying expression. “I doubt Amti has made an offensive move against the titans in years. Their city is only standing for one reason: the titans haven’t found it yet.”
“How do you miss an entire city of elves?” Cyrus boggled.
Orion shrugged. “The location’s secret. You have to have an elven escort lead you there blindfolded. Back to your original question: the elves have done the only thing they can do without attacking directly. They’ve placed a bounty on the heads of the titans.” His eyes lit up. “The elves really don’t have an army, but they have money.
“Money buys armor, weapons, things with mystical power that can bear and deal damage better.” He held up his hand to halt the army as they crested a rise. “We’re here for those bounties. We need better equipment. Mystical equipment increases the power of our spell casters magic in addition to giving more resistance to hostile spells to our fighters.”
It had gotten so dark that Cyrus could no longer see more than a few paces in front of him. Faint lights in the distance indicated there was a city not far away. He had been following Orion, not worried about where he was going.
He felt a hand gently grasp his arm and looked over to see J’anda, who smiled as he placed something cold in the warrior’s palm.
Cyrus tried to bring the object closer so he could see it, but J’anda closed Cyrus’s palm firmly. A glow of blue exploded in his hand soundlessly and the sparkles of light shot up his arm to his neck. A flash of light lit the warrior’s eyes. Blinking it away he could see; the darkness had faded. “It’s an orb of lucense,” J’anda whispered. “Magical spell that conveys night vision. Thought you might like to see where you’re going,” he said with amusement.
“Another of your mysterious powers?”
The enchanter shrugged with a whimsical smile. “There are so many.”
Cyrus looked back down the path and his breath caught in his throat. The city of Kortran was stretched out before him. The path diverged into an ovoid ring road that looped around both sides of the valley and rejoined at the far southern end opposite them. A path led down from the split into the city proper like a ramp into the bowl of the valley.
The buildings were intricately carved. In fact, much of the city was carved out of the rock itself on the ground level as well as along one side of the outer ring road. The other side — what Cyrus believed was the eastern facing — had only two enormous arches that led into the mountainside, each seemingly going in different directions. Both of them had very intricate facades, carved with ornate statuary and more sophisticated in their appearance than the city’s other buildings.
In the center of the valley, larger stone buildings dotted the cityscape sprinkled between the more common stone and mortar dwellings, most of which carried intricate woodwork.
Niamh breathed from somewhere to his left, “I never get tired of seeing this.” Looking around, Cyrus realized that she had not faded into the shadows — her voice seemed to be coming out of thin air.
“I’ll never get used to that,” he muttered as he shook his head.
Niamh appeared next to him, caught his attention and smiled. “What, magic?”
He shook his head. “Yeah. It’s not like we saw a lot of it in the Society of Arms, where I was raised.” Cyrus turned to her. “You’re a druid?”
“That’s right.”
“I’ve only known one druid. This is going to sound a little stupid,” Cyrus began. He looked around to see if anyone was looking at him. “What exactly does a druid do? I know you have power over nature…”
“Yes, we deeply appreciate nature. The spells I cast,” she licked her lips, “tend to center on control of nature and the elements. I can cast fire or ice spells — not as powerfully as a wizard, but well enough — command water, plant life, even animals to some extent. I can summon a mystical wind that can teleport us from place to place… and a few other things.”
Cyrus’s eyebrow shot up. “I’ve seen some of that. Useful magic, that’s for sure.”
Niamh nodded. “The good news is you don’t have to worry about spell casters facing you in Kortran. Titans don’t have healers, or wizards or druids. They favor martial strength to the exclusion of intellectual pursuits like magic. Just like all followers of the God of War.” Scorn dripped from her words.
Cyrus flushed. “Bellarum, the Lord of War? What’s wrong with worshiping him?”
“Not you too?” She shivered as though something dirty had crawled on her. “I don’t exactly shy away from battle, but I’ll never understand those who worship warfare and consider it some sort of ‘spiritual experience’.”
Cy raised an eyebrow. “Most don’t. It’s okay — I don’t understand your magic.”
“Maybe I’ll explain more about it sometime.”
Cyrus nodded and then realized they had been halted for nearing five minutes. He looked around for Orion, and found him whispering with Vara and Curatio. After a pause Orion signaled the army to move down the path into the city. They moved slowly, but Cyrus could see no activity in the city itself. He looked down at his feet as the texture of the path changed when they crossed onto the ring road — it was made entirely of a rich, dark wood.
Orion beckoned them down the ramp. J’anda’s titan still walked with them, casting shadows in the light of Kortran’s lamps. The enchanter paused with his titan, holding position in the middle of the road. “Shall I guard here?” he whispered to Orion.
“Not a bad idea in case we have to retreat,” the ranger said, turning forward again to lead the army into the heart of the city.
They left the ring road behind them as they descended, the large buildings surrounding them. Once they reached the bottom of the ramp, they crept into the darkness of a nearby alley, sticking close to the wall for cover. They followed back alleys for a few blocks to one of the larger buildings on the outskirts.
“Armory, maybe?” Narstron wondered, having reappeared at Cyrus’s side, startling the human.
“Whatever it is, I guess this is where Amti’s most wanted villains hide out.” Cyrus took in the scale of the building with some surprise. They were truly enormous up close.
It took three people to open the door. Cyrus peered into the darkness within, and felt a not-so-gentle shove. He looked over his shoulder to see Vara smiling at him mirthlessly. “After you,” she said with a bow and hand outstretched toward the door.
Without another word, Cyrus ran into the building.
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Cy took a sharp breath as he realized there was a titan in the room. It was sleeping on an oversized wooden chair in the corner. Letting out a sigh of relief, Cyrus watched it as they crept past.
They filed into the next room. Cy caught a flicker of motion behind a chair leg, and bolted forward. He ate up the distance to the chair quickly, cutting around the edge as something burst out and slammed into his chestplate, knocking him back a step.
Whatever had hit him dropped and rolled back, coming to rest a few paces away. When Cyrus’s gaze locked onto it, he saw it was a swarthy elf, moaning in pain and rubbing his shoulder. Orion, Vara and Narstron had been only paces behind him, and now surrounded the elf, weapons drawn.
Holding his hands up, the elf twitched before speaking, which he did in a low, hissing voice. “Friends, I can’t thank you enough for coming for me!” Something about the elf seemed oily to Cyrus. “My name is Erart, and I have been a prisoner here for far too long.”
Orion looked at him with undisguised skepticism. “I doubt that. Any elf in Kortran would either be dead or a traitor.”
A sign of panic entered the elf’s eyes. “No! No, I swear I am a prisoner, trapped here in the city! I was scared to leave!”
“You’re a liar.” Cyrus looked him in the eyes. He could see it, the subtle evasion as the elf avoided his stare, then relaxed before tensing every muscle in his body.
“HELP!”
The elf’s call caught them off guard. The next sound they heard was the tearing of cloth. Cyrus turned to see a tapestry pulled to the side, and three titans stepped out of the passage behind it. He looked back to see the door they had come through open to admit the sleeping titan plus another. Terian swept toward the titans behind them, sword already in motion.
Orion unstrapped his bow in a split second, arrow nocked and flying a moment later. Cy had turned and charged to close the distance between himself and the titans before him. He could hear Vara and Narstron behind him as Sanctuary’s army engaged the titans to the rear. Orion’s first shot was perfect: he caught the leading titan in the eye, causing him to let out an agonized yell.
As he dodged past the first foe, Cyrus raked his sword across the achilles tendon, causing it to topple and knock his closest following comrade backward. Dodging the two falling titans, Cyrus leapt upon them and quickly slit the second titan’s throat before he could free a hand to stop the warrior.
The third titan emitted a roar at the death of his comrade. Glancing back, Cy saw Narstron give the half-blind titan the same treatment Cyrus had given the first. It looked like a geyser of red when he ripped out its throat. Vara looked annoyed but followed Cyrus to the third titan.
The titan took a swipe at him designed almost as much to keep him back as to do him any harm. He feinted at the titan’s right leg, then pulled away. It fixated on him, ignoring Vara. She gracefully sidestepped and slammed her sword down on her enemy’s foot. He let out a howl of pained outrage, but before he could take a swipe at her, three things happened very quickly.
First, an arrow sailed into the titan’s upper lip, causing him to emit another startled yelp. Orion followed his arrow with a second that caught the titan squarely in the shoulder and caused him to drop his sword.
Second, Narstron jumped onto the last survivor’s leg, and drove both his blades into the side of its knee, slipping them under the kneecap and causing the leg to buckle and to drop the titan to the ground. Vara added a powerful sword-swipe to the afflicted area.
Finally, Cyrus charged into the opening created by their attack and jumped up to bury his sword into the side of the titan’s neck. With a wretched sound the titan fell to his hands and knees, then lay down and died. Cyrus looked around. The four of us just took out three titans with no healer! Not bad.
“My goodness, that took forever thanks to the two of you,” Vara grumbled. Cyrus rolled his eyes while Narstron clenched his teeth.
“I thought it went rather smoothly.” Orion favored the two warriors with a smile. Vara exhaled impatiently as she turned back to the Sanctuary army.
Cyrus turned to find the Sanctuary army running out the door in a mass, one titan dead on the ground, the other missing. He took off at a run, Orion a few steps ahead of him. The elf, Erart, was nowhere to be seen, Cyrus noticed as he flew through the door. Where is the other titan?
He and Orion pushed their way through the army, accidentally stepping on a gnome. He saw Niamh wielding twin bursts of fire from each hand, blasting the retreating titan’s leg, bringing it down. Terian was striking it with his sword. Vara jumped from behind Cyrus to land on the it’s back, delivering an impaling strike with her sword as the wounded titan let loose a cry.
Vara cut it short by stabbing into the titan’s lungs, but it was too late. The silence created by the titan’s death was filled with the sound of doors opening, bells ringing and shouts filling the air.
“RAIDERS AT MAJANI MANOR HOUSE!”
Other voices took up the call as titans poured into the streets of Kortran. Above the shouting, a fell voice cut through all others. “DESTROY THE INTRUDERS! TALIKARTIN, CLAIM THEIR SKULLS!”
Two titans stood above the rest. “That’s Emperor Razeel and Talikartin the Guardian. We cannot defeat either of them,” Orion breathed. “RETREAT!”
“I hate retreating!” Cyrus shouted — but didn’t argue.
The rangers’ bows hummed with arrows as they fell back, dashing past the titans that were swarming from every house into the narrow alleys and avenues. Cyrus stayed with the rear guard, but no titans had caught up to them yet - the arrows were proving a discouragement. Nyad let loose a spell that rained fire upon any who crossed beneath it. While it didn’t stop the titans, it certainly slowed them, as they stopped to put out the flames upon emerging from it.
Cyrus charged up the ramp, one of the last to go, the closest titan only fifty feet behind him. Narstron was moving fast enough that Cyrus was having trouble keeping up. The titans had a stride five times that of a human and near ten times that of a gnome. There is no way we can all make it, Cyrus thought as he watched the fastest of their pursuers close the distance.
Cyrus passed Niamh, who had stopped to cast a spell. Cutting his momentum for a beat to aid her if needed, she completed her incantation and blazed past him. He watched as roots burst from the ground, breaking through the wooden road in front of them, wrapping around their enemies’ feet and then ankles, dragging them down. As the roots reached their legs and pulled them to their knees, more burst forth and wrapped around arms of the titans, yanking them to the earth in a firm embrace.
Faces askew with anger, the trapped titans screamed in outrage, vines and roots clawing at them, grasping for purchase. Behind them, those that were free of the roots were attempting to climb over their trapped brethren.
Cyrus’s attention turned in the direction they had been retreating: a lone giant stepped over him and rushed into the ranks of his ensnared comrades, killing a few of the surprised titans before they reacted and brought down their traitor. Cyrus looked back to see J’anda salute his enslaved titan as it was killed by three of its own.
Orion’s voice rang over them, just behind him now. “Spell casters, fall back to the entrance — warriors, paladins, hold the line as the rear guard!” Orion caught an irritable look from Terian Lepos before adding, “Yes, you too.”
A few of the more enterprising titans used their trapped fellows as stepping stones. One front runner was ahead of the rest. Fresh meat, Cy thought.
The warrior feinted to his left as if to slip past the titan but instead dodged to the right at the last second and plunged both swords into the titan’s foot. Shocked and in pain, he screamed and plunged face first into the ground.
Cyrus scrambled up his fallen adversary to the back of its neck. He drove his sword blade into the base of the titan’s skull. He looked up to see Narstron, already covered in the blood of the next titan. They locked eyes for a moment and he could hear Narstron utter the warrior’s cry of exultation: “Ye gods, the battle!” Cyrus shot him a smile. This is what warriors live for, he thought with great satisfaction.
“Uh, boys?” Niamh’s voice rang out. “Care to join us in the retreat?” She gestured at the Sanctuary army, almost back to the ring road. Vines sprung up from Niamh’s spell, covering their escape as the three of them retreated up the ramp. A roar behind them startled Cyrus. He looked back to see the one called Talikartin the Guardian, his helm a shining silver to match his armor. Black sleeves flowed from beneath his chest plate and rough skin, scarred all over, covered the titan.
Beyond Talikartin, Cyrus caught sight of Emperor Razeel. He had a crown of gold shaped like the skull of a dragon and a green dragonskin cloak wrapped around him, buttoned at the collar. When he spoke, a terrible, cruel voice echoed through the caverns. “Intruders! I am Emperor Razeel of Kortran, the City of Titans.”
“Thank the gods he spelled that out for me,” Narstron quipped from behind Cyrus. “I was certain I’d stumbled into a troll brothel purely by mistake.”
“You would know from experience what those are like,” Vara’s voice came from behind them.
“You may win this day — as you did yesterday,” Razeel continued, “and some of you may escape like the cowards you are — but your transgressions will neither be forgotten nor forgiven by the citizens of Kortran.” The Emperor clenched his fist. “Talikartin the Guardian, make them pay with blood for the citizens they’ve killed and the priceless treasure they have stolen from us.”
Talikartin was a titan among titans. Massive, his muscled frame bespoke of a power both physical and mystical. He broke free of the vines that clawed at his feet with ease. With a swing of his arms the titan swept his own people from his path, scrambling to get to the rear guard.
Niamh whispered behind him, “We are not going to get away on foot — not from him.”
Cyrus looked back at her, a question on his lips. “Can you cast a teleport spell like you did in Ashan’agar’s den? Get some people out of here?”
She shook her head. “Too many people; they’re too scattered and far from me — one of the wizards needs to—” She stopped. “Nyad! We need an area teleportation spell!”
The blond elf looked stunned for a moment. She stopped and concentrated, whispering to herself. A bluish burst of fire engulfed her from toe to head — shocking Cyrus, who wondered for a moment if she’d accidentally scorched herself by mistake. He turned back to brace himself for Talikartin’s assault. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Narstron doing the same. A burst of blue fire shot past Cyrus’s eyes and hovered in front of him, a little ball of cerulean flame. Looking back, Cyrus saw the Sanctuary army, one by one, disappearing into the bursts of blue fire.
“Grab the orb!” Niamh shrieked. Talikartin was only thirty paces away now. The Sanctuary army was gone. Narstron grabbed the orb hovering in front of him and disappeared into blue flames. A whirlwind engulfed Niamh and she too was gone.
Alone, in the city of Kortran, Cyrus looked for a moment across the mass of titans, ensnared, and caught sight of the Emperor Razeel again, whose eyes were afire in outrage.
Talikartin was close now, reaching back, intent on raining a crippling blow on the lone warrior in black, a blow he could not stop or avoid. “Return Ferocis to us and I will make your death painless.”
“Ferocis?” Cyrus’s hand remained at his side. Twenty paces.
“Do not be coy! Return Ferocis — the Warblade of Bellarum — that you took from us, and I will make this fast. Otherwise, your death will not be swift.”
Cyrus’s eyebrow raised. Ten paces. “Tempting. But I didn’t steal it.” His eyes moved from Razeel to Talikartin, locking on the shocking blue pupils of this titan among titans. Five. And the warrior smiled. “So long, Tali,” he mocked, scorn dripping from his words. “I’ll be back for you — and your Emperor.”
His hands reached out and grasped the orb as Talikartin’s hand arced forward. Blue fire exploded, encompassing his vision and Talikartin the Guardian’s killing strike vanished before him.
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The magics of teleportation faded from his eyes. He had arrived at Reikonos Square and no one from Sanctuary was anywhere in sight. Just another day: no dragons, no titans — just people going about their business. Most were headed to the markets or the commercial district, a few perhaps to the slums and the illicit trade within, others heading toward the Citadel or the city gates. Unsure what to do next, he turned to head back to the guildhall.
“Hey.” The voice startled him. Floating a few feet above, smiling from ear to ear, was Niamh.
He returned her smile. “Glad to see you. Everyone made it out okay?”
She scowled. “Everyone but you, we thought. Another five minutes and I was going to assemble a search party.” Her smile returned. “Glad I didn’t have to. Ready to check out Sanctuary?” She cocked her head.
He hesitated. “I can’t go without Andren. I give my blessing to join Sanctuary without reservations. But we have to get Andren first.” He gestured in the direction of the slums. “Our guildhall is just through there; I’ll go and be right back.”
She floated down and grabbed him by the shoulder as he was turning to leave. “Hold it right there, hotshot. Nyad caught up with Narstron here at the same time I did. They’re probably already at Sanctuary right now; Nyad has a teleport spell that can bring them right to the foyer.” Her grin was now from ear to ear. “You and me? We got a ways to run. Hope you’re not too tired…”
A few moments later Cyrus felt his feet touch the ground as the teleport spell died away and found himself in the long, wild grass of the Plains of Perdamun. Finding Niamh next to him, still floating, he finally found the moment to ask the question that had been on his mind. “How do you do that?”
She grinned again. “How do I do what?” She flipped her flaming red hair over her shoulder. “You mean, how do I fly? Walk on air?” She laughed, a sound that harmonized with the breeze rustling in the grasses of the plains. “It’s magic, silly ass.”
“I figured that much out for myself.”
She paused, murmuring under her breath. Cyrus felt the light touch of magic, flowing from his feet up to his head. He looked down… and he was floating. “Because I’m a druid, a servant of nature, most of my spells are based on using nature’s power. For example, the roots of the trees of Arkaria? I can command them, like I did in Kortran. I also have a spell that imbues you with the essence of a falcon — which means you can fly.”
Without warning, she took off running north at top speed. With only a moment of delay Cyrus’s reflexes kicked in and he followed her. Not bad, he thought, wind rushing in his face. They flew across the plains, the tall grass swaying in their wake. The grass here was much less dry than that of the Gradsden Savanna. It was lush and green, and swayed in the autumnal wind.
Niamh had been exaggerating the length of the run. After only five minutes, enormous stone gates appeared before them, parting a very tall wall. Over the top of it he could see a large building peeking out. As they ran through the gates, he was momentarily breathless.
It was a building unlike any he had seen; towers were topped by spires at the four corners of the building. The front had multiple archways leading from the towers to the center of the structure; an arch larger than the rest peaked at the roof. An enormous, circular stained glass window placed roughly twenty feet above the largest doors Cyrus had seen other than in Kortran. The tallest spire of all was a tower in the center of the building leading several hundred feet above the rest of the structure.
Niamh stopped at his side. “Welcome to Sanctuary.”
Looking around he found the grounds were impressive as well. To his right were stables, and beyond them he could see an archery range. On the other side of the main building was a smaller stone building with a wooden roof that belched smoke from three different chimneys.
“Oy!” Narstron called out, coming from the stables with Andren and Nyad in tow. “Thought you might not have made it out.”
Cy looked at him, eyebrow raised. “Yeah, I can see you were torn up about it, too.”
He looked at Andren warily; the elf looked sober, for once, and a bit put out. “Thanks for bringing me along.” His expression was sour.
“Sorry.” Cyrus shrugged.
Changing his focus to Nyad, he bowed slightly. “Thanks for saving us all in there, Nyad. How long does the orb from that teleportation spell last before it disappears?”
Looking slightly baffled, she answered, “I think a minute or two? I’ve never stuck around long enough to find out. I do know,” she said, “that it will follow you around ‘til it goes out.”
Niamh surveyed them anxiously. “So, are you gonna apply to join us or what?”
Cyrus looked at her, then looked at the expectant eyes of Andren and Narstron. “After consideration, I think Sanctuary is the kind of people we can rely on. So, yes.” Nods of approval from Andren and Narstron followed.
Niamh beamed at them. “Well, all right. Ready for the grand tour?”
After they nodded, she led them through the entryway and into an enormous foyer. Hallways exited from all sides, but ahead of them was another, slightly less massive set of doors that were open wide and led into a great hall — complete with dining tables. “Great hall,” Narstron mused aloud. “‘Tis truly great. Is this where the meals are served?”
Niamh looked down at him. “Sure is. Three squares a day, plus there’s always food available. There’s a pretty extensive kitchen. Most of the cooking is done by Larana Stillhet. She’s the handiest person around. She can cook, sew — almost any skill you’d need, she has. That’s her workshop out back.”
“The one with the three chimneys?” Cyrus asked.
Niamh nodded. “She tends to the domestic side of Sanctuary.”
“What about ale?” Andren asked before Cyrus could follow up on his question.
“Larana is a master brewer, too.”
“I can’t tell you how excited I am to be here,” Andren said.
After seeing the empty great hall, they went back to the foyer in time to see Vara crossing the room from the nearby lounge. She made no move to stop and talk to them, but Cyrus caught a glance from her that she averted after she noticed him looking.
“Vara!” Niamh called out, halting the paladin’s progress. “Don’t be rude to our guests.”
The elf stopped, her armor heaving from the exertion of her pace across the floor. She faced away from them for a moment, seeming to compose herself before turning back with a wide smile that was disingenuous. “So pleased to see you all.” Her voice was honey-sweet. “I do hope you find your way around well enough, and if you need any assistance in finding the exit, by all means, let me know.” Her expression reverted back to disdain.
“You know,” Narstron said, outraged, “I have no idea where your attitude comes from. You don’t even know us!”
Her eyebrow raised but the rest of her face stayed in the same unpleasant expression. “And you think that would improve your case?” Without waiting for a response, she turned on her heel and left, striding up the staircase across the foyer.
Niamh had a pinched expression. “Don’t worry about it. Vara is really… prickly. But she’ll warm up to you all; it just takes time. “
“How many centuries, approximately?” Andren said.
“Vara is who Vara is,” came a deep voice from behind them. “Asking her to change would be like commanding the Torrid Sea to be still.” Cyrus tensed as he realized who was speaking. Vaste the troll joined them. Looking down at Cyrus, he graced the warrior with a smile that carried a surprising warmth.
Cy looked evenly at him. “So you’re Vaste.”
“And though we haven’t been introduced, I know your name to be Cyrus Davidon.” Vaste’s enormous hand came up to his mouth in a motion that made the green troll look reflective. “But what’s in a name? Is it a name that’s more important… or the content of one’s character, would you say?” He paused, regarding the warrior, waiting for an answer.
Cyrus looked at the troll suspiciously, pondering the question, trying to look beyond the obvious answer. “Of course the content of someone’s character would be more important than their name,” he answered finally.
“Well said,” the troll said with a nod. “So even if someone, say a gnome, had a suspicious name, something that sounded like it might make them goblin-born, would you look to the content of their character before you judged them?”
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Well, yes.”
“Very decent of you. That’s a wise sentiment indeed. How would you judge the content of that person’s character? Through their deeds? Actions? Words?” The troll’s stare once more locked on to the warrior, brown and black eyes shining down at Cyrus.
Cyrus could feel himself being verbally backed into a corner. “I suppose… that would be the usual way you would divine someone’s character. See if their deeds matched their words.”
“So logically speaking,” the troll finished, with no trace of a smile, “you’d have to wait and see what words and deeds came from a person before you could really tell anything about them, wouldn’t you?”
The rest of the group looked on. Nyad looked confused while Andren seemed annoyed. Narstron attempted to engage Niamh in a quiet conversation and ignore the exchange between Vaste and Cyrus.
Cyrus knew when he was beaten. “Point taken.” The warrior took a deep breath. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Vaste. I’ll be looking forward,” he continued with only a trace of irony, “to getting to know you.”
The troll bowed his head, smile fully returned. “And I you, Cyrus Davidon.” Vaste bowed at the midsection, looking for a moment like a tower falling down, and walked away.
“Cyrus!” He heard his name called across the foyer. He turned to see Orion. “Glad to see you made it back safely.” Orion’s grin matched his own.
“Hell, I’m glad I made it back safely. I just… had to deliver a message before I left.”
Though he didn’t ask, the curious expression on his face indicated the ranger caught what Cyrus had said. “How are you feeling?”
“Frankly, I’m getting a little tired of cutting and running,” Cyrus replied without expression.
Orion chuckled. “Get used to it in adventuring. Don’t get me wrong, we usually win. But when you’re that outnumbered, it makes it tough to do anything but live to fight another day.” He paused, and clapped his hand onto Cyrus’s shoulder. “I have no doubt that we’ll be seeing a string of victories that you’ll be a big part of.” Walking over to Niamh, he murmured something to her. “I’ll see you at dinner. There’s a Council meeting about to start; we have to go.” He headed up a nearby staircase, Niamh in tow, in the same direction Vara had gone.
A disturbing thought occurred to Cyrus. “Is Vara on the Council?”
Nyad smiled. “You mean is she an officer of the guild? Yes, she is. Now, would you like to finish the tour?”
As she led the way to a chamber in the back of the building, Cyrus walked beside her. “How long have you been with Sanctuary?” he asked, making conversation.
Nyad looked sidelong at him. “I’ve been here for a few years so I’ve had an opportunity to get to know the members of Sanctuary well. They’re a great bunch of people.”
They reached a door and Nyad paused to look directly into Cyrus’s eyes. “This guild is a brotherhood, dedicated to the ideal of service. They will go to their deaths for you, if you’re with us. But if we have an enemy, the converse applies — we’ll go to our deaths to pursue them, especially if they’ve harmed a guildmate.”
She did not break eye contact with Cyrus, and in that moment he saw the wisdom of a being much older than himself, something he had not noticed in her frivolity and cheeriness.
She opened the door before Cyrus had a chance to reply, and he took it to be her signal to close that subject of conversation. She continued by showing them through the armory. Inside stood an aged human with a craggy face. His armor looked even more battered than Cyrus’s. “This is Belkan, our armorer,” Nyad said as she gestured to the old man.
The man she called Belkan grunted at them and nodded. She introduced them.
“Davidon?” Belkan’s furry white eyebrow raised when she mentioned Cyrus’s name. A neutral expression forced its way onto the armorer’s face as he looked the warrior over. “Pleased to meet you.” His eyes fell to Cyrus’s sword. “I suspect we can find better than that.”
Cyrus looked around and nearly drooled at the selection of weapons and armor on the walls. “I lost my sword fighting a dragon. I just picked this up off the ground.”
The bushy eyebrow raised again. “A dragon?” Belkan shook his head and muttered something unintelligible. “Stop by in the next couple days and we’ll find you something. Now get going,” the old man waved them off. “I have things to do.”
The next stop was the Halls of Healing. As Cyrus walked through the door, he found Curatio sitting in front of a table with a gnome atop it. As they walked in, the gnome pointed at Cyrus. “That’s him! He’s the one who stepped on me: I remember the black armor!” His entire arm was no longer than Cyrus’s forearm, and his voice had an almost comical pitch
Remembering that he had accidentally trod on someone in Kortran, Cyrus said. “I’m sorry! I was trying to get to the titan before it sounded the alarm. I didn’t even see you there!”
The gnome nodded, perturbed. “Typical of tall folk; feet too far from your eyes to see where you’re going.”
Curatio smiled. “You’re going to be just fine, Brevis.”
Without a word of thanks, the gnome jumped down from the table and skittered out the door. Shaking his head, Curatio turned to the group. “Nice to see you all here! You seem like you’ve got the attitude we’re looking for. If you need anything, just ask. If you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to get to. Nice to see you.”
They left the Halls of Healing, and after seeing the lounge they made their way to the applicant quarters. Their chambers were a series of dormitory-style rooms, each applicant having their own, with a common bath for all the applicants. Nyad left them to get settled after letting them know when dinner would be served.
After spending a few minutes in his room — a desk, bed, mirror and a comfortable chair for sitting - Cyrus left to explore. Pausing to consider the wisdom of prowling around where he had not been invited, he shrugged inwardly. What are they going to do? he thought. Kick me out? With a chuckle, he left the applicant quarters and went up the nearest staircase.
At the top of the staircase Cyrus found himself in a room that housed a set of ornately carved double doors. From behind them he could hear voices — then the sound of a woman laughing — Niamh, he believed. This must be the Council’s Chambers. Looking beyond the door he saw a staircase that lead up to the floor above the Council Chamber. Curious, he began walking toward it.
A sudden hissing sound made him freeze as he realized he was no longer alone. Descending the staircase was a paladin, which Cyrus knew from the regal bearing of the knight. His armor was scuffed but undamaged; he had clearly seen many battles and the wisdom that radiated from him showed it. He stopped before Cyrus, who was transfixed. His helm covered only a bit of his face, but he could see one of the eyeholes was covered in the helm.
Looking at Cyrus through the other with a stare that seemed to pierce directly into the warrior’s heart, the knight spoke. “Greetings, Cyrus Davidon. Do not be afraid, for I would not harm you. I am Alaric Garaunt.” A glimpse of humor flickered into his eye, the look of a man who was equal parts tired and wise. “I am the Ghost of Sanctuary.”
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Cyrus stared at the vision before him. The paladin stared back. “Nice to meet you,” Cyrus said. “How do you know who I am?”
A smile creased Alaric’s mouth. “I know all that happens within these walls.” He gestured vaguely. “I don’t mean to be mysterious… at least not at this moment,” the paladin said with an enigmatic smile. “You have heard of the Sanctuary Council?” When Cyrus nodded affirmation, he continued. “The Council is six officers sworn to the good of Sanctuary with a leader and an elder to assist. I am the leader.”
“Ah, so that’s why you’re the ‘Ghost of Sanctuary’,” Cyrus said with a nod. “It’s an honorary title for the leader.”
Alaric shook his head gently. “No, I am the Ghost of Sanctuary because…” he paused, “…that is who I am. I am also the Guildmaster,” he added. Catching the look of confusion on Cy’s face, he smiled again. “In the matter of position, I want you to be clear on the role I occupy. In the matter of my title, I was aiming for mysterious.” He chuckled. “I see it worked.”
Clearing the confusion in his mind, Cyrus asked, “So, how long have you been with Sanctuary and how long have you been the leader?”
Instead of answering immediately, Alaric began to walk in a slow circle around the warrior, forcing Cyrus to turn to follow him with his eyes. “The answers to your questions are one and the same. I have been here since the day Raifa Herde, Erkhardt the Mighty, Cora, Pradhar and I gathered here and formed this guild.”
Cyrus’s mind raced. “What happened to the others?”
A flicker of sadness crossed Alaric’s face. “A story for another time, perhaps. I, and the others of the Council, are pleased that you have joined us.” He looked Cyrus in the eye. “I have no doubt you will become a great servant of Sanctuary.”
He noted Cyrus bristle at the mention of the word servant. “Don’t misunderstand me. When I say serve, I mean that true leadership is service. In other guilds, the leader is dictator, especially in the high powered armies. Their General’s word is law, their bonds of fellowship non-existent. The members serve the ambitions of the leader, whatever they may be — hunger for power, desire for riches.”
The paladin’s eyes penetrated into Cyrus’s. “Though we all desire material success, great leaders derive their accomplishment from a life of service to their people’s ambitions. A feeling of purpose and significance rather than having the best armor and weapons in Arkaria.” His words hit a chord within Cyrus, who had to look away from the paladin’s gaze. How did he know? Cyrus wondered.
“That is not to suggest you cannot have both the bonds of fellowship and riches.” A twinkle lit Alaric’s eye. “Though perhaps you do not understand, someday you will see what I mean. For now, I must go to the Council.” He stopped, surveying the warrior before him. “We will speak again soon,” he said with absolute assurance. He turned and slid through the door of the chamber, opening it so thinly that Cyrus could not see anything within. Cyrus went back to his quarters, urge to explore oddly sated.
The appointed hour came for dinner and Cyrus made his way to the Great Hall, Andren and Narstron in tow. They found themselves in a group of over a hundred people, all as hungry as they. Many tables with benches were set up with a head table for the Council members at the back of the room, nearest the entrance to the kitchen.
A human woman worked behind the counter in the kitchen, bustling around with a few other servers as a line formed. As Cyrus made his way through, selecting from a wide variety of different dishes, he was pleasantly surprised: one of them was a meat pie. “This is my favorite!” he said.
The tanned woman in the kitchen smiled and blushed, not meeting Cyrus’s gaze. “You’re welcome,” she mumbled.
The three of them quickly found a table. “Very friendly lot,” Narstron commented. “I’ve gotten a good half-dozen offers to explore different places since I got here.”
“Do you mind if we join you?” An elven healer made her way over with a dwarf in tow. Cyrus couldn’t help but gawk — not only was she two feet taller than her companion, but he was wearing the most bizarre helmet Cyrus had ever seen. It came to a point on the top and two prongs on the sides swept forward. If I lose my sword in battle again, Cyrus reflected, swinging this dwarf by his feet would give me an adequate cudgel as replacement.
“I’m Celia,” the elf introduced herself. “This is my husband, Uruk.” They enjoyed a conversation with the two of them throughout dinner. Cyrus noticed that the Council went through the serving line last, in what he assumed was a reflection of Alaric’s leadership philosophy.
As the meal concluded, Alaric stood. The genial conversation and idle boasting in the hall died down quickly, a mark of respect for their leader. “I have a few announcements to make. First, for those who wish to attend, there will be a Sanctuary-sponsored Alliance invasion of Enterra, capital of the Goblin Imperium, tomorrow night.” Cy caught a glimpse of Vara out of the corner of his eye, feigning vomiting under her table. “Orion has asked,” Alaric continued, “to say a few words about this invasion, which he will be leading.”
Orion stood and placed his hands on his hips. “Tomorrow night we’ll be meeting the Alliance guilds at Enterra. For those of you who may not be familiar with the Alliance or Enterra—” Cy knew he was talking about himself, Narstron and Andren, even though he didn’t look at any of them specifically — “we are part of a three guild alliance composed of Goliath, the Daring and ourselves. Our targets are the Emperor and Empress of Enterra — as is their treasure trove.”
Orion took his hands off his hips. “We’ve received word that the Emperor Y’rakh,” the ranger stumbled over the goblin emperor’s name, “has begun preparations to build their army for a march toward the Gnomish Dominions.” Orion paced the forward length of the table. “Our goal is simple: to make our way into the depths of Enterra, kill the royal family and sack their treasury.”
Orion stopped and pounded his left fist into his right hand. “If we kill the royal family it should defray any plans for conquest they have. The goblins of Enterra are also the keepers of the Earth Hammer, one of the mystical weapons supposedly imbued with the power of the gods; in this case, that of Rotan, God of Earth.
“Our biggest challenge,” he said as he resumed pacing, “will be keeping quiet. This will not be a full scale invasion as we lack the numbers to defeat the goblins by brute force. We will take only our most experienced people. About a hundred of us from Sanctuary and roughly one hundred each from the remaining two guilds gives us a force of approximately three hundred.” There was a sound of awe from the crowd. Orion dismissed it. “The goblins have an army of over ten thousand in Enterra. We are bringing enough force to fight our way in and decapitate the Royal family.” His words were greeted with great approbation.
The applause continued until he was seated once more and Alaric had stood. “Dinner is adjourned,” he proclaimed with mock seriousness. “Good luck to the invaders tomorrow. Those of you chosen to participate will receive notice. Goodnight.” The great hall emptied quickly, as members of the guild filed out, many heading upstairs but more heading to the lounge.
Cyrus found himself in a corner of the lounge, a sprawling room with multiple tables and a variety of ways to entertain oneself. He was in a conversation area with comfortable seating. Andren was enjoying the fruits of Larana’s brewing abilities while Narstron looked pensive.
“Fine ale,” Andren said.
“All the finer for being free.” Cy gave a sly look to Andren, who did not respond.
Narstron was almost bouncing in his chair, barely containing his enthusiasm. “I wonder when they’ll announce who gets to go to Enterra?”
“I’m assuming you’ll want to go, then?” Andren said, sarcasm in his voice.
The lightness of his tone was lost on Narstron. “I’ve always wanted to see Enterra. When I was a lad, growing up in the caves of the dwarven capital of Fertiss, a scouting party captured a goblin and brought it back to the Society of Arms.” He paused. “Sometimes villages in the south would get sacked and they’d say it was goblins that done it. When they attack, they leave no sign — nothing that would tell you that they were the ones that did it. They even cover up their footprints.
“Anyway, they found one wounded in a destroyed dwarven settlement.” Narstron’s eyes narrowed. “We couldn’t understand him at first, but after a while, he learned our language.” His eyes grew intense at the memory. “Goblins are brutal creatures, absolutely nasty killers. They would have no hesitation about gutting you.
“But this one,” he hesitated, “he told stories of Enterra sometimes.” The dwarf looked embarrassed for a moment. “You know we dwarves like to be underground; it’s just how Rotan made us—”
“Filthy mud diggers, yes,” Andren said.
Ignoring Andren, Narstron continued. “This goblin told the stories… of how the stones of the city shone in the torchlight.” His voice took on a daydreamy quality. “I’ve always wanted to see it since then.” He straightened up. “I just hope I get chosen.” Narstron turned to Cyrus. “Whaddya reckon the odds are?”
“I’d say your odds are good.” Cyrus looked around and caught sight of the gnome, Brevis, holding court in front of a group. Whatever he was saying had them enthralled, but he had the look of a man discontented about something.
Cyrus shunted his attention back to Andren. “By the way, you never told me that elves live thousands of years.”
“Not exactly a cheery subject, is it?” Andren tipped his ale back. “I don’t enjoy reminding you that I’ll be here long after you’re dust.”
“So you’ll live longer than a human?”
“Already have,” he answered. “I’m two thousand years old, well into middle age. Most elves could make it to five thousand — maybe six if they’re really long lived.”
“What about the ‘Old Ones’ you told me about — the first elves, the ones that were immortal?” Narstron asked.
Andren frowned. “Legends and bullshit, that is.” He looked evenly at Cy, catching his gaze over his glass of ale. “Don’t you have a bit of your own business in Enterra?” When Cy didn’t answer, the elf pressed him. “Same business you had with Ashan’agar?”
Cy silenced him off with a look. Checking to make sure no one had overheard them, he turned back to the circle and lowered his voice somewhat. “Yes, I do.” Reaching beneath his chestplate, his hand emerged with a small, tattered piece of parchment that he carefully handed to Andren.
The elf looked at it without saying anything for a beat. “This looks impossible.” He threw it back and it drifted in the air for a moment before the warrior caught it. “Good luck.”
Narstron shrugged. “A lot of work, but not impossible.”
Cyrus eyed the piece of parchment. “When I assemble this sword, it will be worth it.” He had read it enough times to have memorized it, but his eyes caressed the list on the paper once more before he folded it up and put it away.
Serpent’s Bane — the guard and grip are in possession of Ashan’agar, the Dragonlord.
Death’s Head — the pommel is held by Mortus, God of Death.
Edge of Repose — the Gatekeeper of Purgatory holds the blade as a prize for one who knows to ask for it.
Avenger’s Rest — G’koal, Empress of Enterra has the Scabbard.
Quartal — the ore needed to smith the sword together is found only in the Realm of Yartraak, God of Darkness.
Brought together by one who is worthy, they shall form Praelior, the Champion’s Sword.
Vara was seated by herself in a corner, quartered away, allowing Cyrus to study her unobserved. Her nose came to a point, accenting the regal bearing of her face. Her pointed elven ears were behind her blond hair, which was hanging free for the first time since he’d met her. Instead of her armor, she wore a cloth shirt and pants that, while seated, clung tightly to her. She was very fit; Cyrus could tell.
Andren leaned over to Cyrus. “Taking a closer look at our resident ice princess?” Cyrus didn’t look away from Vara. He whispered, “If you keep staring at her like that, she’s likely to feel the heat of your intentions and burst into flames — round about her groin.” Cy averted his eyes and turned back to the group. Narstron was laughing quietly.
Andren looked at him with pity. “You have something for elven women? Was your wife an elf?”
Cyrus blushed. “No, she was human.”
“Wouldn’t have surprised me if she was an elf.” Andren sighed. “More elven women marrying human men these days than elven ones.” His eyes cast downward. “Makes it a bit difficult on the rest of us.” He refocused on Cyrus. “Why didn’t we ever meet your wife? I know you saw her not that long ago. Afraid to bring her to our old digs?”
A flash of memory hit Cyrus, and the words his former wife had spoken drifted to his mind unbidden. “You cling to your friends because you have nowhere else to go and nothing to do with your life.” His teeth gritted at the memory. “Showing her our guildhall was not going to impress her,” he said, controlling his emotions.
“See? That’s why you should date a dwarven woman, if you could find one not taken by a dwarven man,” Narstron shot at Andren, who looked away. “Dwarven women found our old guildhall quite homey. It’s so dark in the slums that it’s like being underground.” The dwarf smiled at the memory.
“Oh please,” Andren dismissed him. “Are you going to talk about that wench from the slums bar again? She had a bit more flesh than it took to cover her bones, if you take my meaning.”
“Aye, that’s how I like them,” Narstron said. “Anyway, she didn’t mind being in there, even with you lot snoring away.”
“Oy, that explains certain night noises.” Andren grimaced. “I’m going to meet some new people,” the healer said as he stood up and walked away.
“I have to go sit in my quarters and clean my brain out with my sword,” Cyrus excused himself. He took one last sidelong glance at the table where Vara sat reading and reflected that he had no interest in meeting new people but wanted to understand one he’d already met.
When he returned to his room he found an envelope on the bed. It said, in very simple lettering:
You are chosen to go to Enterra. — Orion
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The next day dawned bright and sunny, but by midday the promise of its glory was cut short by rain that had by dinner turned into a thunderstorm.
“Fortunately, we don’t have to travel in that.” Narstron laughed with relief. He and Andren had gotten the same invitation as Cyrus. If not for teleportation spells, Enterra was several months journey. Instead, a druid would transport them directly to the southern edge of the Mountains of Nartanis, only a few hours hike from Enterra’s entrance.
Cyrus looked across the crowd and found Brevis and his cronies laughing about something. Orion was talking quietly to Selene, who was unable to conceal a smile. Curatio, J’anda, Nyad, Vaste, and Niamh were scattered throughout the crowd but Cyrus found more curious those who were absent. Alaric was nowhere to be seen, nor was Terian or Larana. Vara was also missing, he thought, but then caught sight of her entering from a nearby doorway.
“Vara!” Brevis called out to her. “You should come with me.”
She continued walking. “No, I don’t think so.”
“What does it take,” he sauntered up to her, looking her straight in the knees, “to get some time together, just you and me?”
She halted forward progress, turning back with a frown. “I have no interest in one-on-one time with you, gnome, and I have told you this many, many times. Should you continue to persist in your incessant innuendo, I will personally kill you and have Larana turn your corpse into a weapons rack for my quarters. That way, every day, I can draw my sword from one of your orifices,” she concluded as the gnome blanched. “Would that qualify as some ‘time together’?”
Laughter echoed through the hall as Vara turned on her heel and resumed her course out the door.
Niamh materialized next to them. “Hi, guys,” she greeted them. “Everybody stick close: we’re going to be taking off in just a second. Squeeze in; druid teleportation spells don’t reach out nearly as far as a wizard’s,” she said.
She murmured a few words under her breath and the winds picked up, just as they had in Ashan’agar’s den, and soon Cyrus felt his feet touch the ground again. The strong smell of sulphur wrinkled his nose and he looked down to the ash and black dirt then raised his gaze up to the horizon. Volcanic rock was everywhere — streams of lava poured forth from volcanoes, pooling in lakes of magma. Drakes flew across the sky in the distance. Cy looked around him as whirlwind after whirlwind deposited Sanctuary’s army upon the volcanic soil of the Mountains of Nartanis.
Cyrus found it hard to believe that days before he had been standing in the same place, on the way to Ashan’agar’s den. Looking to the east, he knew the entrance to that cavern was in the distance and shuddered at the thought of what might have happened had Sanctuary not been there.
Once the army was assembled they began their trek. The gnomes and dwarves scrambled to keep up while the humans and elves had to put forth very little effort to keep pace. No one had brought horses, knowing that they would be venturing underground.
After a few hours they left the volcanic foothills and found themselves navigating around the edge of a crater. They approached a keep built into the side of a gargantuan mountain, gates built over a cave entrance with goblins walking the walls and manning the entrances. Cyrus had not seen goblins before. Between three to five feet in height, they were a sort of gaunt, squat, green and scaly creature with fearsome teeth. Their large ears drooped over their skulls.
They halted at the cover of the crater’s edge. Orion addressed the groups quietly. “We meet the Alliance inside the gates. Remember, stealth is our primary concern. There is an area inside the entrance where we’ll be forming up. Our spell casters will cast invisibility spells on the warriors and rangers, then on themselves and we will move to the rendezvous point. Remember, invisibility can be an unstable spell, so move through the gates quickly.”
“Why always inside the gates?” Cyrus muttered.
Orion signaled and Cy watched as one by one the army disappeared. He muted his own cry of shock as Niamh cast a spell on him and his hand and sword vanished. “It’s okay, Cy, hold on.” Her next spell made it seem as though a veil had been lifted from his eyes — everyone reappeared, although they looked faded, as though they were in a heavy mist.
Orion signaled the move after everyone had been made invisible and they walked through the gates, prompting a puzzled look from a nearby goblin who heard something but trusted his eyes. Cy continued to walk even after he had lost sight of where he was going in the dark, and he suddenly felt one of his feet meet empty air where he had thought there would be rock.
He fell forward, arms rushing out to cushion his fall, trying to roll out of it. He hit the ground a few feet later with a crash of armor on stone. He heard laughter all around him, and felt a hand reach into his and pull him to his feet. The hand was soft, gentle, but not without calluses. A lightness crept through his eyes akin to the sensation J’anda had created when he helped Cyrus see in Kortran.
An elven woman had helped him up. She was pretty and short, with a bow slung across her back, tangled in her long brown hair. He could now see in the darkness of the cave around them. Dirt walls led off into the distance, and a few people sat around waiting.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“Yes.” What is it with all these pretty elves? “Nothing bruised but my massive arse and my bigger ego.” He blinked. “Who cast the spell on me? I can see now.”
“It was me,” Vaste said from behind him. “I was afraid you’d fall into me, and frankly I’m not sure I could support your ‘massive ego’ since I’m too busy carrying your arse.”
She laughed, a lovely sound, like a wind chime. “I’m Elisabeth, from the Daring.” She looked past him. “Hi, Vaste.” The troll nodded as he passed them.
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Cyrus Davidon, with Sanctuary.”
She laughed again. “Nice to meet you. Hi, Curatio!” She waved past him. Curatio made his way over and they hugged. “Good to see you again!”
Cyrus looked around. The Sanctuary force had settled in for a break after their long hike. Curatio and Orion exchanged greetings with Elisabeth as others trickled over and joined them. Doing a quick head count, he only saw about two dozen people waiting.
“Cyrus, this is Cass Ward from the Daring.” Cyrus smirked at the warrior that joined them, a hulking human with armor painted grey. Catching the look exchanged between the two of them, Orion remarked, “Do you know each other?”
Cass answered first. “I would never claim to know this disgusting and uncivilized barbarian, who gives warriors of the Reikonos Society of Arms a bad name,” his voice dripping with a sort of mocking sarcasm.
“Nor would I ever claim to be affiliated with this boasting heap of horse dung.” Cyrus’s repartee was just a bit slower getting out. “Yes, we know each other — no we don’t hate each other. Cass and I were friendly rivals. We started at the Society of Arms at the same time, went through warrior training together.” Looking sidelong for a reaction, he continued, “He’s just never gotten over the fact that I am, in fact, a much better warrior — and much better looking — than he could ever claim to be—”
“Hardly!” Cass cut him off. Dropping the mocking tone, he finished Cyrus’s thought. “We’ve always had a grudging respect for each other.” A pause. “Well, he’s always had a grudging respect for me… I always thought he was as useless as an empty keg of ale…” His reply left Cyrus shaking his head but smiling back slyly.
Cass turned his attention to Orion. “We have about thirty here tonight. It was the best we could field at this point.”
Orion chewed his lip. “I appreciate your help, Cass. Goliath should be able to compensate for that.”
A voice broke in, feminine, abrasive, and straight to the point. “Goliath will not be attending tonight.” Cyrus caught sight of the owner of the voice as she edged closer. It was a female dark elf wearing the light robes and lettered shawl given to healers by the Healer’s Union when they finished their training.
Curatio smiled, ignoring the poor tidings. “As always, it’s a pleasure to see you, Erith Frostmoor.”
The dark elf acknowledged Curatio’s greeting. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Orion.” Her face wore a distasteful expression, as though the words she was speaking had soured within her lips.
Orion’s jaw dropped. His head swiveled between Elisabeth, Cass and Erith. “Where’s your Guildmaster, Partus?”
Erith exchanged a quick glance with Cass and Elisabeth. “Partus and most of our more experienced adventurers decided to part ways with those of us who wanted to make the Daring a great guild. They took about seventy-five percent of our number and left to join Goliath.”
Orion looked stunned. “They have the largest force in this Alliance… and they aren’t coming?”
Erith shook her head at Orion’s last inquiry. “The forces of Goliath are fully occupied in a march through the Ashen Wastelands.”
Curatio’s low whistle broke the group out of a moment’s silence. “They would dare to march through the dragon homeland?”
Erith nodded. “They’ve made the decision to kill dragonkin in order to ally themselves with the titans of Kortran.”
Cyrus shook his head in amazement. Why would anyone ever voluntarily align themselves with the titans of Kortran? Madness, he thought.
“They have some considerable wealth — perhaps unique armors and weapons as well.” Curatio shrugged, but his voice sounded hollow.
Erith shook her head in annoyance. “If that’s your price for being a servant of Emperor Razeel, then start begging now.” A pause emphasized her point. “Goliath will be killing dragonkin for the next three months before they’ll even be allowed into the city of Kortran to begin talking peace with the titan envoys.”
During this exchange, Orion was feverishly plotting, strain visible on his face. “We can still do this. We were planning to rely on stealth — now it’s just more urgent than ever with less than half the force we planned.”
“Why don’t we just cast invisibility on our entire force and sneak down?” Cyrus asked.
“The goblins will have guard checkpoints set up — they’ll have the ability to see through invisibility spells, so it won’t matter,” Curatio said. “Invisibility is only for short distances.”
Orion nodded. “We’ll need a screening force to take down sentries, and we’ll focus our attacks on the guard points.” He nodded, almost to himself in affirmation. “This will still work; we’ll just need to keep a tight formation. And, J’anda,” he shouted, turned to the enchanter, who appeared from out of the crowd, looking very human today. “You’ll need to be especially on guard. We’ll put the warriors out front to occupy the goblins and give each a dedicated healer and support force.” He nodded to himself again. “This will work.”
“I can certainly keep quite a few of them contained,” J’anda said, “but I am uncertain about the abilities of the other enchanters to ensnare more than one mind at a time. It is…” he paused, looking for a diplomatic way to state his point, “…complex, keeping more than one enemy confounded at a time.”
If Cass was skeptical he kept it to himself. “I have full faith in your plans, Orion. I only wish we had more support to offer you, but the full might of the Daring stands ready. Which warriors will you choose for this excursion?” He gestured to himself in what Cyrus thought to be an overly dramatic fashion.
“You will be one of the three.” Cyrus caught a tone of appeasement in Orion’s voice. He was a little too enthusiastic in agreement with his ally. “Narstron and Cyrus from Sanctuary can be the other two, unless anyone else has a candidate to put forward?”
Cyrus was surprised. He knew there were other warriors in Sanctuary with longer tenure than he and Narstron. He looked at Orion and nodded with a confidence he didn’t feel. “We won’t let you down.”
Over the next few minutes they broke the force into support groups, centered on the warriors. Cy found himself in a group with Elisabeth, J’anda, Niamh and with Erith as his healer. “Nice to meet you, Erith. I’m Cyrus Davidon.”
She smiled humorlessly. “You’ve healed one warrior, you’ve healed them all. Try not to make my job hard by doing anything stupid — like, say, getting yourself killed.”
“Well, ma’am, I can promise you I’m going to try not to die.”
“Try very hard.” She stopped smiling. “I don’t know the resurrection spell, so if you die, you’re not coming back.” She reared her hand back and slapped him on the backside. “Now get in there and fight.”
He looked in disbelief at the healer, but she didn’t crack a smile. Almost positive that she wasn’t serious, but not eager to test the theory, he walked forward with the lead element of the army as they began their descent into the caves.
“I need a ranger out front,” Orion called out. “One who’s good at stealth.”
Elisabeth raised her hand, slight smile on her face. “I’ve never been accused of being sneaky, but I have been known to disappear stealthily from time to time.”
Orion did not return her smile, clearly frazzled. “I need you to sneak down the tunnel and scout the goblin defensive positions. Get their attention, bring them to us one at a time if possible, or in small groups.” Elisabeth nodded with some enthusiasm. “If you run across a checkpoint, leave it be; we’ll attack it as a group.”
Elisabeth melted into the shadows of the cave, and even with his improved vision, Cyrus could not see her. She soon returned with three goblins — Cyrus attacked the first, slashing his sword into the scaled flesh. His group jumped into the action a moment later and the beast was hit with fire, ice, a small bolt of lightning that seemed to originate from midair, and a great many blades. It died within seconds, having never had a chance to do anything but stab at Cyrus once with its claws, drawing blood through a gap in his armor.
He heard Erith’s voice behind him. “You’re only getting three mending spells for the entire invasion, so you’d better pace yourself.” He looked back as he felt a healing wind on his arm as the spell took hold and saw her holding up her finger. “That’s one!” Irritated, he held up a finger of his own, and she was beset by a case of the giggles. “That’s two! I’d be careful, if I were you!”
They proceeded down the tunnel, Elisabeth bringing goblins to them a few at a time. They ignored side tunnels as Orion guided them down following a very worn map. They passed through areas of dirt and rock tunnels, and into areas of carved and intricate stonework, clearly built with incredible engineering skill. They alternated between action and boredom; long minutes would pass with no sign of the ranger, and then she would appear bringing groups of goblins in quick succession. None of their foes had a chance to run and their shouts did not attract others.
As they descended, a far-off chatter filled the air.
“It’s the city,” Narstron said. “Goblins are awfully loud, aren’t they?”
“Sounds like your snores,” Andren said under his breath.
Upon reaching a checkpoint, they halted, hiding in the shadows of the tunnel. About ten goblins were visible either in the entryway or atop a battlement built into the cave. They had a clear view for a long distance; there was no safe approach.
Orion looked ahead, face inscrutable. “This will be tough. It’s the entrance to the royal chambers. We need to be careful.”
Narstron looked under the ranger’s shoulder. “Why don’t we just charge the gate?”
Orion took on a pained expression. “There’s a garrison of at least five hundred goblins inside the walls of their complex, not to mention considerably more a few minutes away in the city.”
Narstron’s eyes went wide. “Good enough reason, I suppose.”
Orion waved for J’anda to join him. He discussed something at length with the enchanter while they waited.
“So where is the Daring’s guildhall, Elisabeth?” Cyrus said, attempting to make conversation.
She looked at him before answering, favoring him with a smile. “We’re in Reikonos, not far from the bank, in the guildhall quarter.”
Erith cut in and gave Cyrus an amused look. “You’re a pretty lousy flirt, even for a meat-head warrior.”
He sent her a glare before he could stop himself but when he saw the ear to ear grin of triumph on her face, he held his tongue. Niamh pretended not to hear her and changed topics. “Erith, when did the Daring start having the problems you were describing?”
Her smile turned back to the sour look she’d worn since they met. It gave him a warm, happy feeling to see her like this. “It’s been a problem for years. We’ve been allied with Goliath since before Sanctuary came along, and with their fortunes on the rise and ours falling, it was only a matter of time before some rats decided to jump ship.” She grimaced. “Of course, I don’t think we’d anticipated that the rats in question would be almost the entire officer corps…”
“I had no idea that the Daring were having that much trouble.” Niamh’s voice was sympathetic.
“It’s not something we’re publishing on our recruitment materials.” Erith’s voice turned hard. “We’ll build back; we just need some time. Unfortunately, without the Alliance we don’t stand much chance of being able to offer experienced adventurers what they want, which is a chance to get more powerful weapons, armor and gold.”
Niamh nodded. “I agree, but this turnout doesn’t bode well for the future of the Alliance. It just doesn’t seem like Goliath cares for supporting their allies. We all know this isn’t the first event they’ve failed to attend. I remember when we thought of this Alliance as one guild.”
“Many still do, Niamh.” A malicious grin split Erith’s lips. “It’s just that some of them think that instead of Alliance, it says ‘Goliath’ on our crest.”
Three goblins burst from the gates — the others looked strangely dazed. The first three were dispensed with in moments. Cyrus caught his with a slash of the blade across its skinny neck before the rest of his group could engage it. The goblin’s head floated through the air and came to rest in front of Erith, splattering her with blood.
She was irate. “You did that on purpose!”
Cyrus didn’t attempt to hold back his grin. “Did not.”
“Did too!”
“Children, please,” Cass said, smile bleeding through into his voice. “Nice work, Cy. If I didn’t know how truly wretched you were with a sword, I’d swear you aimed that shot right at your healer.”
Cy snorted. “If you know what a princess my healer is, you should know why she needed to play catch with a goblin skull.”
“Who are you calling princess?” Erith sputtered, all trace of humor gone.
Orion called for more incoming goblins but instead of three, six charged forth. Cyrus stepped forward, nicking the side of the first goblin but failing to penetrate the scaly hide. He swung his sword at the second target, and connected with its forearm, drawing blood. Both goblins screeched and clawed at him.
He managed to dodge the first one’s slashes, but in avoiding it he moved too close to the second and it managed to stab between the joining point of his arm and his chest plate. He felt the claw pierce him, and bit back the pain as he aimed a riposte across its eye socket. His slice took the goblin’s eye, causing a howl of pain. The rest of his party descended upon it, cutting it to ribbons as he turned to deal with the first.
He found it turning on its heel to flee, but before it had a chance he swiped with his sword, giving it a firm cut across its back. As it staggered, off balance, Cyrus watched a shape detach from the shadows — Elisabeth plunged two swords into its lower back, prompting a scream of pain that cut off as it fell backward and she slit its throat. She looked back to see Cyrus watching her, as she wiped her daggers off on the tunic of the goblin. “Not very pretty when you look at them up close, are they?”
“No,” Cyrus said, “They’re not.”
The last sentry at the entrance to the castle needed to be dealt with, Cy reflected—
He looked up the see it dead, riddled with arrows. Orion and a few other rangers were replacing their bows on their backs. “Mesmerize is an impressive spell, isn’t it?” Orion chuckled. “It left them dazed to the attack going on.”
A piece of the puzzle clicked for Cyrus. A powerful enchanter could control the mind of their enemies, and J’anda had lulled the goblins into a virtual coma to get them to come in small numbers. Now he wondered if perhaps some enchanter’s spell had kept them from running when they realized they had waltzed into a trap.
He had no time to further reflect on this possibility, as Orion called them to action again and they swept through the undefended gates, finding themselves out of the darkened caves and into hallways of stone.
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Cyrus scanned the room as they entered a large chamber that could have come from any castle he’d ever seen. There were no patrols within the halls. “Easy so far, isn’t it?” he said to Cass, who was walking alongside him.
Cass chuckled before answering. “We’re moving fast and we’ve been hiding the bodies of the sentries we’ve killed. It’ll get tough; just wait. I expect one hell of a fight in the throne room. Many, many guards there in addition to the royal family, who are not weaklings — they’re chosen from the finest fighters in the empire. It takes over a year of contests and battles to the death to determine the Emperor after one dies.”
“That process has to whittle down their numbers,” Cyrus realized.
“Weakening their military by killing a great many of their veteran fighters,” Cass finished for him. “You’ve got it. That’s why Orion’s plan is ingenious.” The warrior smiled. “We let them destroy themselves as a fighting force and we seize their treasury.”
Cyrus looked at him, surprised. “You didn’t learn about goblin culture at the Society of Arms.”
Cass laughed. “Hell no. They don’t teach you anything beyond what to do with a sword. I read a lot about the world after I left.” He slapped Cyrus on the shoulder. “You should try it.”
They crept down the hallways, which were wide enough for them to walk four at a time. Orion stopped them outside a large door. They had passed a great many doors as they went, but this was the most baroque and impressive thus far, with carvings that covered it from floor to ceiling. “Behind this door are the Emperor and Empress of Enterra. J’anda, prepare the enchanters.” Cyrus saw Narstron at the head of his group, eagerly anticipating the battle. Andren was assigned to his team, as was Vaste. “When the door opens, we storm the room. Everyone ready?” Orion held up three fingers and began to count down… three… two… one…
He threw open the door and the three warriors stormed past the ranger, picking their targets. Narstron was on the right flank and he engaged three guards on the right side of the room. Cass charged forward to the throne and caught the Emperor Y’rakh with a strike of his sword. It bounced off the Emperor’s thick skin, and Y’rakh flung out a hand, hitting Cass with a blow that propelled him backwards into a wall. He recovered quickly, but it put him out of the fight for precious seconds as his group moved to engage the Emperor.
Meanwhile, Cyrus caught sight of his target, G’koal, the Empress of Enterra. She stood slightly shorter than he but well over the height of the average goblin. He leapt forward, sword raised, and swung it at her. She met him with a perfectly timed backhand that sent him flying across the room the same way he’d seen Cass go sailing.
He hit the wall and bounced up to see four Goblins blocking his path to the Empress. He watched as blue lights surrounded two of them, enchanters working to mesmerize them while he dealt with the other two. Empress G’koal was leering at him from the throne platform, across the room, silently daring him to come back for her. She had a sword drawn, holding it her side. The scabbard caught his gaze — it was red, with patterns running the length of it.
His group was behind him at the door, moving through warily after seeing him flung across the room. A mending spell ran across his body and he cast a quick look at Erith, whose face was edged with concern. “That’s four!” he said in mild surprise.
Her eyes found his, and all trace of sarcasm was gone. “Be careful,” she mouthed, too quietly for him to hear but plain enough to see.
His group joined him in attacking the two goblins keeping him from re-engaging the Empress. His head was ringing from the hit he’d taken, but he killed one of them while his party killed the other. He saw Narstron and his group in the midst of at least ten goblins. Several had the dazed expression of mesmerization, but a few members of the dwarf’s party had fallen; there were bodies scattered around him. To his left, Cass waded into combat with the Emperor, his force behind him. Goblins were trickling out of a door in the wall behind Cass.
“Orion!” Cyrus shouted. “We’ve got goblins coming through that door!” He gestured in Cass’s direction.
Orion had a look of sudden panic. “It’s the door to the barracks! Elisabeth, keep it shut!” The ranger nodded and charged into the breach, knocking over three more goblins as she slammed the door shut. “Keep an eye out for any that make it past her!” A few grunts of acknowledgment met his order.
A look at Narstron’s part of the battle told him that things were not going well on the right flank. More dead bodies, but what seemed to be the same number of goblins. Cyrus changed direction and led his group into the fray with Narstron. They killed four goblins with no appreciable decrease in the numbers of the enemy.
As Cyrus looked up from the battle he noticed two more goblins slip into the fight. His eyes followed their path back to the door where Elisabeth had stood moments before, which now was only slightly obstructed by the corpse of an elf — goblins were pouring through in waves. He watched them hit the rear flank of Cass’s group at the door. Selene and Vaste were cut to ribbons by ten of the beasts. Another three pounced on J’anda, who was casting spell after spell, trying to stem the tide of foes. He crumpled and Cyrus realized for the first time, as the enchanter’s illusion dropped, that J’anda was a dark elf.
The moment the enchanter died, the noise level in the room exploded as every one of the goblins J’anda had mesmerized — almost thirty by that point — woke from their trances. Cass’s group, focused on the Emperor, was hit by a wave of goblins. Cyrus watched Niamh barely escape in a gust of wind too small to take anyone else with her. Nyad was killed as four Goblins impaled her with their claws from three different directions. Eyes rolling back in her head, she dropped to the ground.
Cyrus redoubled his efforts, swinging his sword as hard as he could. He was rewarded with three kills in three seconds — two decapitations and he pierced the last goblin cleanly through the heart. Even as the last goblin dropped, four more swarmed to replace it. Blocking their strikes as he retreated toward the wall, he heard Erith’s scream behind him, and watched as two goblins finished her off. Behind her he watched Orion melt into the shadows unseen.
Time slowed down for Cyrus. He saw Curatio, of all people, swinging a mace, crushing the skulls of three enemies with one swipe. He watched as five goblins swarmed the healer, pulling him to the ground. Cass died, the last of his force, as the Emperor let out a screeching cry of victory.
His own party decimated, Cyrus moved closer to Narstron, who was now cutting through a pile of goblins attacking him with great intensity. The dwarf’s blows were so strong that they were severing limbs and heads with every slash. Andren was buried under the dead, he was certain. Cyrus had his back against the wall, swinging like mad, and could see Narstron doing the same, using his lack of height to evade the enraged goblins that came after him in a swarm.
Cy risked a quick look at the Empress. His eyes froze as a human-sized figure emerged from behind one of the thrones, gliding toward the Emperor, completely covered in a long black cloak, head obscured by the cowl.
Cyrus felt a sudden, sharp pain in his shoulder. One of the scaly creatures clamoring over him had found purchase in his armor and fully exploited it. He felt the hot blood running down his side, felt his right arm cease working abruptly, and he had one arm left to swing his sword with.
A strangled victory cry rose from the throng to his right and he caught sight of Narstron lifted aloft on the shoulders of a crowd of goblins. A strange chant rang out over the room, something that sounded to Cyrus’s ears like, “Gezhvet! Gezhvet!” He twisted back to deal a killing blow to a goblin in front of him and saw the black cloaked figure reaching a hand out to the Emperor, who pulled a large warhammer from his belt and hand it to the figure somewhat reluctantly.
Cyrus’s senses were flooded with the beasts as his focus shifted to the growing number of goblins attacking him. The strange, pungent smell of them filled his nostrils. It was suddenly hot in the depths of Enterra, and there were more goblins than he could count. He felt another sharp pain, this one in his leg, and it brought him to his knees. As he looked up into the black eyes of Empress G’koal, standing over him triumphant, he tried to swing his sword at her. She swung her blade across his neck, hard, as he watched it, eyes transfixed on her elaborate scabbard. He felt a draining sensation, then lightheadedness, and his last vision was of the goblin Empress, somehow, impossibly, smiling in victory.
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Cyrus awakened, light bleeding into his vision. He saw Selene, badly wounded, shaking and crying, standing above him. He recognized where he was, as he looked up — it was the entrance to Enterra, where he’d fallen over and been helped up by Elisabeth.
“Selene!” he cried out. “What happened?” He caught sight of Curatio and Vaste moving among bodies, lined up in rows. The invading army, Cyrus realized.
The elf did not respond at first. “Niamh fetched help,” she said, struggling with every word.
Sounds of battle from down the corridor drew his attention. A goblin corpse flew through the air and landed at the edge of the rows of bodies. Alaric Garaunt followed it, anger radiating from the paladin even though his mouth was the only part of his face that was visible through his helm. The knight was flanked on either side by Terian Lepos and Vara, who each wore a neutral expression.
“The corridors in front of us,” Alaric said, voice taut with rage, “are quite clear now.” The Ghost calmed. “We won’t be seeing any more goblins in this segment of the caves for some time, I suspect. The rangers are bringing the dead out as quickly as safety permits.”
Cyrus looked to find Curatio nodding quietly. The healer turned away to another body, channeling powerful magics that lit up the inside of the cave. “If you can bring them to me, I’ll resurrect them as quickly as possible.” The healer tensed for a moment. “This would go much faster if not for the fact that Vaste, Selene and myself are the only healers that know the resurrection spell.” Curatio paused for a moment, looking almost reluctant. “Is there no other…aid…for us?”
Alaric’s face was hidden behind his helmet, masking most of his expression, but his mouth was drawn tightly in a line. “It would appear you have things under control. If the situation becomes dire, we will do…” the knight paused, searching for words, “…whatever it takes… to resurrect them all before time runs out.”
Vara made her way forward. “I can help. Though my mending spells don’t have the power of a healer’s, they can at least help relieve the pain.” Curatio nodded and Vara began to move among the wounded, starting as far from him as possible, breathing a few words here and there. Cyrus could hear thanks being murmured to her.
Brevis stood up to catch Vara’s attention. “My boot is missing.”
Vara looked at him, calm, cool, uncaring. “This affects me how?”
Brevis looked back at her, expression dull. “Did you take it?”
She blinked three times in rapid succession. “I didn’t touch your corpse except to drag it out of the way to make room for more bodies,” she said in a tone of near disbelief. “Besides,” she told him. “You’re far too ugly to molest when you’re dead.”
A familiar glint found its way into Brevis’s eye. “What about when I’m alive?”
A roll of the eyes. “When you’re alive, you smell too poorly.” Vara continued to work her way through the ranks of the freshly risen, casting healing spells.
Cyrus sat up, gingerly at first, and looked around. He saw Orion talking to Cass and Erith. None of them had been healed yet, and each was clutching painful-looking wounds. He suddenly understood why he was in such pain. No healer had the magical energy to spare for mending spells when there were so many dead to be brought back. He caught Andren’s eye in the corner and hobbled his way over to him, nearly falling over and catching himself on a cave wall for support.
Andren handed him a flask. “You look worse than I do,” he said as Cyrus took a drink. “But not as bad as Orion.” The ranger, though uninjured, had a haunted look in his eyes as he and Cass exchanged words with Erith, whose normally dark blue skin was much paler. “Or Curatio, come to that.” Curatio was working feverishly with the other two healers, casting resurrection spells as quickly as they could. “You only have so much time to cast before someone is dead for good.”
Cyrus broke his silence as he took another drink from the flask. It tasted like rum from the islands in the Bay of Lost Souls. Something stirred in the back of his head, making its way through the fog of discomfort from his broken ribs and countless bleeding wounds. At least none of them is gushing blood, he conceded. “Wait,” Cyrus realized, “why aren’t you healing the wounded?”
Andren’s cheeks reddened. “I’m drained. I tried to cast a heal on myself four times and it sparked out.” The healer took another swig. “I’m surprised that Curatio and the others can manage a resurrection spell — they’re supposed to be really draining, and if they just got resurrected themselves…” Andren shuddered. “They’re burning their own life energy if they’re out of magic.”
“How does that work?” Cyrus was curious.
“Only so much magical energy at a time,” Andren said. “Just like your arms get tired from swinging that meathook of yours, cast enough spells and you run out of magical energy. Resurrection spell brings you back near dead, low on every type of energy — magical, physical, emotional, mental. You need rest.” Another swig as a haunted look crossed Andren face. “They don’t have time for rest, though.”
Cyrus looked at him in accusation. “About your healing spells. You gonna try again?”
Andren glared at him. “Give me a minute, will ya? I dunno about you, but I just died, and frankly it was an unsettling experience for me!” The healer took another deep swig from the flask. “I’m trying to get back on an even plane here.”
Orion was picking his way through the wounded. The healers looked as though they had completed their work, and all the bodies were moving, moaning, some even crying out. Druids and paladins were healing the worst afflicted first, as they regained their strength. The healers looked exhausted; Curatio was bleeding profusely from a gash on his forehead that hadn’t healed. Niamh walked up to him and cast a spell to seal the wound. She gently wiped the blood from his face as she smiled down at him.
“Cyrus.” Orion approached, looking stricken. “We have a problem.”
“Oh?” Cy looked at the ranger, and awareness crept back to him. He realized what had been stirring in his mind earlier, a curious absence. “Where’s Narstron?”
Orion looked away. “We don’t know.”
Andren was on his feet in an instant, all other concerns forgotten. “What do you mean you don’t know? Where the hell is he?”
Orion shrugged helplessly before answering. “We don’t know. We’ve been looking for him—”
Cyrus almost bowled Orion over moving past him toward the tunnel down into the goblin city. “Then we go back after him.”
“Cyrus,” Orion said, “I’ve been into the throne room three times. I sorted through a pile of goblin dead, but I couldn’t find any sign of him. Elisabeth is down there right now, left just before Selene resurrected you.” Orion shook his head sadly. “We don’t have much more time.”
Cyrus and Andren sat there, stone-faced, peering down the tunnel. Long minutes passed as they waited, willing a small figure to come trudging up from the depths. The minutes turned into an hour. Then two. The entire force, still recovering from their grievous wounding, waited, murmuring respectably behind them. Niamh had cast a night vision spell on Cyrus again and he stirred as a small shape made its way out of the darkness. A figure, but who…?
It was both of them. Elisabeth moved quietly along the tunnel, dragging Narstron’s body behind her as quickly as she could manage. Her breaths came in ragged gasps and she was bleeding from her side. “Ran into a sentry that didn’t take kindly to me bringing him back.”
Curatio stepped forward, already casting the resurrection spell. Cyrus held his breath as the magical forces he summoned crackled with energy into Narstron —
And did nothing.
Curatio began chanting under his breath again, the same effect — nothing happened. He did it again, and again, until finally the elf fell over, completely spent, face blank.
Andren dropped to his knees over the dwarven body. He was weeping softly. Cyrus saw Niamh gasp and turn away, while Terian, Alaric and Vara stood expressionless. Cyrus bit back the emotion he felt, a deep, burning sensation that grabbed him in the chest. He wanted to take his sword and run through Enterra, killing everything he found. He wanted to take hold of a goblin, and beat it until its bones were no more. He wanted—
He wanted Narstron to be back. He half expected him to open his eyes, to make a joke about how he had killed more goblins than Cyrus or Cass or anybody.
But it didn’t happen. Cy looked down into the dwarf’s features. He’d been pierced at least a dozen times in the torso. “I found him dragged into one of their sacred places — near their treasure trove. There were hundreds of goblins on the other side of that door,” Elisabeth told Orion. “It’s like they were expecting us. There’s something else I need to tell you, but more important things come first: the army of the goblins is on the move, Orion — they are assembling and we need to get out of here.”
Orion was speechless; it was Alaric that spoke first. “Get your groups together!”
A clattering came from down the tunnel — the sound of an army on the march. Cyrus’s scowl deepened, as he stepped over the body of his friend. Alaric, recognizing his intent, didn’t fight him, just gestured to Niamh — and the whirlwind of her spell swept him out of Enterra, away from the army, and when the howl of the winds died down…
…his howl could be heard through the Plains of Perdamun. A cry of grief, of rage, of loss and sorrow. It took Alaric, Terian, Vara and three others to haul him back to Sanctuary. By the time they reached the front gates, he was unconscious, still bleeding from the wounds he’d suffered in Enterra’s throne room. Some of them would never truly heal.
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Cyrus looked out his window over the grounds of Sanctuary. He could see the gates, and watched as small figures rode through the entrance. It had been three days since Enterra. He had slept in the Halls of Healing the first night and had not regained consciousness until noon the next day. The rest of the first day and second night he had been restless, not talking to anyone. He had spent most of his time down by the river Perda. No matter what had happened, the river still ran. The world had collapsed around him, but it still ran. Looking from his window across the plains he couldn’t believe it had been three days. Today was the funeral.
At the appointed hour, he put on his armor, freshly cleaned but still black, and headed downstairs. Walking through the doors and outside, he followed the crowd across the grounds to the graveyard. A raised dais was set up at the far end of the cemetery, with chairs and a podium. In the center of it all was a small casket — the sight of which nearly dropped Cyrus to his knees.
He took his place to the right of the coffin and Andren sat beside him. Alaric and Curatio sat on the left side of the dais, along with a dwarven priest: a follower of Rotan, the God of Earth. The priest stood first, and delivered his message, followed by a few kind words from Alaric and Curatio and a rambling remembrance from Andren, who was quite drunk. No one stopped the healer, who went on for some time before ushering himself off the dais, sobbing.
Cyrus didn’t hear a word, lost in his own thoughts. He could tell from Alaric’s motions to him when it was his turn to speak. He walked to the podium, still numb. Scanning the crowd, he saw the entirety of Sanctuary was there, even Vara. Erith, Cass and Elisabeth were there from the Daring. There was a mix of emotions on the faces before him.
He cleared his throat. “When I was a young warrior, fresh out of the Society of Arms in Reikonos, I was at a bandit camp in the Pelar foothills. I was facing some very poorly trained enemies, some bandits armed with small maces and rusty swords; inadequate weaponry, little strength and no chance against a fighter with any real experience. Unfortunately, I was a fighter with no real experience. I had been cornered by three of the bandits, and my sword broke against one of their blades. I was about to be killed.
“A dwarf came screaming out of nowhere, and distracted them long enough for me to stab one of them with the remains of my blade. I took his weapon, and the dwarf and I killed the other two. We’ve been together ever since.” The sting of the memory halted him in his recollection. “We were inseparable. Along the way, we found another adventurer,” he swept his arm to indicate Andren, who was still weeping, “who shared our vision of exploration, and battle, and the idea of striving to better ourselves.
“We knew, as warriors, the dangers in the world and we faced it every day. A warrior’s purpose is to take the punishment so a healer, a wizard, a ranger doesn’t have to. Narstron lived that mission, every day.” His eyes came to Vara and he stopped for a moment. There was a single tear drifting down the elf’s cheek.
“He served his god, he served his guild, his family, and he fought to his last on a battlefield of his choosing, taking every enemy with him that he could.”
Cyrus turned to face the casket, strode over to it and placed both hands on it. He lowered his voice. “You were my oldest friend in the world, and I will miss you. I don’t believe in what you believed in, and I don’t serve Rotan — but a follower of Bellarum believes in vengeance. I swear, by the God of War, you will be avenged.” He leaned down and touched his forehead to the casket in the deepest bow he could, then turned on his heel and marched back to his chair, stiffly and formally so that he could focus on something other than the pain.
They lowered the casket into the ground and the first shovels of dirt were thrown upon it. As the funeral ended, many people tendered their regrets. He took them politely, but his eyes were elsewhere. Vara walked slowly through the graveyard to the far corner, and knelt on a grave. She sat there quietly for a few moments before she stood, dusted herself off and walked back to Sanctuary’s entrance.
After taking the last of the condolences from the Allied envoys he found himself wandering past the rows of tombstones to the grave that Vara had stopped at. Standing over it he found a simple marker.
Raifa Herde
Beloved Healer
and Wife
He looked around, startled, seeing a few other names he recognized — Pradhar, Erkhardt the Mighty on nearby tombstones. Each one of them, the names Alaric had mentioned—
“I see you’ve found the answer to your earlier question.” Alaric Garaunt appeared at his shoulder. “Here lie three of the founders of Sanctuary.”
Curiosity overpowered Cyrus’s weariness. “How did they die?”
Alaric hesitated. “Let us walk. The druids have a garden that you must see to believe.”
Cyrus thought for a moment of protesting but instead fell into step beside Alaric as the paladin walked. Neither made any attempt to speak until they crossed a small bridge over a flowing stream running into a small pond a few feet away. When Cyrus thought he could endure no further silence, Alaric spoke. “I come here, sometimes, when issues weigh upon me.” He paused. “A plant cannot grow without rain — and rain does not come but through a storm - the mildest shower to the most tempestuous thunderstorm. And so it is with us. We grow in times of trial, in storm and rain. I do not think anyone loves the storms of life.” The paladin’s face grew serious. “They sweep us to and fro — off the course we had planned for ourselves.”
He focused on the warrior’s eyes. “I have no words to make your grief go away. I would not deny you that pain, as it may define you and make you stronger. In the early days of Sanctuary, the titans were a strong presence in this part of the Plains. They attacked once when we were weak. Since that day, the day we laid Raifa to rest, I have seen thirty-two funerals for our own. I would bring every one of them back were it within my power. But it is not.”
The paladin looked weary. “I have learned more about what it takes to be a leader in these times than I ever did when things are going well. I do not wish you suffering, but I wish you to learn all the lessons that are only available to those who navigate through the heart of the storm.” He paused for a long time. “Tomorrow will be easier,” Alaric said with great certainty. With a final hand on the shoulder of the warrior, he left Cyrus staring out over pond with much to consider.
Later that night, Cyrus found himself alone in his quarters. Looking around, he couldn’t help but remember the warmth and chatter of the Kings of Reikonos guildhall fondly. If we were still there, Cyrus thought, Narstron would still be alive. Clutching his pillow tighter, he prayed for tomorrow to come, so he could see the easier day that Alaric had mentioned. When he was still awake at dawn, he realized that while the Ghost had said it would be easier, he didn’t say it would ever be easy.
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A few days after the funeral there was a knock on Cyrus’s door in the early hours of the morning. He looked around, startled. The knock came again, more insistent this time. Feigning sleep, he answered the door to find Terian Lepos standing in the hall. “Yes?” the warrior asked, befuddled.
“Let’s go,” Terian said with a directness Cyrus might have found refreshing under other circumstances. After several days with no sleep, Cyrus didn’t find anything refreshing.
“Go where?”
“Who cares?” the dark elf said, already turning to leave. “Anywhere and anything is better than the sleep you’re not getting right now.”
Cyrus didn’t argue. After arming himself, he followed Terian down the stairs and out the front gates of Sanctuary. They walked in silence to a path that lead into the Waking Woods, an enormous forest that stretched north almost halfway to Reikonos. They walked for over an hour into the woods, not saying anything. The warrior finally stopped at a disturbing sound in the distance — ghouls howled in the darkness.
“What the hell are we doing here?” Cyrus asked the dark elf.
“Like I said, anything and anywhere is better than your nightly routine, isn’t it?” He uncapped a flask and handed it to Cyrus. A strong odor of alcohol permeated from it. Cy made a mental note to introduce Terian to Andren later, and took a long slug of the liquor. “We’re going to run around in the woods with the dead for a while, I think.” A long, languid scream tore through the night — ghoulish and inhuman. Terian pocketed the flask and took off at a run along the path through the woods.
“Wait!” Cyrus said. Pondering his options he decided the best course of action was to turn back, walk through the front gate of Sanctuary, go back to bed and forget any of this had ever happened. He quickly discarded that idea, remembering that while he might have been in bed, sleep wasn’t on the agenda. “Great,” he muttered to no one in particular. “A haunted forest.” He took off after Terian, catching glimpses of the dark knight’s armor in the moonlight.
Howls of outrage came from his left, then his right, as the undead of Waking Woods came after them. Not stopping, he ran behind the elf, who Cyrus could swear was giggling in front of him. “You know why it’s called Waking Woods?” Terian shouted over his shoulder.
“I don’t know, but you’re attracting the attention of every undead creature in the area with this shouting!” Cyrus was so irritated he couldn’t keep his voice down.
“This part of the woods used to be a place where the followers of Yartraak, God of Darkness, and Mortus, God of Death would sacrifice their victims.” Terian slowed down to let him catch up. “See, right there.” Terian came to a stop and pointed to the shape of a pyramid towering above the trees.
“I’ve heard the legends, and I’ve been told since I was young that you do not stop in Waking Woods at night, because there are sections that are incredibly dangerous… yet here we go stopping in one of those sections.” Cyrus was a step below panic.
Terian put both hands on his knees, bending over, winded. “It’s a funny thing, that legend about not stopping. I heard it too. You were raised in Reikonos?” When Cyrus nodded, he continued, the screaming of the ghouls very near now. “I’m from Saekaj Sovar, the dark elf capital on the north end of Waking Woods. Funny we’d have heard the same legend, since there isn’t that much contact between Saekaj and Reikonos.”
Cy was looking over his shoulder now. He could see nothing in the darkness. “Wouldn’t that mean that there might be some credence to it?”
“You were told to run like hell, right?” Terian asked him, voice calm. “You were young, and new, inexperienced… and they told you to run through Waking Woods, every part of it, even the supposedly safe ones, without stopping, right?”
“Yes,” Cyrus told him, “but in fairness, they didn’t just warn us about the undead: they also warned us about bandits and belligerent dark elves — not necessarily in that order.”
Terian chuckled. “Have you ever stopped and faced the ghouls here?” His axe was drawn.
Cyrus paused. He resisted the ingrained urge to run, and drew his sword. He was a warrior. Fear was something he conquered, not vice versa. He assumed a defensive position, closing his eyes, and listened to the death rattle making its way through the trees to them. He opened his eyes as the ghoul burst into the open. It was a roughly human figure, with only patches of skin and clothing covering its bones. It looked at the two of them, and let out a scream of otherworldly fury.
“Be careful,” Terian called out from slightly behind him. “I’m not a healer, so try not to get hurt too bad.”
A sick feeling of doom crawled up Cyrus’s stomach. “What am I supposed to do if I get injured?”
Terian shrugged in a very casual manner. “Don’t worry; I’m pretty good at bandaging wounds.” He thought about it for a beat. “Of course, that’s not gonna help you much in battle, but afterward I’ll be able to patch you up real good.”
Burying Terian’s last statement, Cyrus let out a howl of outrage, and putting forth all the fury he’d liked to have directed at the goblins over the last few days, he tore into the ghoul with his sword. It withered under his assault, falling back, blocking halfheartedly. He slashed at it, over and over, pieces of bone chipping off as it weathered his strikes. He cleaved the bone at the wrist cleanly in two, and it lost its weapon.
Letting out a cry of its own, it made to stab him with its wrist bone, and he knocked it aside so brusquely that it broke the whole arm off at the shoulder socket. Forcing the sword across its jaw, he severed the maxilla from the mandible. The screaming stopped. He moved his right foot between its legs, forcing it to take a step back.
He brought his hands around and crushed the ghoul’s skull with the hilt of his sword and brought the other arm around its neck, pinning it against his leg. He brought his hands up above his head and hammered them down, shattering the skeleton into pieces, scattering them over the forest’s floor. The bones clattered against each other as they rolled across the wet grass.
The sound of slow clapping of armored gauntlets broke him out of his stunned silence. “Isn’t facing your childish fears much more fun than staring at the walls all night?”
His heavy breathing subsided, Cyrus turned to face the dark knight. “How did you know I could best this fiend?”
Terian shrugged again, a noncommittal movement of his shoulders. “I assumed you could because I can. And since it was easy for me, I figured you could at least kill it without dying.” More howls issued through the forest. “If you’d like, we can draw in some more.”
Cyrus thought about it for a minute. He drew his sword to a fighting position. “I’d like that very much.” Seeing the look of hungry anticipation in the dark elf’s eyes, he knew that Terian understood the call to war better than anyone else in Sanctuary.
They slayed ghouls until daybreak. Making their way back to Sanctuary by the dawn’s light, Cyrus’s heart felt somewhat lightened. He made his way back to his quarters in a veritable fog, and dropped into bed without taking off his armor. He fell into a deep, restful sleep, and did not wake until the next morning.
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Cyrus couldn’t believe how fast the last six months had gone. He had settled into a routine with Sanctuary — every day he spent adventuring in different areas of Arkaria, participating in the occasional Alliance expeditions and even more occasional (lately) Sanctuary expeditions to break up the regularity of his small group adventures. He was home almost every night at Sanctuary, save for once when he stayed at the old Kings guildhall after a long excursion to the Inculta desert in the far south-east, and with no druid or wizard available to bring him home afterward. That had been a long night, filled with unpleasant memories.
He, Niamh, Curatio, J’anda and Terian walked across the Mountains of Nartanis, on their way to an outlying goblin outpost on a nearby peak. His most frequent adventures seemed to be with officers of Sanctuary — and he’d enjoyed every minute of it. Curatio had proven himself the most skilled and reliable healer Cyrus had ever worked with, effortlessly casting mending spells that seemed to have more power than those of other healers. Andren had proved less reliable of late, spending the months since Narstron’s death in even more of an alcohol-fueled haze than before.
Coming over a hill, Terian, who was leading the party, indicated for them to halt. He was crouching behind a rock and gesturing for the rest of them to do the same. For Cyrus it wasn’t even a question — he grabbed Niamh and J’anda and moved them bodily to the nearest cover. Curatio was already diving behind a boulder. They made it just in time.
Sweeping above them, scales as black as obsidian, was a dragon. It was at least as large as Ashan’agar, Cy reflected. It swept over them in a lazy flight, flapping its wings and landing just beyond them, close to the edge of a lake of lava.
Terian leaned against the rock, facing them. “It’s Kalam. Sighting him here is an incredible find.” The dark knight was pensive for a moment. “I bet he has a lair close by.”
“How did you know his name?” Cyrus hissed. “Terian’s Dragon Compendium?”
The dark knight shrugged, and Cyrus watched as Kalam lay down less than one hundred feet from the lake of lava. A series of boulders had been pushed into a circle that was almost nest-like. Even at this distance, Cyrus could see the glint of objects in a corner of it, and he knew that Kalam was a hoarder of treasures, just like every other dragon.
“What the hell is this beast doing out of the southern lands?” Cyrus wondered.
“And so close to the lair of our friend Ashan’agar?” Niamh said with a smile.
“I would be willing to bet,” Terian changed the subject, “that a great many guilds would love to get a shot at a black dragon.” He looked around nervously. “Only the secluded location is keeping him alive right now. If any of the biggest guilds like Amarath’s Raiders, Endeavor, or Burnt Offerings knew where he was, he’d be dead and they’d be picking that nest clean.” He paused. “We can have a hundred people from Sanctuary out here in half an hour.”
Cyrus shook his head. “No,” he said slowly, chewing his lip, “that’s not going to cut it with a dragon like this. Trust me. We need aid from the Alliance if we want a chance of taking him down without losing a lot of people.”
Terian looked at him, nostrils flaring. “We have a shot to take him for Sanctuary, and your first instinct is to turn him over to Goliath?”
“I doubt they’re that dishonorable, Terian,” Cyrus said. “If we call for aid, the Alliance rules will bind them; we’ll end up splitting the loot, but it’s better than—” he raised a hand to cut off Terian’s already forthcoming reply — “it’s better than losing guildmates trying to bring this bastard down or having to retreat and leaving bodies on the ground. We need to be careful, and we need more people to succeed.”
Shrugging his shoulders, Terian relented. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you if Goliath ends up stealing everything.”
Cyrus turned to Niamh. “We need a Sanctuary officer to get the Alliance involved. Will you get word to the other guilds?”
Niamh nodded. “The Daring and Goliath are both located in Reikonos. I’ll take Curatio and we’ll go now.” She and Curatio were whisked away on the wind of her spell, leaving Cyrus, J’anda and Terian watching the nest of the dragon.
“At some point,” Cyrus said with a curious look at Terian, “maybe you can share with me why you despise the Alliance.”
Terian was watching Kalam from behind a boulder. The dark elf stiffened at Cyrus’s inquiry, but did not turn back to answer him at first.
Cyrus exchanged a look with J’anda, who shrugged, wearing the illusion of a dwarf. “Just because I’m a dark elf,” the enchanter said, “don’t expect me to understand him.”
“Why do you hide that you’re a dark elf?” Cyrus asked J’anda.
“Meh.” The enchanter looked away. “It’s not that I’m ashamed, by any means, but let’s face it: dark elves are not appreciated in the world outside Saekaj Sovar. After I got beaten in Reikonos twice I decided that my dark elven pride was best displayed elsewhere.”
Terian snorted. “So much for being yourself.”
J’anda smiled. “Why would you ever want to be yourself, when there are so many more interesting people to be?” With a flick of his fingers, the dwarven illusion disappeared and J’anda had become a mirror image of Terian himself.
The dark knight shook his head in annoyance. “Although your looks have improved in the last thirty seconds, I have no patience for people who are not what they appear to be.” The dark elf looked back at Cyrus. “Which is, by the way, the answer to your question about why I despise the Alliance.”
Cyrus looked at Terian, befuddled. “Huh?”
There was a long silence. Terian seemed to be pondering the black dragon, but then turned to face Cyrus. “I was there when the Alliance was formed. It was created with the best intentions. Three guilds, all of whom wanted to grow and be of assistance to each other, the heads of which were longtime friends, decided to become formal allies. Sanctuary, the Daring and Goliath each brought something different to the table, but it was a partnership. If one was in need, the others were there. It started nobly,” Terian continued, far off look in his eyes. “Unfortunately, that was a long time ago.”
“I still don’t understand,” Cyrus interrupted, “What you mean when you say they’re not who they say they are?”
“He’s just jealous,” J’anda said, dispersing his Terian illusion in favor of an elven appearance.
“I have no problem with the Daring or even most of the rank and file of Goliath.” The dark knight’s eyes grew intense. “But Goliath’s officers… they may appear to be allies, but I assure you they are not. Somewhere along the way the ideals of friendship and mutual assistance that was the core of the Alliance at its founding got perverted by their greed and lust for power.” Terian looked back down the slope to check on the sleeping dragon. “Now we’re allies in name only.” The dark elf looked back to fix his gaze on Cyrus’s eyes. “Or did you think that the lack of attendance at Enterra was a one time occurrence?”
“I have tried not to think about that night,” Cyrus answered, face frozen.
“Well,” Terian said, “try not to think about this, then. Before Alaric and the rest of us came charging to the rescue that night, he sent a messenger to Goliath asking for assistance. Their whole complement was at their guildhall; one of their officers, Tolada, sent his apologies — he said they were unable to help.”
“Wait a minute,” Cyrus said, jaw tensing. “To opt out of the invasion was one thing. But you’re telling me they knew we were in dire need, and chose not to come to our aid?”
Terian’s smirk stretched across his face. “Doesn’t it feel good to know that you have allies that will be there for you no matter what?” he asked, voice dripping with sarcasm. He straightened. “I believe our first wave of reinforcements just landed.”
Looking up the hill behind them, Cyrus saw Curatio leading the way through the rocky terrain above the dragon’s nest. The elf made his way down the hill, minding his footing. Cyrus could see Vaste standing head and shoulders above the rest of the reinforcements. A blinding flash of light shone off the armor of a female elf, and Cyrus knew by the blond hair that Vara was among them. Andren also made his way down, in the company of Nyad and below her, Brevis. Cyrus felt a tap on his shoulder.
“Orion!” He turned with a start. “Glad you’re here. Look what we found — or should I say what almost found us.”
“I see.” Orion squinted against the sunlight. “Looks like we’re perfectly positioned. He won’t see us forming up from back here.” He turned to Cyrus. “Pretty exciting, isn’t it, leading your first attack?”
Cyrus’s jaw dropped. “What are you talking about? I’m not leading this.”
Orion turned serious. “Of course you are. Niamh issued the call for aid you sent out.”
Cy was shocked. “I just thought we should get an army here, fast. I didn’t plan to lead the attack. He looked at Orion. “Look, you’re Sanctuary’s General, why don’t you take over?”
Orion froze. The ranger had been absent from Sanctuary frequently over the last six months and had led only one expedition, a boring and overpowered sweep through the pass of the Heia Mountains to the southern lands. With the exception of a few bandit camps and three titans, there had been no resistance at all during their two day march through the pass.
“I don’t think so,” Orion said, shaking his head. “You called us together, it seems only right that you get the glory. I’m sure you’ll do fine,” he finished as he faded into the burgeoning crowd, which had filled out with the arrival of the Daring.
“Cyrus,” Erith greeted him. “How are you?” she asked, dropping her voice so low that no one around them could hear her.
“I’m better,” he answered.
“Good,” she said, voice loud again. “Now try not to die, will you? I’m in the middle of a good book,” she waved a volume that she held in her hand, “and if I have to heal you mid-battle, I might lose my place.” She paused for a moment. “Or forget to heal you.” A grin split her face. “Either one of those would be bad, but one would be worse for me, I promise you that!” She cackled as she wandered off.
A dwarf and a dark elf walked side by side with a few others in tow. The dwarf squinted against the sunlight, looking around until his eyes found Curatio. Tapping the dark elf next to him, whose face was hidden in the folds of his brown cloak, the dwarf altered the course of the group toward Curatio.
“We are here, as called for by the dictates of the Alliance,” the dwarf said, a note of impatience in his voice. “Are you going to organize, Curatio, or are we simply going to sit around and stare at the dragon all day?”
Curatio smiled at him. “Tolada, it’s always a pleasure to see you.” Try as he might, Cyrus could not detect insincerity in the elf’s greeting.
The cloaked dark elf reached out with a skeletal hand and laid it upon Tolada’s shoulder. “Now, now,” came the dark elf’s voice, “let us not be hasty or uncivil.” Throwing back the cowl of his cloak, the dark elf revealed a visage that was as skeletal as his hand. His face was old, desiccated, and thin. His cheeks were sunken, eyes almost like slits. When the dark elf smiled, it gave the appearance of a snake that was ready to coil around its prey.
Curatio nodded. “Pleased to see you as well, Malpravus. Thank you for bringing Goliath along today.”
The dark elf named Malpravus bowed. “We are pleased to stand with our old allies in so noble an endeavor as striking down one of the dragons. Tell me, Curatio, who among you leads this assault? We should begin as quickly as possible.”
Curatio looked around before his gaze landed on Cyrus, who felt his blood freeze. “This is one of our newest warriors, Cyrus Davidon.” Curatio looked back to Malpravus. “He’s the one who called us here.”
“Excellent, excellent,” Malpravus said, almost too quietly for Cyrus to hear. The dark elf’s eyes rested on him and a great rush of discomfort filled Cy as he realized everyone around them was staring at him, waiting.
Curatio waved for him to join them. Shuffling, Cyrus entered the forming circle of Alliance officers. Elisabeth greeted him with a smile from her place next to Tolada. Cass beamed in support, as did Erith when she was certain no one was looking. Malpravus studied him carefully, still wearing the frozen smile. “So, my boy, do you have a plan?”
“Ah…” Cyrus looked to find Curatio, Niamh, Terian and Vara all standing behind him. Vara rolled her eyes and looked away, but the others looked at him with encouragement. “I have a few ideas,” Cyrus said, uncertainty causing his voice to quaver. He blushed.
“I see,” Malpravus said, unconvinced. “Well, having had some experience in facing dragons, perhaps it would be best if I were to… assist you…”
Cyrus heard perfectly timed twin coughing fits from behind him originating from Terian and Vara. They were silenced quickly by what Cyrus assumed was a glare from Curatio. “No,” Cyrus said with a confidence he didn’t quite feel, “I think I’ve got it well in hand.” This prompted a raised eyebrow from Malpravus, who bowed in acknowledgment.
Cyrus looked around the circle, taking a deep breath before speaking. “The biggest danger we face in using traditional assault tactics is the dragon’s fire-breathing capability. In order to counteract that—”
“Wait,” Cass said. “Not all dragons breathe fire. Are we sure this one does?”
Terian spoke up from behind Cyrus. “This is Kalam, one of Ashan’agar’s former ministers. He is definitely a fire-breather.”
Cyrus looked back at the dark knight. “Some time you’ll have to explain to me your intimate knowledge of the Dragon Kingdom.” The dark elf shrugged and smiled before Cyrus turned back to face the Alliance Council.
“Since he does breathe fire,” Cyrus said, “to approach him with standard tactics would be dangerous.” Looking down the hill to where the black dragon lay, Cyrus thought for a moment. “I believe we can nullify that danger with a little advance action.”
“Excellent.” Malpravus’s voice was smooth and hissing. “Then of course you’ll be willing to be the warrior in front of the dragon, keeping his attention while the rest of our force engages from behind?”
“And spare one of your better armed and equipped warriors from having to face this foe?” Vara shot from behind Cyrus before he could respond.
Cyrus answered before Malpravus could respond. “I’ll stand before the dragon and keep his attention. It’s my responsibility.”
Malpravus looked at him with an expression of undisguised pleasure. “My, my, you are quite brave, aren’t you?”
“In Sanctuary,” Cyrus said, “we accept only the brave. Gather your spell casters and place them behind the rocks surrounding the nest. Once I have the dragon’s attention, engage with all your forces.” As the group began to disperse, Cyrus gestured for Elisabeth to join him.
Before the ranger reached him, Cyrus felt a strong hand on his shoulder, hauling him around. He faced Vara, whose normally pale complexion was mottled with rage. “He wants you in front of that dragon,” she said without preamble, “because he knows that whoever is in front is most likely to die and he’s trying to spare any of his warriors that fate.” She thrust a finger into his face. “And you,” she said, “were stupid enough to play right into his hand with your stubborn nobility!”
He blinked at the elf before replying. She had said not a word to him in the last six months. “It’s my first time being lectured by a paladin about not being stubbornly noble. I assumed Malpravus was trying to do something of the sort. But it is my responsibility: I am the leader.” He studied her, seeing the bottled irritation threatening to boil over.
“I know you called the attack, you troll-brained sack of meat!” She looked at him with incredulity. “That doesn’t mean you have to be the head warrior! Goliath warriors always handle the head warrior duties, because they’re the best equipped to take the hits!” She glared at him. “Now, go to Malpravus and tell him you were wrong, that you want him to do what he’s damned well supposed to do and put his best equipped warrior in front of that bloody dragon!”
He met her gaze but did not answer for a long moment. “I won’t,” he finally answered. “They may be better equipped, but they won’t know how to pull off what I’m going to do.”
She looked at him, eyes narrow, visible skin along her thin neck an angry red shade all the way up her cheeks. “Malpravus has warriors armored well enough to take a blast of fire. What if your plan fails and that dragon sends a jet of flame your way?”
“Then the temperature in my armor will rise rather severely in a short period of time, and you’ll be free of one annoying warrior.” She blanched, but his face remained expressionless. “Honestly, why do you even care?”
“Of all the people I’ve known that have died while battling dragons,” she spat back at him after a moment, “you’re the first I’ve met that fully deserves the fate that awaits him.” She turned on her heel and disappeared into the crowd, ponytail dancing behind her as she stormed away.
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After a brief conversation with Elisabeth, Cyrus set everything in motion. The Alliance army crept down the hill toward the nest. Kalam had begun to snore loudly from within the rocky enclosure. Cyrus waited, staring at the dragon’s closed eyes while he waited for the signal. Cass waited with him.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Cass said. “I’ve never heard of anyone using this strategy to take out a dragon before.”
Cyrus nodded. “That’s because I came up with it myself and it’s unproven.” He saw Terian wave from where the melee fighters were stationed. “What I’m most concerned about is making sure no one gets fried while our army is doing their job.” Catching sight of Elisabeth, waving from the side of the nest, he slapped Cass on the shoulder. “Just be ready to jump in if I die.” Favoring the warrior with a wicked grin as Cass paled, Cyrus left the cover of the last boulder between him and the black dragon.
His boots crackled in the magmatic rocks as he crossed the ground to Kalam. Cyrus smiled as he saw Elisabeth approaching much more stealthily than he was, and also more quickly. In her hand was an old spear. She approached Kalam’s left nostril as Cyrus reached his position in front of the sleeping dragon. What was that old proverb about letting sleeping dragons lie? Cyrus watched as Elisabeth raised the spear and stabbed it into Kalam’s exposed and snoring nose, puncturing into the nostril on the other side of the dragon’s face.
The reaction was immediate. A screech of outrage and pain rose forth from Kalam as he screamed awake and scrambled to his feet, spear hanging like a tribal nose piercing in the cartilage that separated the dragon’s nostrils. Raring back onto his haunches, smaller front legs attempting to grasp the source of the pain, Kalam finally got a glimpse of Cyrus, standing before him.
“Good morning!” he said as the dragon settled its angry eyes upon him. “Sorry to wake you so unpleasantly, but I needed to get your attention. Do I have it now?”
The dragon didn’t respond verbally, though Terian had mentioned that Kalam, like Ashan’agar, was capable of speech. Cyrus could see the smoke rising from the dragon’s mouth, as he prepared to send down a flame that would destroy the warrior. He began to draw in a breath…
…and stopped suddenly, screeching in pain, unable to breathe through his nose. He coughed a small burst of flame that didn’t reach even halfway to Cyrus. The warrior grinned. Now all I have to worry about is a dragon that’s fifty feet long and thirty feet tall, Cyrus thought. With claws the size of a dwarf.
Letting loose a fearsome bellow, Cyrus charged forward at the same time as the Alliance forces began to attack from behind. Spells hit the aggravated and injured beast, but he ignored them in favor of the scornful, agitating human that was taunting him after causing grievous bodily harm. The dragon lunged for Cyrus, and the warrior felt the claws of the beast hit him, too fast for him to dodge. He slammed into the ground, hard at the same time Erith’s mending spell was cast upon him, curing him of all wounds. He staggered to his feet, glaring at Kalam.
By this time the rangers, warriors and knights were attacking Kalam’s flank, carving through his scales bit by bit. Cyrus saw Vara, her sword a blur, opening wounds for the other battlers to exploit. The dragon’s neck extended and the head lanced out toward Cyrus, eager to finish his foe so he could deal with the other injuries he was sustaining from the army behind him.
Cyrus was able to barely dodge but managed to bring his sword around for a glancing blow against Kalam’s face as it shot by. The cut continued down some of the more sensitive tissue on the dragon’s neck. Cyrus could hear an indignant scream from the dragon as it brought its head up; whether from his wound, the frustration of missing Cy, from the fighters tearing into his flanks or the spell casters that were hitting him with damaging magics, the warrior could not tell.
Spots of dragon blood were hitting the ground all around them now, and every place they fell let out a puff of black smoke as the heat of it burned the ground. “Stay away from the blood!” Cyrus shouted. He knew he was late as someone behind the dragon screamed.
Kalam twisted again, repositioning himself to get a better angle of attack on Cyrus. This time, the warrior was prepared. The dragon’s head dived at him with full force; Kalam had fully committed to this attack. Cyrus thrust his sword skyward and prayed to Bellarum that Erith was feeling charitable. The dragon hit him with the top of its skull, crushing him against the ground. Cy felt bones break, organs mashed to a pulp…and then a cool breeze of another mending spell, this one from Curatio, and the wounds faded and his bones knit back together.
Kalam’s head rolled to the side, and another small burst of flame issued from his mouth making it look as though his head was on fire. Cyrus rolled to his feet, sword still lodged in the dragon’s head. Before Kalam could finish shrugging off the effects of the impact, Cyrus grabbed the hilt and brought the sword downward, lengthening the wound into a gash before pulling the blade out.
At the rear, the fighters had hacked away at Kalam’s haunches enough to allow them to cleave his back legs off while the head was stunned, immobilizing the dragon. With a final roar, Kalam rolled over on his side. Vara soared from the back of the dragon to land a dramatic sword thrust between the scales and into the dragon’s heart. With a scream and a burst of smoke, Kalam, the black dragon breathed his last.
Cyrus looked at the body. Tongue hanging out his mouth, the dragon’s face was wrecked: Cyrus’s slashes had opened up the dragon’s face and the vein down his neck, where hot blood oozed and dripped, searing the ground. Spell damage checkered Kalam’s torso, with scales ripped off sporadically from the blasts of spell casters. Rejoining the fighters at the back of the dragon, he saw the rear legs cut off with messy sword strokes, and not a single scale left anywhere on the back of the beast, nor any meat left on its bones in the rear.
“All right!” Tolada’s shout echoed through the Mountains of Nartanis. The dwarf’s daggers were clean; by comparison, Elisabeth’s dripped with steaming dragon blood.
Cyrus turned to the crowd grouped around the rear of the dragon. “Everyone okay back there?” he asked.
Terian broke his way to the front of the crowd. “Everyone’s fine. A couple of people suffered burns from the dragon’s blood, but other than that, things went smoothly.”
Niamh and Andren came running up from the spell casters’ group. “That was amazing!” she exulted. “We’re all fine; he never got anywhere near us.”
Erith, Curatio and Cass trotted up from behind, catching the last bit of Niamh’s statement. “Looks like no fatalities and only a couple minor injuries, already healed,” Erith said. She looked around and nodded, impressed. “When I heard you had an idea for taking the dragon out, I thought for sure that because you were a human and a warrior, it would be a stupid idea. But,” she grudgingly admitted, “that worked well.”
Malpravus approached, entourage in tow. “That was impressively led,” the dark elf said with the same leathery smile. “I’ve never heard of a tactic to hamstring a dragon like that. We’ll be adapting it for use the next time we go to the Ashen Wastelands,” the Goliath leader said.
Elisabeth smiled. “Making it so painful he couldn’t breathe through his nose really did kill his ability to project his fire breath.”
“Couldn’t have done it without your help,” Cyrus said.
Elisabeth blushed. “Any ranger could have done that.”
“Would you mind,” Cyrus asked her, “helping to divide the spoils between the guilds?”
“An excellent idea,” Malpravus said. “In fact, we should go now and see what sort of hoard this dragon has left behind for us.”
Dividing the dragon’s hoard took less than an hour. The gold and other assorted treasures were split equally. The dragon had gold and baubles, armors and a variety of other items. How did he carry this? Cyrus thought.
Cy had found a small rock and was sitting on it, watching all the goings-on. Terian approached him from behind and clapped him on the back with a low whistle. “You enriched Sanctuary’s guild bank by a considerable amount today.”
Cyrus smiled but didn’t move or turn his gaze. “Goliath didn’t take everything?”
Terian’s smile faded, replaced by a dark expression. “No, they didn’t, but not for lack of trying. There were a few treasures that became points of contention. Malpravus tried to claim that a solid gold statuette was worth only a few coins.” The dark elf shook his head in annoyance. “Even Tolada couldn’t find it in his black little dwarven heart to agree with his Guildmaster on that.”
“I thought we were already wealthy as a guild.”
“No.” Terian snorted. “You’ve seen the little stipend we pay to our members on a monthly basis, maybe a little extra if we have a windfall month — like this month, thanks to you — but we haven’t had a month like that in the last few years.”
Various tradespeople from the Alliance were disassembling the dragon’s corpse, taking the usable scales, draining the blood for potion ingredients, and taking the meat for cooking. He saw Brevis squabbling with an elf over a vial of dragon blood and some steaming dragon meat. The dragon was skinless and stripped of all its musculature by this point — which was not a trivial undertaking with a creature so large. Cyrus watched as Brevis and the elf parted ways, the gnome now working on getting a piece of the dragon’s entrails. Shaking his head at the morbidity of picking the corpse clean, Cyrus turned back to the body of the army, talking among themselves in fellowship.
Orion sidled up to him. “That was an impressive victory,” he said, smiling at Cyrus. “You’re a natural leader.”
Cyrus chuckled. “I had a pretty good example to learn from.”
“You mean Angelique?” The ranger’s eye glinted and he grinned.
“Yeah,” Cy laughed. “A fine example of what not to do.” His expression turned serious. “You should lead again.”
Orion nodded, but his smile had frozen, stuck in place and clearly fake. He turned his attention back to the crowd, as Elisabeth had stepped onto a rock and was trying to get everyone’s attention. When she had silenced the crowd, she began. “Let’s all take a moment to thank Cyrus Davidon from Sanctuary for today’s victory.”
Enthusiastic applause greeted her statement, and he was forced to stand up and take a bow as the army turned toward him in acknowledgment. Elisabeth waited until the applause had died down. “I have an announcement to make. The Daring have received word through sources that in two days Mortus, the God of Death, will be leaving his Realm for a week to meet with other gods. We will be sponsoring an invasion to enter Death’s Realm, defeat the forces guarding it and escape with whatever spoils we can long before Mortus returns.
“The higher powered guilds do these sort of incursions every chance they get. We will begin in the evening hour, the day after tomorrow.” She looked around, expression tentative. “Can I have a show of hands to see who would be interested in attending?”
Almost every hand was in the air, some waving around like children in class, waiting to be called on. A smile broke across Elisabeth’s face. “The meeting point will be the Gates of Death, on Mortus Island in the Bay of Lost Souls. We will assemble at dusk. I look forward to seeing you there.” There was an excited buzz about the crowd as she finished.
Looking back, Cyrus saw the corpse of the dragon was almost entirely picked clean, with nothing left but a pile of bones. He watched with curiosity as Terian directed Vaste and J’anda, and the three of them worked to pull some of the bones off to the side, including the skull, now stripped of flesh and scale. Niamh and Nyad worked their way over to the others, each carrying armfuls of smaller bones.
Mentally shrugging it off, he turned to find Elisabeth had broken through the crowd of well wishers and curious raiders and was only steps away. “Congratulations!” She hugged him. “That was amazing; even Endeavor couldn’t have pulled this off without a fatality.” She smiled as he blushed.
“Glad I could be useful.” He brushed aside her compliment. “Death’s Realm? That should be a challenge.”
She nodded. “I’m looking forward to it. The ‘big three’ guilds run these incursions every chance they get — whether it’s the Realm of Darkness, or Death, even the Trials of Purgatory.” She could not hide her glee. “If we do this right, we’ll be announcing to Arkaria that the Alliance is a force to be reckoned with. We’ll be able to attract more powerful adventurers from other guilds that aren’t happy where they are but don’t want to take a step down. It’s a great growth opportunity for the Alliance.”
Cyrus nodded, but had paid particular attention to a few of her comments. “Do you think we’ll be going to the Realm of Darkness anytime soon? Or Purgatory?”
She looked a little puzzled but answered anyway. “Well, Purgatory is godless; just a number of different mystical creatures spread out as you descend through the five trials. The rewards for completing it are amazing, which is why the big three guilds — Amarath’s Raiders, Endeavor and Burnt Offerings — share it among themselves and don’t allow anyone else in.”
Cy frowned. “What?”
She nodded. “Those three guilds treat Purgatory like farmers harvesting their fields.” She smiled. “The Trials restart when a new group goes through, and all the enemies you face are reborn from the last time someone went through. The entity that runs it gives new rewards every time the trials are successfully completed.”
Cy shook his head. “But how do the big three guilds keep out others?”
Elisabeth blinked. “The only way to exit the Trials is through portals. And the exit portal after you complete the trials sends you into the middle of the Reikonos guildhall quarter, so everyone knows what you’ve done. A guild called Retrion’s Honor finished the Trials successfully three years ago, and when they exited through the portal, the ‘big three’ slaughtered them in the streets of Reikonos.”
Cyrus’s jaw dropped. “I heard about that! The Reikonos guards didn’t even try to stop them.”
Elisabeth shook her head. “The Reikonos guards couldn’t beat any one of them alone: together they’re far too powerful. The Council of Twelve was furious, threatened to expel them all from the city, until the three guild leaders came to the Citadel and made ‘restitution’ with ten million gold pieces. Since then, no one’s had the courage to try Purgatory.”
She took a breath. “You asked about the Realm of Darkness? I’d love to go there, but we don’t have any way of knowing whether Yartraak will be there or not, and the God of Darkness is really powerful; not someone we’d like to tangle with.”
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think I’d like to face any of the gods any more than I’d like the three most powerful guilds in Arkaria attacking me.”
Elisabeth laughed. “You’d stand a better chance against the three guilds. They don’t even challenge a plane when the god is actually there; gods can smash mortals into such a pulp that a resurrection spell has no effect. Taking on a god is suicide.”
Cy nodded. “So you’ve heard the tales of the mortals that faced the gods?”
A little sadness glimmering in her eyes, Elisabeth nodded in answer. “I think everyone has. The legend of Requiem, the guild from ten thousand years ago, is the most familiar cautionary tale about tempting the wrath of the gods.” She smiled. “You should probably rejoin your guild; it looks like everyone is about to leave.”
After exchanging goodbyes, Cyrus walked back to the Sanctuary group, trying to find Niamh. Instead he found Andren. “I found out a little bit more about the Realms. Elisabeth doesn’t think we’ll be able to go to Purgatory or the Realm of Darkness anytime soon. But if I can find what I need from Death, I’ll be making progress.”
Andren grunted. “This sword of yours had better be worth it, for all the trouble it’ll take to get it.”
Cyrus brushed him off. “Where’s Niamh? I need to get teleported out of here.”
“Niamh left a few minutes ago with J’anda, Vaste, Terian, and a hell of a lot of that dragon’s skeleton. I think you’re gonna need to find alternate transport.”
Cy looked at Andren. “Can I come with you when you cast your return spell?”
The elf raised an eyebrow. Every spell caster could use the ‘return’ spell to take them back to a point that they had chosen to attach themselves to. It was a personal teleportation spell; not nearly as wide reaching as a druid or wizard’s spells. Catching a ride with a spell caster that used the return spell meant getting intimately close with them. “No. If you were a pretty woman, it might be a different story,” Andren said, fidgeting. “Or a woman at all. No. Find another way.” Before Cyrus could argue, Andren murmured an incantation and vanished in a twinkle of light.
“You bastard,” Cyrus said, watching other spell casters teleported back to their respective guildhalls. He caught a glimpse of Nyad disappearing in the burst of magic accompanying her teleportation spell. With her went a group of fighters bound for Sanctuary.
Getting frantic at the thought of being left behind, Cyrus scrambled to find a druid. He saw Brevis, with Gertan and Aina — two of the gnome’s allies — and hurried over to them. “Aina, will you teleport me to the druid portal near Sanctuary?” he asked the elf.
Aina was a stately woman, tanned in a way that suggested she spent more time outdoors than inside. She wore a shawl that covered her auburn hair, and a cuirass that didn’t quite cover all her abdomen, revealing a flat and muscular stomach. She rarely showed emotion, making it difficult for Cy to get a sense of her.
Before she had a chance to answer, Brevis leapt in and answered for her. “Of course she’d be glad to teleport you! The hero of the day, the first person to lead a decent adventure in six months? We’d be honored to have you accompany us back to Sanctuary!” Something in the way he said it, the self-serving sneer in his voice, triggered a warning in Cyrus’s head. Aina nodded, affirming Brevis’s answer and allowing Cy to relax about finding his way home. Within moments, the winds were gusting around him; with a blast of air, they left the Mountains of Nartanis behind them.
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As the winds of the teleport faded, Aina was already casting another spell. The power of the Falcon’s Essence moved through Cyrus and his feet lifted from the ground once more, floating delicately over the grasses of the Plains of Perdamun. Brevis smiled at him, a snaggle-toothed smile that had no warmth. “Why don’t we run with you to keep you company?”
Cyrus hesitated. “That’s kind of you, but it’s only five minutes back to Sanctuary and you can all cast return and save yourselves some time.”
“Nonsense,” he said. “We would consider it a great pleasure to keep you company. I’ve been meaning to talk with you, anyway, so this is a perfect chance.” Cy kept silent, knowing that whatever kindness the gnome had offered had been with this in mind; the chance to bend the warrior’s ear.
“Oh, really?” Cyrus nodded, trying to pay as little attention possible to the scheming gnome running alongside him. Aina and Gertan followed a few steps back.
“Indeed, indeed,” he continued. “It has not escaped our notice that you are involved in helping this guild.” Cy raised an eyebrow. “I believe,” heavy emphasis was placed on the I, “that we have lagged far behind Goliath because we lack in a critical area.”
“What’s that?” Cy said, keeping his voice neutral.
“Why, leadership, of course!” the gnome said, as though it were obvious. “We have experienced adventurers, have grown considerably in recent months in capabilities, equipment and experience, but we don’t have expeditions! Our General is scared to attack so much as a bandit camp!”
“In fairness to Orion, I have heard that bandits in the Plains are much stronger now than they used to be.”
Brevis waved away Cyrus’s statement. “Even that abominable assault on the Heia Pass was at least doing something! It added riches to the guild bank. We have a General, and the Council sees fit to have him do nothing. He’s gone more of the time than he’s here!” Brevis concluded with a flourish. “And his wife is worse still. Mark my words. I’m certain she had nothing else going on today but failed to show up nonetheless. Support the guild? Ha!” His laugh sounded like a bark. “She’s a selfish one.” His face turned serious. “Someone needs to say something.”
Cyrus could see Sanctuary as they crested a hill. “Orion is scared. He led an excursion that ended in disaster and someone lost their life, which he didn’t anticipate. He blames himself, and he won’t let it go.” Cyrus blew the air through his lips noiselessly. “That’s not something you get over immediately.” He took a breath. “I think, based on my experience today, I’m going to start leading expeditions. Maybe if I do it, and Orion sees how well it’s going, he’ll get his confidence back.”
Brevis missed the point entirely. “See?” He gestured to Gertan and Aina. “This is exactly what I’m talking about! This is the sort of leadership we need: someone who’s willing to get things done. We need to be rid of Orion — you should take his place as Sanctuary’s General, command our army.”
Cyrus felt his brow furrow. “I will not support removing Orion as General. I’m happy to help the guild, but I’m not going to depose the man.”
“You’re missing the point,” Brevis sai. “When you’ve got someone who has such an attitude of entitlement you have to cut that out of your guild!” The little gnome made an almost absurd chopping gesture that looked as though it would be ineffective on anything, a ridiculous counterpoint to what he was proposing.
Cyrus studied Brevis with barely disguised annoyance. “Don’t you think Alaric knows what he’s doing by keeping Orion in place?”
“No! And don’t get me started on what I think should be done with Alaric. He’s never once led a battle that I’ve seen; rarely does anything. I’ve never seen a Guildmaster gone as much as he is. Almost as if he vanishes into thin air…” Brevis’s words trailed off as they approached the gates of Sanctuary. “Give everything I’ve said some thought, I’m sure you’ll come to the same conclusions I have.”
“I’m sure I won’t.” Cyrus didn’t even try to lie, but Brevis seemed not to notice.
“Of course, we’ll talk again in a day or two.” He scrambled off as though late for an appointment, Gertan and Aina trailing behind, but not before she had dispelled the Falcon’s Essence, returning him to the ground.
Shaking his head at the absurdity of the gnome plotting a coup, Cyrus breezed through the doors to Sanctuary. He watched Brevis walk up to a group in the foyer, greeted with great fanfare. Cyrus knew that Brevis had some influence in Sanctuary, though it was hard to imagine the odd, antisocial gnome having much support.
From the staircase on the other side of the foyer, Selene entered with an entourage of her own, Celia and Uruk behind her. Cyrus saw it only a moment before it occurred; Brevis and his group casting mutinous looks at Selene, and her completely oblivious expression as she crossed close to them, not noticing the gnome or his circle until he stepped into her path, halting her advance.
“So, I noticed you weren’t with us when we fought the dragon,” Brevis said.
“No, Brevis, I wasn’t. So nice of you to notice.”
“I’m sorry you weren’t feeling well,” he said, voice dripping with insincerity that was lost on Selene.
“What do you mean?” She looked confused. “I feel fine.”
“Oh, then you must have been gone when they called for help.”
“No.” She still had a befuddled look. “Celia, Uruk and I were talking and planning a trip to the Emerald Coast with Orion. They have a little village on the edge of the ocean; it’s supposed to be quite marvelous.” Cyrus desperately wanted to intervene, to tell her to shut up, but he could not find words that wouldn’t cause a scene.
“Oh, I see.” Brevis seemed to relent for a moment. “It must be an important trip.”
“Yes; we’re planning to go there to relax, just the two of us couples.”
A glint of victory shone in the enchanter’s eye. “So, planning a vacation is more important to you than helping guildmates who are going into danger — what kind of person are you?!” The last part of his statement was blurted: it came out as a sort of crazed scream, an indignant accusation that caught the attention of everyone in the foyer.
Selene’s jaw dropped, skin flushed in horror at his bluntness. “I-I don’t see how it’s any of your business what I—”
Brevis didn’t wait for her to finish. “You’re a member of this guild who doesn’t seem to want to help anybody in this guild.”
Selene was staggered. “That’s not true!”
Undeterred, Brevis went on. “Why did you miss the event today? Don’t you care when your guildmates face mortal danger?”
Selene had fallen into the trap. “Of course I care, but—”
“Actions speak louder than words.” The self-satisfied smile on Brevis’s face indicated he thought he had made a profound point. There were enough nods around the foyer that Cyrus knew others felt the same.
Vara, Curatio and Alaric entered the foyer from the great hall at that moment. “What is going on here?” the voice of the Ghost silenced the proceedings. Selene, on the verge of tears, looked askance at Alaric, who was moving toward her.
Brevis did not meet Alaric’s eyes as he approached. The paladin’s gaze bored in on the gnome, who suddenly found an excuse to leave. With Gertan, Aina, and a few others in tow, he headed upstairs. Selene looked at Alaric as he approached, eyes brimming with tears, and the Ghost said to her, “I believe Orion was looking for you, m’lady, after we adjourned from the Council a few moments ago.” She nodded, wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and led Celia and Uruk upstairs as well, using a different route than Brevis had taken.
Cyrus watched them go, and felt Alaric’s attention turn his way. “I hear congratulations are in order. Vara told me you unleashed a very successful strategy on the dragon, something that no one had seen before.” The elven paladin blinked twice and then glared at Alaric, but bit back whatever reply she might have made.
Cyrus blushed. “I suspect Vara would not be so generous in her praise.” He paused for a moment. “Or that she would give praise at all.”
Vara shifted her glare to Cyrus, but it was more annoyed than dangerous. “In point of fact, you chattering pincushion, I did tell Alaric that you were quite brave in your action today, and that the strategy you employed was surprisingly brilliant.” She tossed her ponytail off her shoulder. “I did not, however, expect him to share that assessment with you.”
Cyrus looked at the elf in surprise. “Why not?”
The annoyance on her face compounded. “Because human warriors, you who have all the magical ability of a head of lettuce and the aggregate brainpower of a cabbage — which your skull mightily resembles — in my opinion, should not be in front of any monster, demon or beast we ever face in any adventure, anywhere, at any time. Since your kind seems to be not only front and center but the ecstatic choice of our leaders, I at least do my part to make certain that you lot — the few, proud, the idiotic — don’t walk into said battles with an overinflated sense of your own infallibility.” She crossed her arms.
“So,” Cyrus said, keeping his expression as straight faced as possible, “you’re concerned about the possibility of warriors getting killed?” He smiled. “How sweet.”
Vara’s nostrils flared. “I am more concerned with you, you tuber-headed narcissist, getting me and mine killed with your human arrogance.”
Alaric looked on with amusement at their exchange while Curatio wore an uncertain expression. “I trust,” Garaunt said, “that you are not concerned about human arrogance from all of us?”
Vara’s expression of indignant annoyance calmed at Alaric’s words. “No, I’ve never known you to be arrogant,” she said in a hushed tone. Turning her eyes back to Cyrus, fury burning in them, “But this one, since the day I have met him, has consistently tried to overreach his potential.”
“Yes, but that’s because you view my potential as being capped at using a knife and fork.”
“I’ve seen you eat in the Great Hall,” the elf shot back. “Perhaps you should find a more thoughtfully chosen argument to refute with next time.”
“If we may come back to my original point,” Alaric said. “Cyrus has done a masterful job of leading the assault using innovative tactics that saved lives.” The paladin surveyed Cyrus carefully through his helmet, one eye looking directly into the warrior’s.
“Anyone else would have done the same,” Cyrus mumbled.
“Nonsense!” Curatio interrupted him. “We took on a very powerful dragon without a single death.” His eyes grew intense. “I’ve faced many dragons and seen them cause numerous deaths.” He turned back to Alaric. “I would echo Vara,” he said, causing her to cringe behind him. “It was a very unique stratagem, and it paid off beautifully.”
“I agree, Curatio. It seems the warrior is being modest.” He regarded Cyrus with some interest. “Walk with us: we have matters to discuss.” Alaric, Curatio and Vara turned toward the door to the grounds, Cyrus following behind them. As they descended the front steps to the lawn below, Alaric began to speak. “It has been a while since last we talked, Cyrus. How are things going for you in Sanctuary?”
Cyrus thought for a long moment. Always on the move, or in Council chambers, no one could fully account for Alaric’s time. On the few occasions Cyrus had seen him at dinner, he tended to greet the warrior with enthusiasm, ask him how things were going, and then proceed to the next person he had to converse with. But occasionally the Ghost of Sanctuary sought him out, taking him on a walk and talking with him, like this.
Shaking off his thoughts, he focused on Alaric’s question. “It’s been good.”
“Good enough that you’d consider running for officer?” The paladin looked at him with a guarded expression.
Cyrus felt the heat in his cheeks again. “I don’t know that I have that much to offer Sanctuary.”
“Nonsense!” Curatio dismissed his modesty again. “You’ve shown yourself to be a capable leader. With the growth of the guild, we’re considering expanding the officers’ Council. We believe you to be the best candidate for that post.”
Cyrus demurred as the quartet turned the corner to the side yard of Sanctuary. “What about Brevis?”
“What of him?”
Cyrus looked at Alaric quizzically. “He’s quite popular. What you walked into earlier was him, taking Selene to task for not coming to our aid.”
Alaric was slow to respond. “Neither was I at the battle. Should I be ‘taken to task’ as well?”
Vara looked mutinous and Curatio remained silent as Cyrus answered. “In Brevis’ eyes, all of us should probably be slapped around for some offense or another.” Two of them laughed at his statement while Vara continued to keep her peace, irritation etched on her face. “I’m serious, Alaric,” Cyrus said. “Brevis is dangerous for Sanctuary right now. He’s aggravated and he’s got several targets for his resentment — Selene, Orion and — you.”
The Ghost removed his helmet, placing it into the crook of his elbow. Alaric Garaunt was not a young man by any means. His face was stern, but handsome; his brown hair, streaked with grey, was long enough to reach the top of his neck. His left eye was covered by an eyepatch that wrapped around his head. A thin beard and mustache covered the face of the Ghost. Leveling his gaze on the warrior, Alaric looked at Cyrus with his good eye, and the warrior would have given one of his own to be elsewhere. “Me?”
Cyrus nodded. “He feels that Orion is wasting the General post since he’s not leading anything, that Selene is too selfish to help anybody but herself, and that you’re allowing them to do whatever they want because Orion is an officer.”
Alaric stopped walking as they reached the archery range. “And what do you believe?” His eye bored into the warrior, and Cyrus could feel a ghostly chill in his stomach that might have been the basis of Alaric’s nickname.
It came out in a rush. “I think Orion feels so guilty about Enterra that it’ll be years before he willingly leads another expedition on his own. I think Selene has been acting selfishly, as people are wont to do, and I think you’d back them both to your death, because they’re members of Sanctuary. You’ve got the kind of loyalty that means more to you than your very life.” He stopped, breathless. “And while we’re being honest — Curatio, I thought all elves other than low-born were a bunch of uptight, arrogant tightasses like Vara until I met you.”
The healer barely suppressed a laugh. Alaric was not so able, and he let out a roar so deep and loud that it startled Cyrus. Vara, for her part, glared at him but did not argue.
Alaric’s laughter died down, and Curatio’s smile was diminishing when the Ghost next spoke. “Well, you certainly didn’t hold back your opinions.” His joviality began to evaporate. “You are correct, I believe, in your assessment.” Alaric cast a knowing eye to Vara. “Not about you.” Returning his gaze to Cyrus, he continued, “Orion is somewhat damaged in terms of his confidence, and Selene has become wrapped up in herself.” Alaric tapped his fingers on his armored greaves, drumming them several times, creating a deep rattling noise of metal on metal as Vara ground her teeth in irritation. “This brings us to an interesting conundrum.
“Although I have had very little use for expeditions, they are an activity that many adventurers wish to participate in. This is good: it certainly prospers the guild bank, and is no more dangerous than any other adventure one might pursue. Our problem is, how do we continue to offer these benefits to our members when our General doesn’t want to schedule or run any expeditions?”
Cyrus shrugged. “It’s quite a challenge.”
“Indeed, it is, but I believe you hold the solution.” The oblique smile on his face hinted that Alaric had an agenda.
“What did you have in mind?” Cyrus asked, caution infusing his tone.
“I told you before: I think you should run for officer,” Alaric replied.
“Won’t Orion get upset you’re stripping him of the title of General?”
Alaric shook his head. “You’re getting the wrong idea, perhaps because the guild seems to misperceive this. There is no formal ‘General’ title. Every officer picks duties that they feel best fit their strengths. Whether it be dealing with applicants or running the Halls of Healing,” he nodded at Curatio, “Orion felt his abilities lay in the direction of leading expeditions.” He frowned. “His change of heart does leave us with a rather sizable hole in our Council.” Alaric cast a sidelong glance at Vara. “And since my most knowledgeable leader won’t lead any excursions and Orion is scared to…”
Vara bristled. “I didn’t say I won’t lead any.” She smoldered for a moment. “But people don’t respond well to my leadership style.”
“Hard to imagine, that,” Cyrus quipped. “I can see it now: ‘You! I hate you, go over there and die, okay?’“
Vara looked daggers at the warrior but when she spoke it was with an icy calm. “After all my searching, you’ve found the exact sentiments I’ve been wanting to express to you since the day we met.”
Brushing off the paladin’s repartee, Cyrus asked, “How long do you have to be in Sanctuary before you can become an officer?”
Curatio and Alaric exchanged a confused glance, while Vara looked annoyed. Curatio answered, “According to the charter, one year.”
“Then this is a moot point. I am ineligible to be an officer of Sanctuary.” Cyrus tried to put on a disappointed look, but honestly felt a bit relieved at not having to go through a popularity contest that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to pass. Vara, surprisingly enough, did not look any happier at the revelation.
Alaric nodded. “Time loses its meaning for me. It feels like you have been here longer.” Not sure his meaning was taken, the Ghost corrected, “I hope you realize I mean that in the best possible way: that your loyalty seems like that of someone who has been here since the beginning.”
“I appreciate the sentiment. But I don’t think even having a new General that leads excursions every night of the week to the most interesting locations in Arkaria would satisfy Brevis. He’s got a burr under his saddle and I don’t think it’s going to be settled until someone is gone. Whether it’s him or Orion and Selene, mark my words,” he said, “Sanctuary isn’t big enough for all of them. At least not in Brevis’ eyes.”
“We’ll have to discuss this in Council.” Alaric surveyed the grounds before him. “Though I wish we could fix Orion’s broken spirit, I cannot — at least not immediately.” He turned back to Cyrus. “But I intend to have your word on something before we part. Our Council needs leadership. You are a leader.”
Cyrus shook his head. “I was only leader in my last guild because no one else wanted the job. I’m not a leader.”
Alaric nodded over Cyrus’s shaking of his head. “Yes, you are. Curatio, Vara, can either of you see any reasons, anything in this warrior’s character, that would prevent him from being an honorable and useful addition to the Council of Santuary?”
Curatio answered immediately. “Absolutely not. I believe Cyrus to be a guildmate of the highest caliber and that he would be an excellent officer.”
Cyrus looked at Vara expectantly, waiting for her to add a negative critique, to say something that would reflect her disdain for him, his skills, his abilities, his character or even his personal hygiene. None was forthcoming. After a long moment’s pause, Vara turned her gaze back to Alaric. As her eyes passed over him, Cyrus saw something nearly indefinable in her expression, that same something that he had noticed the first day they met. “No,” she said without emotion. “I can’t see any reason he shouldn’t run for officer.”
Alaric nodded. “Then it is settled.” The paladin turned back to Cyrus. “I want your word that in six months, when you are eligible, you will submit your name for candidacy and do your duty to Sanctuary by becoming an officer.” He held up his hand to forestall protest. “I will not allow any argument. I want your word.”
Though Alaric’s voice and manner had issued a command, Cyrus knew in his heart that he could tell the paladin no, if he really wanted to. He shifted his gaze from Alaric to Curatio, who was hopeful; a warm and encouraging smile upon the elf’s face. Cyrus desperately wanted to say yes… to be an officer, right now. Protests aside, he wondered what happened in Council meetings, wondered how he could help, if he could help. Long minutes passed, none of them speaking, all waiting for his answer.
Vara would not meet his eyes, and her gaze was fixed in the distance, giving him a look at her profile. Her mouth was set in a hard line, keeping whatever emotions she had tightly bottled. The hair stretched in a ponytail over her shoulder, the sun shining on her spotless armor. He looked at her for a few minutes, silence still hanging in the air. She never turned to him.
As all these thoughts were bubbling in Cyrus’s head, one solitary phrase slipped through his lips, a whisper, barely audible: “You have my word.”
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It was not yet four o’clock when the crowd began to gather at the portal to the Realm of Death. Cyrus came with the bulk of the Sanctuary army, who had hiked to the edge of the Bay of Lost Souls, only a few hours southeast of Sanctuary’s gates. Nyad and a team of wizards had conjured a boat that they sailed on across the bay to the Island of Mortus.
Cyrus could tell the island was small: he could see the entirety of it from where they had landed. In the middle of it all was a gateway that looked like a portal — a stone arch that crackled with black energy. No light escaped from it and the area around seemed dim even in the late afternoon sun. Alliance members were gathered about it in very casual groups.
The Daring were already waiting when they arrived. Erith was seated atop a little black and white pony, and when she saw Cyrus she giggled. “What’s going on, meat head?” she shouted.
“How the hell did you get a horse over here?” Cyrus asked her, bewildered. The dark elf shrugged and smiled at him.
A few of Goliath’s members flew to the island on winged mounts. Cyrus fixated on a warrior riding a griffon, a creature with the beaked head of a bird of prey and heavy, matted fur with a four-legged body. Claws jutted from its paws, digging into the ground as the creature landed and the warrior dismounted. I’d like one of those, Cy thought.
Cyrus waved at Elisabeth when she arrived. Any thought of striking up a conversation with her was forestalled: she was swamped with well-wishers and people seeking instruction. Cyrus knew how she felt: leading an invasion of this magnitude couldn’t be easy — at least not based on his experience. She went to work with a scroll, studying plans carefully.
She was all smiles as she stepped onto a rock in front of the army. “We have quite the assemblage tonight,” she announced with great pleasure. “I’m going to be reorganizing you into different elements in order to form a cohesive fighting force. We expect guardians by the entrance to the Realm and additional forces at certain key points which we’re going to be hitting.
“Opposition will be tough,” she continued, “but we have very good numbers on our side. Our main warrior for tonight will be Kilgar from Goliath,” she announced, making a sweeping gesture toward a hulking human as Cyrus rolled his eyes, “but we’ll also need some backups to ensure that if an enchanter can’t control an enemy, it doesn’t wreak havoc by killing our spell casters.” Lack of armor made spell casters easy prey for strong enemies. Even with a quick resurrection spell, it could take thirty minutes to an hour for them to regenerate enough magical energy and shake off the sickening effects of death to effectively cast spells again.
“Cyrus from Sanctuary, Cass from the Daring and Yei from Goliath will be our secondary warriors.” Cyrus blinked in surprise. He cast a sidelong look at Cass and then Yei. The Goliath warrior was a massive troll, bigger than Vaste. Yei had recently painted his armor into a bizarre, multicolored scheme involving deep purple, bright red and some strain of yellow. Terian had remarked during the assault on Kalam that it “defiled his eyes” to even look at the warrior.
“We’ll need our enchanters focused on occupying additional monsters, beguiling them by use of your charms or simply mesmerizing them.” Her voice turned serious. “We are outnumbered here, and we will be facing wave after wave of foes.” She proceeded to break the force into elements assigned to support each warrior.
“By the time we get this entire force facing the right direction, I’ll be older than Curatio,” Andren said under his breath. Niamh overheard him and giggled. Cyrus said nothing, but privately he agreed; leading this force of several hundred was going to be like trying to lead a herd of cats from the front.
When they had organized, the combined army lined up in formation before the portal. It was wide enough for only a few people to enter at a time. They lined up in order as best they could; the space around the portal was completely packed — as was the island itself.
“On my mark, I want a full charge into the portal and out of the way, as quickly as possible — without trampling any gnomes,” Elisabeth added. Cyrus heard a squeak of appreciation from somewhere in the crowd in front of him.
It was a tense moment. The portal glared at them, almost defying them to enter. Cyrus could hear the heavy breathing of Vaste next to him, and caught sight of J’anda ahead, his now elven features fixed in a look of intense concentration. Yei was scratching himself.
The seconds ticked away, and nerves were chewing at Cyrus. He could hear his heart pounding; he’d never before set foot in the domain of any god. At least I’m not challenging Bellarum, Cyrus thought. The God of War had to be at least as intimidating as the God of Death, he conceded, missing the irony of that thought in the intensity of the moment.
Looking sideways in the moments before the order was given, Cyrus’s gaze fixed on the smiling visage of Malpravus. The cowl of the Goliath Guildmaster’s cloak was once again covering his head, leaving the dark elf’s face shadowed but for the dim sunlight playing on it. His expression was bizarre, triumphant. His eyes flicked to the side and saw Cyrus looking at him. With a nod, Malpravus bowed toward the warrior.
“GO!” Elisabeth’s shout boomed across the island and in a blink, Kilgar and his group were in the portal and fading, the second group charging in behind them. Cyrus thundered forward, felt a twisting sensation in his stomach as he stepped into the darkness and his vision distorted like he was underwater; all trace of the world he had left behind on the island had disappeared.
When Cyrus’s feet hit the ground he was already moving forward, sword in hand. The sky was blood red, like a sunset that had never quite finished. Spread out before him were rolling fields, as far as the eye could discern, spreading out in every direction but one. His eyes alighted on an enormous structure in the distance. It had a gigantic base, miles wide, and gradually drew to a point on top. It was the single biggest tower he had ever seen.
Cy felt a thump as someone ran into him from behind. He realized he had stopped along with everyone else and turned his head to see Cass peering around him. “Frankly,” the Daring’s chief warrior said with a slightly disgruntled expression, “I was hoping for a little more combat on this side of the portal.”
Cyrus snorted. “I hope Mortus isn’t lingering to give you your fondest wish.”
Elisabeth made her way to the front of the army. “I was told to anticipate more resistance at the entryway.” Lines knit across her face as she scanned the area around them.
“More resistance?” Andren said from just behind Cyrus. “How about any resistance?”
Cyrus did not stop scanning the horizon, even as the rest of the Alliance force began to relax. “These must be the Fields of Paxis,” Cyrus said under his breath.
“Indeed they are,” came the reply from Vaste, startling Cyrus. “The Realm of Death is broken into many parts to reflect the fate awaiting the worst of us.” The troll smiled. “Did you know that Mortus, even as God of Death, doesn’t get all the dead?”
“I’d heard that,” Cyrus said, still looking for trouble.
“He only gets the really bad eggs; those who have done horrific things.” The troll shuddered all the way to the top of his enormous frame. “The Fields of Paxis are the entry point or sorting area for the newly arrived. The least of the offenders are sentenced to wander these fields eternally without guidance or hope of escape. The worst are judged here and sent elsewhere.” The troll gestured into the distance to the tower.
“The Eusian Tower,” Cyrus said without inflection.
“You got it,” Vaste confirmed. “Three main areas within, places of torment for the dishonored dead…” The troll’s voice drifted off.
“I hate waiting.” The warrior turned his eyes back to the horizon. “I hate waiting for possible death even more.”
“You should never go on a date with Vara then,” the troll said. “Not only does she take forever to get ready, she is the very definition of ‘possible death’.”
Cyrus laughed. “I don’t think there’s much danger of that.”
“Her killing you or you going on a date?”
Cy raised an eyebrow. “The latter. I’d actually lay odds on the former.”
The troll looked at him, face unreadable. “More than you probably realize.”
“Hah!” Cyrus laughed out loud. “The woman can’t stand me.”
“An all-too-familiar experience in your dating life, I’m sure.” Ignoring Cyrus’s rude gesture, the troll pressed on. “But in Vara’s case, you have to understand her.”
“Do I really want to?”
“Can’t answer that for you,” Vaste replied. “But I can tell you that Vara was nearly married once — to a human warrior, of all things.” The troll looked around before finishing his statement. “I heard it ended badly.”
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “The fact that she’d ever consider marrying a human is laughable. The idea that she’d have any involvement with a warrior puts your story well into the realm of fiction. She hates—”
“Yes, yes,” Vaste cut him off. “Haven’t you ever wondered why she can get along with me or Nyad, or Curatio — any one of a number of other guildmates — but not you?”
“I’m gonna go with… because she’s a heinous bitch.”
Ignoring him, Vaste went on. “I’d have thought you, genius of the umpteenth order, Mr. Strategy and Tactics and ‘Assessing the Battlefield’, would have figured it out. She doesn’t like you because you remind her of someone.”
“I don’t buy it.”
“Very well then,” Vaste said, still inscrutable. “Far be it for me to disagree with the mighty Cyrus Davidon, who knows the hearts of all whom he meets.”
“Not all of them,” the warrior said. “But there’s no room in that heart for love; past, present or future.”
“Perhaps not,” Vaste said and let the matter drop.
At the front of the army, Elisabeth had been consulting with Malpravus and a few others. Shaking her head, she turned from the Goliath Guildmaster to address the army. “We’re going to move to the Eusian Tower now. I expect whatever enemies that aren’t here but usually would be are in the tower.”
The army of the Alliance moved forward through the tall grass of the fields. The journey to the Eusian Tower took a little over an hour, during which time the color of the sky changed not at all. As they approached, Cyrus felt several times that they had to be close to the entrance, such was the size of the tower. When they finally reached the entry, he had to admit that even the Citadel in Reikonos, the tallest building he had ever seen, would easily fit into the shadow of the Eusian Tower. They marched through the doorway, and Cyrus once again found himself in near-complete darkness.
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Upon entering the Eusian Tower, the Alliance force paused. Vaste cast a spell next to him, and a veil lifted from Cyrus’s eyes, allowing him to see in the darkness. They were in the middle of the largest open indoor space Cyrus had ever seen. It seemed to stretch for miles up and down. They crossed a massive bridge to a central platform that had three additional bridges spanning out in each direction of the compass.
As no foes were in sight, Elisabeth addressed them. “There are three wings to the Eusian Tower: one is the personal chambers of Mortus and his guards.” She looked up and gestured straight ahead from the direction they had entered, indicating a mammoth door made of solid metal, large enough that it would not have looked out of place in Kortran. “It is also where his treasure trove is. In order to gain access, we’ll have to go through the other two wings of the tower,” she said, brimming with confidence. “Defeating the guards in both wings will draw out the reserve in his private chambers. We’ll start with this direction.” She pointed to their right.
“How does Mortus have any treasure left if guilds are constantly stealing from his Realm and killing his guards every time he leaves?” Cy frowned.
Vaste shrugged. “If you’re a god, I guess you can make more treasure.”
“His followers pay him tribute in their temples,” Cass said from behind them. “And he can recreate his guards with ease.”
“Yeah, but if someone stole all your possessions every time you left your house, wouldn’t you stop leaving?” Cyrus asked.
“They don’t get all of Mortus’s possessions,” Cass said. “He keeps the best of them sealed under magical barriers that only the power of a god could breach.”
They stopped talking as they crossed the bridge and entered an archway. As they progressed down a dark corridor, Cyrus felt a deep-seated chill run through him. It took him a moment to realize that it was not internal; the temperature had dropped significantly as they continued along the corridor, which had also begun to slope downward.
They emerged into a cavernous area — not nearly as tall as the entryway but which extended so far into the distance that Cyrus could not see the opposite wall. Stretching down the middle of the cavern was a frozen lake, with blocks of ice stacked around the sides.
Cyrus said with surprise, “I expected to see more dead people in the Realm of Death, y’know?”
“I know what you mean,” Vaste said. “Where’s the fire and brimstone? Where’s the damnation?” The troll looked at the frozen lake and shook his head in disappointment. “I was expecting more damnation.”
“Damnation is here,” a rattling voice breathed next to them. Cyrus jumped in surprise before he realized that the words issued from Malpravus, who was at his elbow. “The damned are all around you,” the dark elf said with barely contained glee. “You cannot see them.” Malpravus inhaled deeply, as though he was enjoying a particularly pleasant scent. “There is a great deal of torment present here — many, many damned souls, enslaved in the ice.”
Cyrus looked at the Goliath Guildmaster, eyes wary. “Why can you see the dead when we can’t?”
Malpravus looked into Cyrus’s eyes and the warrior could see a hollow blackness in the dark elf’s sunken sockets that reminded him of the portal leading into Death’s Realm. “I am a very powerful necromancer, boy. The dead are mine to wield; it is only natural I would be able to see them.”
“I don’t think there’s anything ‘natural’ about what you just described,” Vaste said.
A smile lit the features of the necromancer as he steepled his fingers. “Those of us who study the nearly lost art of necromancy are very misunderstood.”
“I could stand for your ‘art’ to get a bit more lost.” Vaste bristled. “Manipulating the bodies and souls of the dead and deriving power from them is a far beyond morbid practice.”
Malpravus remained calm in the face of Vaste’s criticism. “Someday you will understand that however you must acquire it, power is the most important thing in this world.” The necromancer held a bony hand up to stay Vaste’s reply.
Malpravus fixed his gaze on Cyrus, giving the warrior sudden cause to squirm internally. “I see great potential in your leadership, lad. I expect to see great things from you after the battle yesterday.” Without another word, the necromancer glided away, his cloak sweeping against the ground.
Vaste and Cyrus exchanged a look. “That was… disconcerting,” the troll said, perfectly capturing Cyrus’s sentiments.
“I get the feeling that he’s even creepier among his own guild.”
Whatever reply Vaste might have made was cut off by an inhuman wailing. Seeking out the source of the cacophony, Cyrus’s eyes were drawn to figures moving in their direction across the frozen lake. The first of them was barely visible; a thin figure, emaciated, with skin of the grayest pallor and sunken eyes. Bloody, cracked lips uncovered sharp teeth and a nasty, nausea-inducing smell of decay preceded the shadowy beasts. The first of the rotting creatures leapt into their midst, reminding Cyrus of the first time he had met Vara.
He jumped into action, pushing through the crowd to engage the creature. “Wendigo!” he heard someone cry out. Cyrus brought his sword to bear as the wendigo’s claws swiped into the crowd and sent three spell casters flying, dead.
Horrified, Cyrus struck with his sword into the grey flesh, leaving the wendigo with an enormous gash from shoulder to waist. Seeming not to notice, it lunged at him, teeth exposed, missing him by mere inches as the warrior dodged. He aimed a counter blow at the wendigo as it passed, but missed. The wendigo sliced him three times in rapid succession. Two glanced off his armor but the third landed perfectly between the joints on his left arm, digging into the muscle of his forearm.
Cyrus grimaced and dropped his left hand from his sword, holding it in his right to fend off the wendigo’s advances. The point faced directly into the heart of the creature, which was keeping its distance, circling to his left to evade the tip of his blade. Cyrus pulled his injured arm against himself until he felt a spell mend the wound; he looked down to see the gash healed, but blood still trickled from beneath his armor and the painful sensation did not immediately cease.
Cyrus feinted at the wendigo, not returning his left hand to the hilt. The beast overreacted to the warrior’s bluff and dodged to the side, running into three rangers who stabbed the exposed back of the creature. Cyrus smiled as the wendigo turned to face the new threat and he drove his sword with both hands into the back of its head. A piercing scream filled the air and the wendigo went limp.
“No time for a victory dance!” Andren said from behind him. Cyrus scowled and turned to face the healer. Numerous wendigos were making their way through the ranks of the army. Cyrus saw J’anda’s arms sweeping about, casting spell after spell. The wendigos were halting, sunken eyes rolling back in their heads, mesmerized.
An attack from behind caught him off guard and knocked Cyrus to his knees. He felt claws grasping at him, digging into his sides just below his armpits in the vulnerable seam of his breastplate and back plate, penetrating the chain mail beneath his plate armor. The stabbing sensation increased as the wendigo that had grabbed him dug its claws in further. He reversed the grip on his sword and stabbed backward at the creature, gagging at the sickening stench of decay that filled his nose. A howl of pain told him he had not missed, and Cyrus stumbled forward, feeling the claws withdraw from his flesh.
He turned back to engage the wendigo, fighting past the agony in his side, and lunged forward, catching it on the arm with a sword thrust. A yelp filled his ears and forced a grin to the warrior’s lips, even as he ignored the pain. Other fighters — rangers, paladins, dark knights — were attacking the wendigo that was focused on him.
Every time the creature started to turn, changing its attention to the others behind it, Cyrus would bellow a warcry and leap forward, hacking and stabbing, turning its attention back to him. The first three times he scored gashing blows, leaving jagged cuts in the flesh of the undead-looking beast. The fourth, as soon as he yelled at it, the wendigo immediately refocused on him, not allowing him to get a strike in.
Elisabeth brought her daggers to bear in a powerful backstabbing blow that brought the wendigo to its knees. Cyrus swept forward with all his speed and decapitated it. When it dropped, Cyrus appraised the area around him for the next fight.
J’anda stood only a few feet away, the enchanter’s face a mask of concentration. “If you’re looking for something to do,” the dark elf said, eyes closed and illusionless for only the second time since Cyrus had met him, “you could try killing that one before my spell breaks.” His finger rose to point at one of the gray fiends that was standing close to the ice.
“How many of these do you have mesmerized right now?” Cyrus asked him, incredulous. There were at least forty wendigos standing completely still throughout the army, as if the cold had frozen them.
“Well,” J’anda said, voice straining, “we have eight enchanters and each of the other seven has one wendigo mesmerized. So if you subtract seven from however many there are, that would be the number that I have under control.” A tight smile made its way across J’anda’s blue lips. “It takes quite a bit of concentration and magical energy to create the illusion that mesmerizes these fiends, so forgive me if I stop speaking now.”
Cyrus shook his head and trotted with the rest of his element to the wendigo that J’anda had indicated. Positioning his group around it he struck with an impaling attack at the same time that his other fighters did, making short work of the wendigo, which died with a feral scream.
A quick look at J’anda showed the enchanter pointing in the direction of another of the frozen beasts. He and his group moved through the wendigos one at a time, along with the other elements of the army, until all the gray-skinned fiends had been killed. Kilgar drove his sword through the last as a sigh of relief ran through the cavern. From behind them came the sound of very slow clapping.
Cyrus turned to see J’anda Aimant, eyes half-lidded, bringing his hands together in applause. “Well done. Perhaps someday soon we can find an enchanter with enough talent to take at least two foes at any give time?” J’anda ignored the glares of the enchanters surrounding him and snapped his fingers to become a gnome.
They stood by the edge of the frozen lake while Elisabeth again consulted with Malpravus, Tolada and a few of the other Alliance officers. Cyrus stood with Andren and Vaste, looking across the ice into the darkness. “Andren,” he asked the elf, “Malpravus told us that the dead are all around us, and being tormented. Do you suppose that’s true?”
Andren did not respond at first. “Yep. There are tormented souls all around us right now.”
“Why can’t we see them?” Cyrus asked, puzzled.
Andren looked at the ice at his feet and pointed down. “Do you see anything at all? A shape, a specter, anything?”
The warrior peered at the ice. “It looks a little darker, like smoke or something.”
Andren nodded. “That is one of the dead. A necromancer can see them as easily as I can tell the difference between an ale and mulled mead. Which is no great difficulty for me, but most can’t. The training one goes through for his branch of magic makes him more sensitive to the spirit emanations that you can barely perceive. What looks like a faded specter to you appears to me as an old elf, buried to his face in the ice, screaming in agony and unable to see anyone around him.”
Cyrus looked at Andren, eyes wide. “That’s what you see? And it looks as clear as if he were alive?”
“I can see a bit better than you can but that has more to do with my age and magical training. I would imagine it would be clear to a powerful necromancer. What I see is a bit of a distorted image — as though smoke is obscuring the lines of their faces, and their words were being spoken through a waterfall.”
Any further questions were drowned out by Elisabeth’s order to move the invasion force back into the center of the Eusian Tower. As they walked back up the tunnel the temperature returned to a bearable level. The chill, however, failed to leave them.
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As they mulled around the center of the tower, Cyrus passed Erith, still riding on her horse, as he strode to the front of the army. Catching his eye, she spoke. “I miss healing you today. Any other day, I wouldn’t, but today I’m healing a dark knight, and he takes two hits and crumples like a ranger in a windstorm.”
“Hey!” the dark knight and ranger in Erith’s group chorused in unison, outraged.
“What?” she snapped back over her shoulder. “It’s not my fault that the two of you can’t get hit without dying.” She turned back to Cyrus. “I’d have better luck keeping an ant alive while a child stomped on its anthill.” Rolling her eyes at the dissenting opinions behind her, she tossed another insult over her shoulder. “The ant would probably be more grateful, too,” she grumbled. “Your fighter dies one or three times…”
Elisabeth rallied their army into the tunnel opposite the one they had just left. As they descended, there was another dramatic temperature change — this one turning the air brutally hot.
“It’s like an oven-heated punch to the face,” Andren said.
“Feels kinda like home,” Vaste said. The tunnel opened to another large cavern, this one again having a deep gash in the middle of it — but instead of containing ice, there was a lake of bubbling, boiling oil stretching into the distance.
“You think there are more lost souls in there?” Cyrus asked.
Vaste nodded. “Mortus is not a benevolent god. Those worthy of torment in the afterlife are subject to him, and remain with him for eternity.”
Andren took a swig of liquor from his flask. “Any guesses as to what it takes to land yourself here for eternity?”
Vaste’s eyes narrowed. “It’s all speculative, but there is the traditional range of sins — murder, thievery, intemperance…” The troll looked at Andren.
“Intemperance?” Andren asked, eyes wide. “You mean drinking?” An almost imperceptible nod from Vaste sent a visible shudder through Andren. “I reckon I’ll be quitting drinking, then.” Cyrus raised an eyebrow at the healer, who looked offended. “I can quit any time, you know.” Cyrus held his hands up in a gesture of surrender, at which point Andren began to nervously eye the boiling oil again.
A few of the adventurers wandered closer to the edge of the bubbling lake; Cyrus remained leery and kept his distance. In an instant the surface of the oil erupted in several places around the bank of the pool as something shot out of it. Whatever it is, Cy reflected, looks a hell of a lot like snakes held by their tails out of the oil.
With a reptilian head atop a long, twisting segment of scaled neck, seven of the creatures burst forth and attacked those that had wandered too close to the shore. Cyrus watched as several adventurers were grasped between the jaws of the snake heads — or in the case of one of Goliath’s rangers, grasped by the ankle and flung into the oil. Cyrus caught a glimpse of Malpravus, among those standing close to the shore, calm in the midst of the storm of action.
Cyrus rushed toward the shore, but before he could get there, he heard an elven voice behind him proclaim, “I can handle this.” Something in the way it was said caused him to turn around. Nyad was already casting a spell, flames forming around her hands.
“No!” he shouted, but to no avail — the fire spell burst from her fingertips and blasted past the snake heads to hit the oil behind it. Flames began to spread across the surface of the lake.
“Oops!” Nyad said. “I’ll fix it!” Once more, she began to cast a spell, this time with a whiff of what looked like smoke as a warning, something flew from her hand to the edge of the pool of now flaming oil, expanding into a cloud and raining on it.
Cyrus did not even have time to react. An explosion rocked the cavern, sending a burst of fire surging in all directions. The warrior dropped to his knees and covered his face as a wall of flame washed over the Alliance army. It dissipated quickly, but not before catching a few people on fire, including Nyad herself. He tackled the wizard, rolling on the ground to suffocate the flames.
Turning his attention back to the lake, the seven heads remained above the thick, flaming liquid, unaffected by the fires around them. Smaller pools had also caught on fire, making the cavern look like the den of Ashan’agar.
“Ah,” Vaste said from the ground next to Cyrus, “there’s the fire and brimstone I was looking for and… damnation.”
“I think,” Cyrus said, running his fingertips over the scorch marks on his already blackened armor, “I’m going to have to cut the heads off some snakes now.”
“Do run along then,” Vaste said from a prone position. “I’ll be here, watching in case you get hurt.”
“Much appreciated,” Cyrus grunted as he lifted himself to his feet.
“Thank you,” Nyad said in a muffled voice, face in the dirt as the warrior ran past her to the edge of the pool.
He looked to the lake of fire, seven snake heads still dancing back and forth within it, trying to grasp at any poor soul close to the edge. Malpravus stood by the shores, ignored by the waving heads. Cy dived to avoid two of them as they swept toward him. They missed him narrowly and with such force that one of them drove into the ground and did not move after the impact.
Rolling to his feet, Cyrus grasped the hilt of his sword in both hands, and swung it from over his shoulder into the unmoving neck. The beast screamed and flailed, but could not muster enough strength to break free. The warrior stomped on the hilt of his sword with a plated boot, driving the blade the rest of the way through the neck. The head screamed and the neck retracted into the pool of fire. As it entered the flames, the severed head screamed and stopped moving.
Two more heads swept in with a violent attack on the warrior, who dodged one of them but was caught flat-footed by the second, knocking him into the dirt. A healing wind ran through him, repairing the arm he knew had been broken. Rolling from his back to his hands and knees, he stood and charged past Vaste (“You’re welcome!” the troll shouted, still laying on the ground) to be greeted by the same two snake heads, writhing at the end of their reach, snapping their teeth at him.
“It’s a hydra,” came the calm voice of Malpravus, who was gently stroking the neck of one of the snakes. “The heads are all part of the same beast.”
Cyrus stayed out of the reach of the hydra heads, thrusting forward with his sword to strike a stinging blow to one of the heads, which hissed and withdrew. “Two questions come to mind — one, why isn’t it attacking you, and two — could you help me out?”
A wide, almost malevolent grin split the necromancer’s face. “Yes, I can help you, I suppose.” Reaching into his robes, the dark elf pulled a long dagger from a scabbard on his belt. Whispering something too low to be heard over the fire and screaming in the cave, Malpravus drew the dagger back and thrust it into the neck of the hydra that he had been stroking only moments before. The neck stiffened and dropped to the ground, great tongue lolling out of its scaly mouth. Malpravus cackled and brought the dagger to his lips.
“That is not normal,” Cyrus said before he lunged to strike at the remaining head. Malpravus made another bow to the warrior, arms extended out from his body, wide smile still fixed on his face. Then the dark elf turned on his heel, and swept away from the lake of fire, gliding back to where most of the Allied army was recovering from the explosion and avoiding the heads of the hydra.
Cyrus lunged once more, committing all his weight to the attack, and caught the hydra head off guard; he rammed his sword into the mouth of the creature. It screamed and tried to flee, but to no avail — close enough now to engage the beast physically, Cyrus threw his legs around the hydra’s neck and jammed the sword further into the mouth, pushing it until it burst through the top of the hydra’s head. The neck went limp, and the snake head dropped, pinning Cyrus to the ground.
“Yes!” exulted Tolada, who rushed up with a hammer and began to pound on the head that lay across Cyrus.
“Hey!” the warrior shouted, unpleasant impacts to the head reverberating through him. “It’s dead already! Why don’t you either pick a live one to attack or help get it off me?”
“It’s all the same beast!” Tolada said, face alight with glee. “It can still feel this!”
“Tell you what,” Cyrus said, eyes narrowed in irritation. “I’m gonna stab you through the hand until you can’t move it anymore. Then I’m going to pound what’s left of it with a hammer, and you let me know if you can feel it!”
Muttering something about a lack of allied cooperation, the dwarf put aside his hammer to help roll the hydra head off of Cyrus. By the time the warrior got to his feet, the Alliance force had engaged the other heads. Spells were flying through the air, bringing the waving heads to the ground one at a time, where they were greeted by vicious attacks from the melee combatants. Within a few minutes, the hydra was defeated.
“All right,” Elisabeth said, “let’s drag it on shore.”
“Drag it out?” Cyrus sputtered. “I vote we toss it back into the flaming oil.”
She smiled at him in understanding. “Do you know how valuable the bodies of the creatures we kill are? That’s some of the real wealth of these Realms — the same as it is with dragons. Sure, there’s a hoard of treasures around here somewhere, but there’s gold in selling the skins, the scales, things that yield high prices. That’s the reason why guilds like Amarath’s Raiders, Endeavor and Burnt Offerings are wealthy. They have access to materials no one else does and trade agreements with shops and companies that make them more money.”
“I don’t care if his left buttcheek is worth a million gold; let’s toss this thing back in and be done with it.”
Elisabeth frowned. “His butt isn’t worth anything. Hydra testicles, however, are worth a few hundred thousand gold each.” She brightened. “Let’s hope this one is a boy!”
Once they had finished extracting the most valuable of the materials from the corpse of the hydra (including three testicles, to the delight of Elisabeth and Malpravus), and those that had been tossed into the flaming oil had been recovered and revived, the Alliance army moved back up the long tunnel and into the platform of the entryway once more. Casting a sidelong look at the door to Mortus’s chambers, Cyrus saw they were still sealed.
“I’m not sure what’s going on here,” Elisabeth said. “I was told that defeating the enemies within both caves would get the attention of Mortus’s guards…”
A loud noise filled the entryway and the enormous doors split and began to open, sweeping wide to reveal an army within. A moment of panic set in among the allies. “We need to face them outside!” Elisabeth shouted. “Retreat to the Fields of Paxis!”
The Allied army broke and ran, retreating over the entry bridge and down the steps. Once outside, Elisabeth commanded once more, “Stop! Hold position here!” For the most part, her command was obeyed and they reformed at the bottom of the hill outside the Eusian Tower. A few adventurers continued beyond the rally point and up the hill, stopping once they reached the top.
The first rank of the army of Mortus appeared in the doorway to the Eusian Tower; four rows of the horrific wendigos, followed by demons with red skin, bulging muscles and fearsome teeth. Pointed ears stood atop their heads, giving them all the appearance of a devil. There were fewer of them than there were wendigos, but each of the devils stood one and a half times the height of a human and was armed with a weapon.
“The hell of it is,” Cyrus heard Andren say from somewhere behind him. “There are actually more of us than them.” He paused. “But I suspect they might pack a slightly nastier punch than most of us.”
J’anda called out, “Those demon knights — I cannot mesmerize them; their will is too strong.”
A few of the gray-skinned fiends halted their advance, bedazzled by the enchanters’ spells. The remaining wendigos broke ranks and charged, demon knights following behind.
The first wave of foes hit their front line warriors hard. The sheer numbers forced every Alliance fighter and some of the spell casters into one-on-one combat. The wendigos were strong and vicious, creating a poor match for most of the allied combatants. Cyrus swung his sword with all his strength, dispatching two of the bloody creatures in a row. By the time he had killed the second wendigo, the battle had turned into a complete melee. A demon knight waded toward him, accidentally killing a wendigo on its way.
Cyrus brought his sword up in time to block the first blow from the demon knight, which wielded a blade that looked like a massive meat cleaver. The strength of the demon knight’s strike chipped some of the steel from his sword where the blow impacted. Guess I’ll be needing a new sword soon, Cyrus thought. I’m sure Belkan will be pleased.
He successfully dodged the next attack and drove his sword into the leg of the demon knight which elicited a grunt and a backhand slap that sent Cyrus reeling, dragging his sword out of the wound. A small geyser of blood shot from the hole in the demon knight’s leg, but the grotesque face of the creature displayed no reaction beyond a strange slurping sound as its tongue danced outside its lips.
The demon knight jumped forward with no warning, knocking aside Cyrus’s sword and burying its teeth into the veins of his neck. Cy brought his sword down, burying it through the eye of the demon knight, which relinquished its biting grasp and fell over, dead.
Cyrus felt himself fall, warm blood rushing through his fingers as he tried to staunch the bleeding. He looked up to see Niamh, fingers glowing with a small healing spell, and he felt a swell of vitality as she kept him alive until he felt the spell from a healer that completely mended his wound.
Pushing back to his feet again, Cyrus ignored the agony from the now-healed wound as all battle around him stopped. A commotion came from atop the hill behind them. Something was thundering on the other side, and when it crested the ridge, Cyrus’s jaw dropped in shock.
It was the bones of a dragon, but not just any dragon. The crests and gnarls of the skeleton, the jutting spikes and fearsome teeth, left no doubt which dragon the skeleton belonged to. Kalam, Cy thought in astonishment. Shit. Shooting a searing glare at those around him, he yelled, “Who helped Terian resurrect that thing?”
Vaste shouted over the crowd. “It’s not resurrected. Kalam must be on his merry way to the afterlife or else he got co-opted by Mortus to defend this Realm. It’s probably his penance.”
A rumbling came from the skeletal jaw of the dragon’s bones. A hot rush shot through Cyrus, flushing his face and spurring him into action. A demon knight in front of him had turned its back to see the events unfolding on the hilltop. Behind the demon knight, Tolada stooped down to pick up the hammer that he had dropped in shock at the sight of Kalam.
With two long strides, Cyrus used the dwarf as a step to launch himself through the air and bury his sword in the neck of the unsuspecting demon knight. As it fell, Cy pulled the sword as roughly as he could, decapitating the demon, and dropping the head to the ground. He reached down to retrieve it and ran toward the base of the hill.
The battle had resumed, wendigos and demon knights hacking at the allied army. Shuffling his way through the fight, stabbing wendigos and knights as he passed, Cyrus finally broke through the battle and climbed to an elevated position on the hill. From the height it afforded him, the warrior could see J’anda working to mesmerize the wendigos. “J’anda!” Cyrus yelled. “Can you charm the wendigos and use them to battle for us?”
The dark elf did not respond for a moment, eyes closed, but then nodded.
“Do it!” Cyrus shouted. The dragon corpse lingered at the top of the hill, cutting off any chance of retreat for the Alliance army. Cy let loose a bellowing warcry that caught the attention of everyone, even the fiends. Thrusting the head of the demon knight into the air above him, Cyrus taunted them. “You over-bulked, under-brained servants of Mortus don’t even have the stones to take on a real threat — you’re content to wade in among spell casters and rangers who can’t give you a taste of real combat — COWARDS!”
Without waiting for reply, Cyrus threw the head at the nearest demon knight, only a few paces away. It caught the head and stared at it for a brief moment, shocked. Cyrus slammed into the demon full force on a downhill charge — his sword pierced it and he jammed the edge of his right vambrace into the mouth of the knight, breaking its lower teeth and cutting open its lip. A squeal of outrage filled the air as it attempted to push the warrior away. Cyrus gripped tighter, bringing his sword down again and again. His final blow penetrated the heart of the demon knight, ending its resistance.
Howls of outrage came from the forces of Death’s Realm. Cy ran back up the hill. His speed and quick action by two of J’anda’s charmed wendigos were the only thing that saved the warrior from being hauled down by the entire army of Mortus, now solely focused on him and following him up the hill.
Cyrus could see a faint light in the bone-dragon’s eye sockets as it thundered down the hill toward him. How the hell do I fight a pile of bones? he wondered. And a battalion of these damned demon knights at the same time?
The dragon’s enchanted… and even if it’s a magical creature, it can take damage…
The dragon’s skeleton let out a hiss as he approached. Its head swung down, jaws open and extended. A rattling voice could be heard: “I am Kalam, defender of Mortus, the God of Death.”
Cyrus grunted as he ducked the dragon’s first attack. “I am Cyrus, warrior of Sanctuary. I piss on you and your god!” Bringing his sword around, he struck as hard as he could at the bone of the dragon’s front right ankle. A small crack appeared in the bone. He ran under the dragon, beneath where the belly would have been, and rattled his sword along every rib until he reached the tail, laughing all the way.
Dodging from behind the back leg he turned, and with a savage grin raised his hands above his head for a double-handed swing of his sword. He landed the strikes on the cartilage midway down the skeleton’s tail, and severed it at the halfway point. “I killed you yesterday,” he smirked at Kalam. “Today I’m going to dismember you.”
Five demon knights crested the hill, a small cluster of wendigos close behind. Somewhere down the hill was the Allied army. The dragon’s skeletal remains now had no tail — but it still moved around to face him. Cy didn’t wait to be within biting distance — he charged back under the dragon, and took aim at the same ankle he’d already cracked, landing another crushing blow in the same spot, widening the crack, then moved as the dragon repositioned and landed another and another until the crack was large enough that he could jam his sword into it.
There was no howl, no outrage, no sign that the dragon’s remains even felt the damage. Rather than chase the bone dragon, he grasped at the knee joint and held on while the undead monster thrashed about. Using the blade of his sword as a pry bar, he wedged it into the fracture he’d made in the ankle and applied all his weight to the hilt until—
CRACK!
Kalam’s foot broke loose and the bucking, heaving skeleton wobbled as it landed on its shin bone, losing its balance and toppling down the hill toward the tower. Cyrus rolled clear as it came crashing down, tons of bones onto the ascending demon knights — at least eight of which were smashed immediately, along with more than a few wendigos. He saw a gray-skinned torso fly through the air and land in the bony debris. With only a few exceptions, the allies escaped harm.
Wasting no time, Cyrus charged into the wreckage, ignoring his arriving Allies and hacking at the rear knee joint of Kalam, who was attempting to rise. He was joined by Orion and Tolada, surprisingly, and they snapped the leg free and moved on to the next. The third was removed with a bit more effort, leaving the skeleton of Kalam thrashing.
Cyrus scaled the dragon rib by rib as it jerked to get upright but couldn’t. Moving with care in case it began to roll over and turn him into mush, he reached the neck, flailing in the air. He wrapped his legs around the base of the neck, and brought his sword down again and again on the vertebrae until finally it gave a sickening crack and splintered. One more massive blow broke it into slivers and dust, and sent him, along with the dragon’s neck and skull, crashing to the ground below, where he heard a great many cracking bones, a few of which were his own.
Cyrus jumped to his feet as soon as the healer’s spell hit him and charged at the nearest demon knight, which was already on its knees, and finished it. The wendigos that weren’t charmed were now falling, one by one to mesmerize and to death at the hands of the allies. The last demon knight was brought down by a stunning blow from Cass that cut it in half at the waist. They finished killing the wendigos and within an hour the Realm of Death was silent but for the cheers of the Alliance army.
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The Alliance members waited in the Fields of Paxis while the officers of the Alliance split the treasures in Mortus’s chambers among themselves. After a half hour, Elisabeth stormed down the steps with something in her hand. Her eyes were narrowed and every step exuded irritation. She stopped in front of Cyrus and paused for a moment before she spoke, composing herself. “You must have really wanted this pommel,” she said. “I’ve never seen you ask for anything from an excursion before.”
She opened her hand to reveal a circular piece of metal with the carving of a skull at its center. “I do,” he said, voice desirous.
She handed it to him with care, then crossed her arms. “I didn’t expect us to have to kill the same dragon two days in a row. You really saved things from getting ugly.” She paused. “Uglier than they’re getting among the Alliance officers right now, anyway.”
He pulled his gaze away from the Death’s Head. “Doesn’t look like you had much fun in there.”
She sighed. “We’re not. When I planned this, there were a few things that we swore we weren’t going to do. Foremost among them was not stealing Letum.”
Cyrus looked at her with a blank expression. “Letum?”
She stared past him, her mind on something else. “Mortus’s Staff of Death. It’s supposed to be on a pedestal in there, protected by enchantments, but it’s not.” She shifted her gaze to him. “I guess it’s lucky that it’s not, because your pommel would have been under the protection of the enchantments as well.”
“Lucky for me, I guess.” He shrugged. “Never heard of this Letum. Maybe Mortus took it with him when he left?”
She waved her hand. “You think he dissolved the barrier he set up to protect his most treasured possessions before he left, when he knows that every time he leaves his Realm gets ransacked? I doubt it, but it doesn’t matter. It’s causing quite a stir among the other officers, though; quite a few accusations flying around—”
“Elisabeth!” Cass’s voice drifted down to them as he descended the steps, Erith beside him. “We’re leaving.”
“Did you get everything resolved?” She looked up at the warrior in grey, face expectant.
“I’ve resolved not to punch Tolada in his aggravating face, but that’s about it.” Cass pointed back up the steps. “We can argue until Mortus comes back, no one’s going to confess to taking Letum and we’re not going to search everyone here to figure out if they’ve got it. Especially,” he gritted his teeth, “since there are no protective barriers around the pedestal.”
“Couldn’t someone have broken through the barrier?” Cy looked at them, face blank.
Erith laughed. “Through a barrier erected by a god? Unlikely.”
Whatever else might have been said was halted by Malpravus, gliding down the steps with the officers of Goliath and Sanctuary trailing behind. Niamh’s face was suffused with rage, Curatio’s eyebrows were arched in irritation, and Orion looked annoyed.
“I would call that a successful endeavor,” Malpravus said, coming to a halt beside Cyrus. “Once again, your bravery has been instrumental in our victory.” The necromancer’s eyes drifted to Cy’s sword and armor. “I can only imagine what you’d be capable of if you were wearing the armor and wielding a sword of the power Goliath provides to our warriors.” He leaned in close to Cyrus’s ear. “You should imagine that as well.” Leaning back, he grinned at the warrior. “Let us away, my friends.” He and his entourage swept down the stairs.
The entire Alliance army teleported out of the Realm of Death moments later, each to their respective guildhalls. Cyrus found himself back in the lounge at Sanctuary, sitting alone, mulling over what he’d heard.
An armored figure eased into the chair across from him, jolting him out of his reverie. “I heard there was a ruckus in Death’s Realm today,” Terian said.
“You mean among the officers?” Cyrus looked at him.
“No, I mean with the remains of a dragon that we killed yesterday coming back to take another swipe at you.” Terian’s eyebrow raised. “How did you hear about the Alliance officers getting into an argument?”
“Gossip.”
“Ah.” The dark elf nodded. “So, you got your pommel?”
Cyrus’s jaw dropped. “How did you know about my sword? Andren was the only one I told!”
Terian shrugged. “When he drinks too much, he talks too much.” The dark knight paused. “Which is pretty constant, come to think of it.” He smiled. “Don’t be paranoid. You can tell your guildmates about things you’re working on. This is an honorable group; they’re not going to steal something from you. They might even help.”
Cy stroked his chin. “I’ll need their help as I get closer to putting it together.” He paused for a moment. “Terian, have you heard of Ferocis?” Terian shrugged. “You know, the Warblade of Bellarum?”
Terian frowned. “How did you know about it? Did Alaric tell you?”
Cyrus looked at him in confusion, but before he could ask another question, shouts interrupted them from behind them. They sprang to their feet and entered the foyer to find a crowd gathered; raised voices reached their ears as they made their way toward the center of the disturbance. Cyrus bumped into Nyad, and when she turned to him there were tears streaking down her face.
“What’s happening?” Cy asked her, Terian at his shoulder.
She blinked as she looked past Cyrus to Terian. “Brevis ambushed Selene again. He called her selfish and when Orion stepped up to defend her he told him the only thing more useless than a selfish healer is a General that won’t lead. Please, stop it!” She focused on Terian. “You’re an officer. Please, you have to stop this!” Her face was flushed, and the tears were flowing freely.
“You didn’t even take command when the invasion force was ambushed in Death’s Realm! Cyrus had to win the battle because you don’t even have the guts to marshal us in an emergency—” Brevis ranted, but was suddenly cut off.
“SHUT UP! JUST SHUT UP!” Orion exploded. “What do you even know about leadership, you pointless hole?”
Cy turned to Terian, “You have to stop them.”
Terian folded his arms. “I don’t think I do.”
Cyrus was stunned, blinking at him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? You’re an officer. You have to intervene in this: it’s a dispute between guildmates!” He kept his voice low enough so that Terian was the only one that could hear.
“No, Cy.” Terian shook his head. “He’s not saying anything that’s untrue. He’s not saying it in a nice way, but I don’t think I should stop the truth from being spoken.”
Brevis’s voice drowned out any further comment at that point. “—know more about leadership than you do at this point, I’d wager. Not that it would take much. Larana would make a better officer at this point than you do, and she never says a word!”
Larana squeaked loudly in muffled outrage from somewhere in the crowd, but did not say anything.
The argument stopped for a moment before it started again, full force, with both sides yelling at each other. “Don’t you call her that—”
“Afraid to tell it like it is, typical of a coward—”
“DON’T YOU CALL ME A COWARD, YOU KNEE-HIGH PILE OF SHIT!”
“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?!” A voice like thunder rocked the room, overriding any other sound. Alaric strode down the stairs, commanding the attention of both parties. The crowd parted for him to make his way through. When he reached them, they launched into their stories at the same time.
“—attacked Selene and myself—”
“—said nothing but the truth, one hundred percent—”
“SILENCE!” Alaric commanded. “Are there no officers present besides Orion?”
The crowd moved aside as Terian approached. “I saw the last few minutes of it. Sounds like a dispute between the two of them. Maybe we should send them outside and let them duel.”
Alaric held his tongue, and his enormous helm contained most of his expression, but his mouth was etched into a thin line. “Did you not intervene, Terian?”
The dark elf shook his head. “I did not.”
Cyrus could see the narrowing of the Ghost’s eye, the clenching in his jaw, but he breathed not a word of critique on the dark knight’s handling of the matter. He turned back to Brevis and Orion. Selene stood behind her husband, shoulders shaking as she cried quietly. “What prompted this, Orion?”
Orion looked shocked. “Terian, you were here and you didn’t step in on our behalf?” He looked at the dark elf in amazement. “You left me twisting in the wind?” The ranger’s brow furled. “I’m a fellow officer!”
Alaric clapped his gauntlets together, catching everyone’s attention. “Orion, I asked you what happened.”
Orion blinked and his attention shifted back to Alaric. “We were coming into the foyer and Brevis just started attacking us — telling us we’re awful guildmates—”
“Because you are—” the gnome said.
“SHUT UP!” Orion cut him off again. Alaric raised his hands to restore order, and Orion continued. “He verbally attacked us — insulted us — called me worthless as an officer and a General.”
Alaric turned to Brevis. “What caused you to verbally assault your guildmates?”
“I have seen them continue to slide, month after month, into a spiral of selfishness,” the enchanter began, chin high, eyes defiant. “I have seen them turn their backs on guildmates that are going into mortal harm and do things for their own self-aggrandizement that risk lives, like that Enterra incursion. Narstron died, and for what reason?” He sneered. “I haven’t heard of the goblins marching on the warpath! It was a smokescreen, an attempt to get us to go somewhere that was pointless and unprofitable for us.”
A few nods and words of agreement answered him over the crowd. Orion looked around, stunned by the condemnation, while Selene put her face in her hands, sobbing.
Brevis turned back to Alaric. “I said nothing that others weren’t thinking. I just had the courage to speak up. Neither will I apologize; someone needed to say it.”
Alaric Garaunt shook his head. “Brevis, this is not the way. In Sanctuary we treat each other with courtesy and respect. While you may have a disagreement or a conflict with Selene and Orion, you should have addressed it behind closed doors, or to the Council.” He continued to shake his head. “This ambush is unworthy of you and your guildmates and will not be tolerated. You will apologize to Orion and Selene,” Brevis looked as though he’d swallowed something particularly bitter, “if not for the content of your message then for the method of delivery.”
“That’s not enough, Alaric,” Orion said. “He should be cast out for what he did.”
Alaric was still for a long moment. “That is a matter for the Council to decide. With Vara on leave of absence attending to family matters,” Cyrus blinked in surprise, having not heard this, “Niamh and Curatio away for the day and yourself involved in the dispute, it leaves only Terian and I capable of rendering a decision.” He straightened. “That is not enough for a disciplinary matter. I will not settle this without more of the Council involved. All I will do for now is demand Brevis apologize. Any consequences will wait until we have a quorum—”
“I will not apologize.” Brevis’s comment was lost in the shuffle of what happened next.
“—until the Council rules on the matter,” Alaric finished.
Orion looked evenly at Alaric. “And what of Terian, who stood by and let this happen? You are the leader of this guild, and you don’t seem concerned at all that one of your officers committed a total dereliction of his duty.” Terian was silent, but his eyes burned into Orion’s until the ranger was forced to look away first. “What are you going to do about him?”
Alaric watched the ranger, eyes betraying no emotion. “We will discuss it in the fullness of time.”
Orion shook his head, lower lip jutting out. “That’s not good enough.” He looked around the foyer. “All this time, all this effort, and this is how you would treat us? We’re leaving.” He took Selene’s arm and led her to one of the staircases.
Alaric moved closer to Brevis, and the two of them began a discussion in hushed tones. The hall was silent, the crowd still present, waiting to see what happened. A few minutes later, Orion and Selene emerged from the stairway again, laden with bags, a host of large trunks hovering behind them.
“This is your last chance, Brevis,” Alaric said to the gnome, low enough that only Cyrus and a few others could hear him. The enchanter shook his head like a child refusing to eat his vegetables.
Orion and Selene reached the entryway and he looked back, across the crowd one last time, seeming to take in the whole view of the scene assembled, turned on his heel and walked out, Selene at his side.
Alaric waited until they had descended the steps, then took a step back from Brevis as though he were a plague victim. “Brevis, you have failed to keep a civil interaction with your guildmates, and now you have refused to apologize. We will debate this disciplinary matter in Council, and decide on the consequences.”
“No need,” Brevis replied. “I said what no one else had the courage to say, and I won’t be hung out to dry for it.” The little gnome set his chin high. “I will leave as well.” Gertan and Aina behind him, he walked toward the stairway and out of sight.
On their way up, they passed Celia and Uruk coming down, laden similarly to Selene and Orion, everything they owned on their backs or magically following them. Nyad let out a great sob at the sight. They made their way through the crowd, exchanging hugs and saying a few farewells, but avoiding Alaric, whose gaze watched them from the center of the foyer.
For the next thirty minutes, a steady flow of guildmates in ones and twos came down the stairs, carrying with them all their worldly possessions, saying goodbye and walking out of the enormous doors of Sanctuary. One by one, Alaric watched them all go, strangely silent the entire time. When nightfall had come, and the outpouring had stopped, they had lost nearly a hundred members of Sanctuary.
“Terian,” Alaric spoke, breaking his silent vigil. “We must confer.” He turned, heels clicking on the stone floor and walked toward the stairway. Terian followed behind him, a little slower.
Cyrus looked at the faces of those around him — J’anda, Vaste and Andren. In them he could see indifference and determination. Nyad and Larana were crying, clinging to each other for comfort. But in other faces, he saw a different sort of determination, another decision being made, and he knew that those who left today would not, by any means, be the last.
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It had been only a few days since the ‘explosion in Sanctuary’ as Alaric had taken to calling the exodus, and Cyrus’s instincts had proven correct. There had been a steady flow of exits in the days following the departure of Selene, Orion and Brevis. When the final tally had been done, they’d lost one hundred and thirteen guildmates, two of them officers.
One of those departures had been particularly painful. Cyrus had come back from a walk around Sanctuary’s grounds to find Terian on his way out the door, a knapsack on his shoulder, axe slung behind him. “Terian!” he’d shouted. “Where are you going?”
The dark elf had looked up at him and waited before replying. “I’m going to roam the world for a while.”
“What does that mean?”
Only the trace of a smile showed on Terian’s lips as he answered. “It means I’m going to roam the world for a while. Wander.” He gestured over his shoulder. “I left a note for you, with a gift. It’s in your quarters.”
Cyrus had run up the stairs and into his room, only to come to a sudden stop. His leg hit the side of the bed — not his old, regular sized one; it was gone, replaced by another made from the bones of Kalam, the ones he’d seen Terian and the others carrying away on the day of the Alliance call to arms. It had been framed with four enormous elephant tusks as the posts, and took up most of the quarters. It was big enough that three trolls could comfortably lie in it, and had been crafted beautifully. There was a small note lying on the sheets, which he picked up and read.
Cy,
You should always celebrate your triumphs and keep something around to remind you that when things are bad, they weren’t always bad. I’d feed you a line about how although I’m gone, I’ll always be in your heart, but we both know that’s all a bunch of crap that girly elves and pansy-ass dwarves would say to each other to keep from crying. Here’s a bed: use it a lot, and not just for sleeping if you can find a woman who won’t run screaming from you — gold might need to be involved. You’re a hell of a warrior, but I’m a way better fighter. I’ll see you around the world.
—Terian
In spite of himself, Cyrus couldn’t help but laugh at the words his friend had left behind. Though not filled with profundity or a sorrowful farewell, they were the ones Terian Lepos would have wanted said to him if Cyrus had been leaving. Looking around, he realized that with the bed in the room, there was no floor space. “What the hell am I going to do about this?” he murmured. Looking back at the parchment, he saw a small postscript.
By the way, if you’re worried about having this bed in your quarters, I wouldn’t sweat it. I doubt you’ll be in them much longer.
Raising an eyebrow, Cyrus turned in the doorway and bumped into the Ghost of Sanctuary. Although Alaric Garaunt was half a foot shorter than him, it mattered little to none. He was still intimidated by the man, though not in a physical sense. The Ghost did a double take upon seeing the bed, and looked at the warrior. “How many women sleep in there with you?” A slight frown creased his face. “Where do you change out of your armor?” He paused. “Do you change out of your armor?”
Cyrus looked back into the room, and closed the door behind him. Alaric seemed to regain his concentration. “Odd to see you down here, Alaric. Did you need something?”
The paladin refocused on Cyrus. “Yes, I need to speak with you in the Council Chambers.” The Ghost turned and extended his hand toward the staircase, indicating that Cyrus should go first. They walked in silence up to the Council Chamber. Cyrus had not been to this floor since the day he had met Alaric.
The Ghost opened the door to the Chamber, and inside was a massive round table with eight seats. A stack of parchment waited at a chair in front of set of double doors that led to a balcony, framed by windows on either side. Alaric marched to the chair and sat down, gesturing for Cyrus to join him.
The Ghost studied him for a moment before he began to speak. “Though it has taken many days, and many conversations, I think we have turned the corner on this dramatic explosion within our guild.”
Cyrus sat back in the chair, thinking before answering. “I hope this exodus is winding down.”
Alaric nodded his agreement. “I believe the worst losses have been our officers. Here is my conundrum. I’ve sent a few druids and wizards looking for Niamh and Curatio, but in all likelihood they are fine and decided to spend a few days out of contact, in some elven village or another looking for some obscure artifact. Under normal conditions, that would be fine.” Alaric ran his hands over his helmet before resting them on the back of his head. “Unfortunately, we are by no means operating under normal conditions. Although I am confident they will return soon, Vara could be gone for an indeterminate length of time. We have things to accomplish in the interim.”
Cyrus blinked. “That is a problem.”
“It was.” Alaric smiled. “I believe I have it solved. Are you still willing to serve Sanctuary?”
“I am, but—”
“Then I hereby promote you to Officer of Sanctuary.”
Cyrus was stunned. “According to the charter, don’t I have to go through an election? And be in the guild for a year?”
Alaric exhaled heavily. “Under normal conditions, yes, but frankly I have no time for this. We have work that needs to be done. You will not be the only one dragooned into service. I will also be placing Vaste and J’anda into the service of the Council.”
Cyrus looked over the parchment at him, which were summons to each of the individuals he had just named. “You said there’s work to be done. What do you mean?”
Alaric broke into a smile. “We have to rebuild.”
Cyrus felt the excitement from Alaric’s words, and leaned forward in anticipation. “What do you need me to do first?”
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Vara returned from her mysterious leave that night in a bad temper, speaking to no one. The next day they were arrayed around the Council table for his first meeting. Alaric headed the table, with Cyrus sitting next to Vaste, and on the other side of the table, J’anda, wearing no illusion today. A soft cough brought their attention to the Ghost and he began to speak.
“I hereby convene the new Council. We are here on urgent business, but the two of us in the ‘old guard’ would like to welcome the new officers—”
“Ahem,” Vara interrupted him. “I would prefer not to welcome the new officers. I am still wishing the old officers were here, along with the other guildmates we lost.” The paladin folded her arms. “I can’t leave for a week without everything going to hell.”
Cyrus smirked at the elf. “You think your diplomatic skills would have mitigated our losses? I suspect that your absence was fortuitous in aiding our retention.”
Alaric wiped the grin off his face and moved on before Vara could respond to the warrior’s jibe. “Our first order of business is our wayward officers. We haven’t sent a full search party yet—”
The door to the Council chamber opened, interrupting him. As Niamh and Curatio walked in, he finished his thought. “— and apparently we won’t have to.” Without his helm, Alaric’s emotions were much easier to discern: he glared at them like an angry mother. “Where have you been?”
Niamh’s face was suffused with excitement and even Curatio looked more lively than usual. “You would not believe what’s happened!” Niamh began, ignoring the new faces around the table.
“I have a feeling they’ll say that about what happened here, too,” J’anda said under his breath.
“They’ve discovered the entrance to the realms of the gods — they’re open to mortals!”
A moment of silence greeted this pronouncement. Cyrus looked left, then right, to see if anyone else was going to say it. They didn’t. “Uh, Niamh… we were just in the Realm of Death last week…”
Her eyes flared and her red hair swished back over her shoulder. “Yes, I know that. But before we only had access to Death, Darkness and Purgatory. There’s a new gateway opened and it leads to all the others: Love, Wilderness, Storms, and the Realm of War…”
Cyrus’s spine straightened. Alaric looked around the table before focusing again on Curatio and Niamh. “What effect do you think this will have immediately on Sanctuary?”
Curatio scrunched his face in consideration. “Every major top-tier guild is scrambling to explore the new realms. They’ve abandoned their excursions to Purgatory and other locations so they can focus on these new realms because they believe the legend — that there’s a path to the upper realms: fire, air, water, earth, good and evil.”
Alaric shifted his gaze to Cyrus. “Can we hit some of those realms?”
Cyrus looked down in contemplation for a moment. “With the forces we have? I doubt it.”
Curatio looked around the table at the new faces. “Not that I’m sorry to see you all in here, but where are Terian and Orion?”
The story was told as the two of them took their seats. Niamh’s face became a horror-struck mask. Curatio took it better, reserving comment until the end. “We’ve spent the better part of two years building to have more than half our number blown out the door because of this sort of stupid, petty squabble.”
“Agreed, it is unfortunate,” Alaric said. “However—”
“Unfortunate?!” Niamh shrieked. “Unfortunate is when you go to bed with an elf after a night of drinking and wake up with a troll. This is a disaster, Alaric! Two years of effort lost in one day!”
Vaste leaned close to Cyrus and murmured, “I want to know where she’s been drinking.” Cyrus looked at the troll and nodded in understanding.
“As I was saying,” Alaric began again, “this is an unfortunate setback.” He pointed to Cyrus. “We have an officer capable of leading excursions, which is the most attractive factor in growing a guild.”
“You had an officer capable of that before,” Vara said with only a trace of annoyance.
“Yes, but willingness is key,” Alaric said, causing Vara to narrow her eyes. “Now we merely require a larger army. Our first priority is recruitment.” He looked around the table. “Ideas?”
J’anda raised his hand, causing Alaric to look at him pityingly. “You’re an officer now, J’anda. You may freely speak.”
A look of embarrassment crossed the face of the dark elf. “We should do a recruitment drive like we did in the past when numbers were low. Send officers to the major cities of Arkaria and hold a series of meetings to get across to anyone interested what we’re looking for in guildmates. We talk to members of the city’s armies, we talk to other adventurers, to anyone who’s had any experience.” He leaned back in his chair.
“An excellent point,” Alaric said. “We have stopped those because we felt fairly ‘on-target’ for growth. We will need to re-institute those recruiting practices to grow. I recommend we send delegations immediately so we can find candidates to begin the process.”
Cy raised his hand. “What exactly goes into the application process?”
Alaric looked sideways at Curatio, who fielded the question. “Officers engage with applicants, adventuring with them in smaller groups, trying to get a sense of who they are, what they stand for, and what type of guildmate they’re going to be when their back is against the wall. The officers have final say and vote either yea or nay once per month on the applicants.”
Cyrus frowned. “That seems labor intensive for the officers.”
Curatio nodded. “That was the reason we suspended those type of recruiting events. Our members were bringing in people they’d met while adventuring and we had no time to evaluate the ones that we were bringing in through other means.”
Cyrus leaned forward with a frown. “We’ll run into the problem again within six months if we don’t change that practice.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You have a suggestion?”
Cy thought for a moment. “Instead of relying on officer feedback to make the decision, we give our guildmates a say in who is Sanctuary material.”
“We need to be careful about who we let in here,” Vara said, voice filled with disdain. “We prize honor above all.”
Cyrus fired back at her, “Do you have such a low opinion of your guildmates that you don’t think they can determine for themselves if a potential member is dishonorable or not? Do we officers possess some special skill I’m unaware of?”
“In the order of your questions,” Vara snapped back, “I have a low opinion of only one of my guildmates, and as he’s the walking cesspool that made the suggestion, it makes the entire idea suspect.” Leaning back in her chair with a smug look on her face, she continued, “As for special skills, yes, I possess a few that you’re unaware of but that doesn’t say much; I’m sure you could fill many volumes with things you’re unaware of.”
“Yeah,” Cyrus said, cheeks flushed, “and the title of those volumes is ‘How to Be a Pretentious, Arrogant Elf With a Huge Chip on Her Shoulder for No Apparent Reason, Part One through Four Hundred’ by Vara.”
“Cyrus, that is unnecessary,” Alaric said, ending the verbal sparring match before the elf could riposte. “Old friend,” he said to Vara, who was glaring at Cy, “this idea has merit. We, the Council, serve our members, but that doesn’t mean they are stupid or easily fooled. Taking advantage of their insights means we can grow faster.”
Somewhat placated, Vara stopped speaking. When put to a vote, after a moment of delay, she voted in favor.
“So that’s settled.” Alaric cleared his throat. “Next, we have an Alliance officer’s meeting tomorrow, and we’ll need to send representation.” He coughed. “Naturally, I will be attending, simply because I have no choice in the matter.” The sour look on his face was evidence enough for Cyrus that he cared little for that idea. “Curatio, I trust you will be there?” A nod of affirmation came from Curatio. “Very well, and as senior officer remaining, Vara, you as well?”
Vara’s mercurial temperament showed again. “I am not going to deal with those vultures.”
Cyrus raised his hand. “I volunteer.”
Alaric looked around. “Very well. Cyrus, Curatio and I will attend the Alliance summit at Reikonos Coliseum. Other business?”
Vaste leaned in and looked around the table. “Who should we send on the recruiting mission?”
Curatio spoke up, “We should send a mix — dark elves can cover some areas the rest of us can’t reach without getting attacked, whereas elves, dwarves, gnomes and humans can cover other ground.” He paused for thought. “Obviously, no one who isn’t gnomish should go to their domain…”
J’anda furrowed his brow. “So even you supposedly ‘good’ races aren’t welcome in the gnomish city?”
Curatio laughed. “No, their city is built so small, we shouldn’t send anyone taller than a dwarf.” Assorted laughter greeted that remark, and even prompted a smile from the Ghost of Sanctuary. “They have a city where they handle their commerce with outside races, and that’s built large enough for others, but there are two other major cities and countless villages in the Gnomish Dominions that are built to gnome’s scale.”
“Very well,” Alaric said. “When next we meet, we’ll lay out specifics for this ‘recruitment drive.’“ With that, the paladin called the Council meeting to a close. As they filed out one by one through the main door, Cyrus took a few minutes to look around the Council Chambers and noticed a door he hadn’t paid any attention to before.
Alaric was the last one still in the room, and caught his eye. “It’s the Council Archives. All the records of our decisions, meetings, and history are kept in there along with some tomes and spells that are very dangerous, as well as some records of incidents best forgotten.” He paused, giving it a moment of thought. “Rather like recent events we’ve experienced, I suppose.” Shifting his focus back to Cyrus, he started to speak again after a moment of consideration. “I’m glad you stayed after the meeting — I have something I want to talk to you about.”
Cyrus regarded him with a perplexed expression. “What?”
Alaric finished shuffling the parchment he’d used during the meeting into a manageable stack and favored Cyrus with a penetrating look. “I want to talk about your purpose.”
“I thought you wanted me to recruit for the guild and lead them into adventure?” Cy asked, puzzled.
“Not what I meant,” Alaric waved him off. “What I mean is what you hope to achieve being a member and officer of Sanctuary.”
After a moment of thought, Cyrus answered. “I’d like to recruit a bunch of people, attack tougher enemies and increase the wealth of our guild.”
Alaric looked at Cyrus, expression neutral. “Assuming we were able to create an enormous army and explore increasingly challenging places, would that make you happy?”
Confused and looking at Alaric with a slightly incredulous expression, he nodded. “Yes, I believe it would.”
“So all you want out of life is wealth and battle?” Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You don’t need Sanctuary for that; you could find all that with Endeavor or any of the high level guilds…” His voice trailed off.
Cy felt his cheeks burn with shame. “Well I don’t want to forsake all the bonds of friendship to get to the top.”
Alaric walked around the table. Cyrus suddenly felt smaller than the paladin. “If all you believe in are the things you can achieve by battle alone, you will do anything to anyone in order to get what you want. There are many who feel that way. There are those in this world that would kill anyone who got in their way, would destroy any who opposed them to advance their own ambitions.”
The stare continued. “I know that is not who you are. Your ambition is checked by your beliefs. So I ask you again: what is your purpose? Because you can achieve those aims, but doing them the Sanctuary way, with honor, your goal becomes a pure aim, to advance yourself and your fellows, but with respect for others instead of desire for self alone.”
The shame consumed Cyrus. “I’ve always wanted to be more, to do more, to have more than I had before, Alaric. I was raised in the Society of Arms in Reikonos, and I’ve never had much to call my own.” He felt the warmth reach his eyes. “I gave everything I had to the Kings of Reikonos, to keep them in the best guildhall I could afford, to keep us fed and together. I held us together with the promise that someday we’d have more, that someday I could go for greatness.”
Looking out the window, Alaric crossed his arms. “What is greatness to you?”
Confused, agitated, impatient and almost wishing that this man he respected more than any he’d ever met would simply give him the right answer, he blurted out, “I don’t know. I always assumed it was being the best — having the best.”
Lowering his head and sighing, Alaric still did not look at him. “Are those two things one and the same?”
Cyrus shrugged his shoulders in exasperation. “I don’t know. I always assumed they were. In order to face the greatest threats of Arkaria, you need to be powerful.”
“We come to it at last. Power.” Alaric, turned, arms still crossed, and faced the warrior again. “There are two uses for power. You may use it to fulfill your ambitions and whims, both gross and tame — or you may use it for the good of others. Your purpose directs how you gain power and what you do with it.”
Alaric became lost in his thoughts for a moment. “A true officer of Sanctuary is driven by honor and self-sacrifice, knowing that service is its own reward.” The Ghost’s focus shifted back to the warrior. “Of this I can assure you — if you do not decide now what you believe in, what you stand for, and what you will do with the power and influence you acquire, then you will eventually leave Sanctuary just as Orion, Brevis, or any of the countless others that came before have.” Alaric moved his hand as if to forestall any response. “Think about it for a time.”
Cyrus thought about it intently for a moment. “What’s your purpose?”
A smile cracked the knight’s lips. “My purpose is what I have assembled Sanctuary for — to create a force capable of defending against threats to Arkaria.”
Cyrus’s brow furrowed. “Then why all this interest in excursions? In adventures?”
The Ghost sighed. “Armies do not function well in idleness — they need challenge and things to accomplish. Great threats do not present themselves every day. People as individuals also do not function well in poverty — with the exception of a paladin, of course. A constant series of explorations keeps our fighters sharp, lets us earn money and better positions us to fulfill my primary purpose.”
“I admit,” Cyrus said with a nod, “while honor has been emphasized since day one here, this is the first I’ve heard of a greater mission of Sanctuary.”
“That would be the result of Orion’s singular focus on expeditions at the time you were recruited. We help those who need it and protect against grave dangers to Arkaria.” Alaric sighed deeply. “Although I cannot prove it, I suspect one of those dangers is on the horizon at this moment.”
“What is it?” Cyrus asked with concern.
“I cannot say for certain; I have only suspicions based on fragments of information.” Alaric cast his eyes downward. “And now,” he turned back to the window, “I sense I must take my leave of you.” There was a hissing and Alaric was covered in a mist, which faded, leaving nothing behind.
Cyrus looked at the spot where Alaric had been, alarmed. “That was… ominous.” Cyrus looked around the room. That did not look like any teleport spell I’ve ever seen — and paladins can’t teleport anyway!
“He faded into the ether, didn’t he?”
Curatio’s voice startled Cyrus, who was already on edge, realizing that the ‘Ghost of Sanctuary’ might not be a nickname.
“Into the what?” Cyrus asked the elf, still astonished.
“The ether,” Curatio said. “When he appears, it’s like mist taking shape. Same thing when he disappears.”
Cyrus’s mouth was suddenly very dry. “How does he do that?”
Curatio shrugged. “I’m not certain,” he said, expression neutral. “He’ll be back in time for the Alliance meeting.” Changing the subject, he moved on. “Now that you’re an officer, have you moved into your new quarters yet?”
“No. I haven’t been an officer very long, after all.”
“Let’s get you set up, then.”
Cyrus followed Curatio up to the next floor and waited as he unlocked a room. Stepping inside, Cyrus was impressed. The officer’s quarters were easily four times the size of his previous quarters — and as if that weren’t enough, there was a door on the far end of the room to his own private bathroom, complete with running water — something that many cities in Arkaria didn’t have.
Looking around, he tried to imagine the placement of his new bed, but dismissed it as Curatio spoke to him again. “We’ll have your possessions brought up from your quarters, unless you’re dying to do it yourself. The Alliance Officers’ meeting will be taking place tomorrow afternoon at the Coliseum in Reikonos. We’ll set off after breakfast. A wizard will transport us to Reikonos Square. We’ll go on horseback from there.”
Cyrus looked at him skeptically. “And Alaric will be back by the time we leave?”
Curatio smiled. “Trust me.”
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Alaric appeared for breakfast the next day, looking the same as he always did. “What happened yesterday?” Cy asked.
“We will discuss it in great detail… someday,” Alaric said under his breath and returned to greeting other guild members.
When they departed, Cyrus was paired with a white horse named Windrider, who responded to him affectionately. Nyad brought them to the portal in Reikonos Square. Cyrus looked at the portal, an ovoid ring of rock that looked like a door.
They crossed under the shadow of the Reikonos Citadel, ignoring the hot, stuffy air that did not seem to be moving at all. They passed most of the journey conversing about a myriad of topics.
“Do you know how Lake Magnus was formed?” Curatio looked at the warrior as he asked the question, assuring Cyrus that he was not talking to Alaric.
Cyrus shook his head. “I’ve only been there once.”
Curatio nodded. “Most people don’t. Long ago, there was a war…”
It dawned on Cyrus that he knew what Curatio was talking about. “Yes, I’ve heard this. The gods were meddling in the affairs of mortals, pitting them against each other in wars, basically along classic good and evil lines — the titans, goblins and trolls against an alliance of dwarves, gnomes and elves. As the war spread all over the world, it also crossed into the Realms of the gods, as lesser gods tried to eliminate each other — the only stability in the pantheon was the six highest gods. The Elementals — Fire, Earth, Air, Water — and Good and Evil.”
Curatio smiled, pleased to have such an engaged pupil. “The names for the gods of Good and Evil have long been lost to the winds of time, but we know the lesser and elemental gods because some still interfere in the affairs of mortals. Sometimes literally,” Curatio said with a knowing look.
Cyrus snickered. “You’re referring to Yartraak’s dark elven harem in Saekaj Sovar, or perhaps the myth that Vidara, Goddess of Life, had a child with a human?”
The healer blushed. “Those are two of countless rumors spread through the ages. I was speaking of interference in mortal events — and of the war that consumed the world and spread to the Realms in ancient times. Bellarum, your god, gathered his mortal armies and sent them into the Realms of his enemies, causing all sorts of havoc.”
“Until one day,” Cyrus interrupted, “his army killed Eruditia, the Goddess of Learning, with Ferocis, his Warblade, and he was set upon by all the gods, even his allies, and he was punished.”
“Quite so,” Curatio said, clearly impressed. “The God of War’s reputation suffers to this day because of that. You probably know that, if you tell people you’re a follower of Bellarum.”
“Once or twice, it nearly got me killed,” Cyrus said, voice tight.
“Anyway,” Curatio went on, “Lake Magnus was a crater that filled with water after Ashea, Goddess of Water, sent down Amnis, the Spear of Water, for her truest follower to use during the war. Like all godly weapons, it was imbued with a portion of Ashea’s godhood, making it more powerful than mortal magics.”
“I’ve heard legends of godly weapons,” Cyrus said. “I wasn’t sure they existed outside the drooling stories of legend told by covetous warriors in the Society of Arms.”
“Oh, they exist,” Alaric said. “Reikonos has one, though it is not widely known. They have the aforementioned Amnis under heavy guard in the Citadel.”
“The Elven Kingdom is in possession of the Ventus, the Scimitar of Air,” Curatio said. “It rests in Pharesia and has been there for thousands of years.”
“How many are there?” Cyrus pulled the reigns of Windrider to keep pace.
Curatio shrugged. “Each god has at least one, but there are only five on Arkaria that we know of. The four elemental weapons are the most well-known. Amnis, Ventus, Terrenus, the Hammer of Earth — the Goblins in Enterra have that one — and Torris, the Scepter of Fire.”
“And Ferocis, the Warblade of Bellarum?” Cyrus asked.
“Yes, and that one,” Curatio nodded.
“I forgot to mention at the time,” Cyrus said, “but after everyone left Kortran, I was alone for a few minutes taunting Talikartin and Razeel, and they mentioned that Ferocis was stolen the night before we got there.”
“What?” Alaric stopped his horse suddenly, eye wide through the slit of his helm.
Curatio stopped his horse as well. “Are you certain?”
“Fairly certain,” Cyrus said. “Talikartin offered me a painless death if I returned it.”
“And you are certain,” Alaric enunciated every word, “he said it was the Warblade of Bellarum?”
“Oh yes.” Cyrus nodded heartily. “I wouldn’t forget. I do worship Bellarum, after all — I had heard of the Warblade… I was wishing I had it.” Cyrus looked more carefully at Alaric, whose mouth had drawn into a tight line. The rest of the Ghost’s emotions were carefully hidden by his helmet. Curatio, on the other hand, had downturned lips and his eyes were wide and haunted.
Cyrus thought for a moment. “I might have seen Terrenus as well, now that I think about it… I saw a cloaked figure receive a hammer from the Emperor of Enterra the night we were there, just before I died.”
“Did you see who the figure was that took the hammer?” Curatio and Alaric shared a look of great significance.
Cyrus shook his head. “It was dark and their cowl was down; it could have been anyone.”
Alaric frowned. “I cannot imagine the circumstances under which the Emperor of Enterra would freely part with a weapon created by their god.”
Cyrus shrugged. “I only know what I saw.”
“We should continue.” Alaric spurred his horse forward. “I appreciate your bringing this to our attention. It is cause for great concern when coupled with certain… other information.”
“Care to share?” Cyrus asked.
“Soon,” Alaric said.
They came through the city gates, and Cyrus’s eyes fell upon a coliseum constructed some distance from the city proper. An enormous entrance with post and lintel architecture, it was large enough for the biggest troll to walk through on a horse without difficulty. As they brought their steeds through the gates, Cyrus saw an expansive dirt floor, ideal for large battles. A group of people were at the entrance to the arena floor, sitting and standing around. As they rode closer, he started to recognize some of the figures, partitioned into two groups.
On his left side stood the officers of Goliath. Elisabeth was talking with Tolada and Malpravus as well as one of the other officers of Goliath that Cyrus had never learned the name of. Standing almost opposite of them was Erith with Cass. They seemed to be in good spirits, though somewhat sterner than in the past.
Greetings were exchanged after the trio had dismounted. Tolada began to speak. “Welcome, Alliance officers. As always, it is a great pleasure. We have several items on the agenda today, and we’d like to cover them quickly, so as not to delay our passage home to our guilds.” He launched into the first item on his agenda. “Last meeting, we entertained a proposal which I feel has merit: the idea of a regular sequence of expeditions with mandatory attendance for all Allied guild members—”
The dwarf didn’t get any farther than that before Alaric was standing. Rather than wait to be addressed, he butted in, talking over Tolada. “Sanctuary vetoed that idea and will continue to veto it every time it is brought up.” Unlike at Sanctuary Council, Alaric had his helmet on. Cyrus could see his mouth curled in irritation. “It is not our policy to compel people to go to places they have no interest in going.” He looked around the assemblage. “That is something best left to the guilds like Endeavor, Amarath’s Raiders or Burnt Offerings. It is unworthy of those of us who profess to believe in the bonds of fellowship more than conquest.”
Tolada looked ready to rebut when Erith intervened. “The Daring also veto. Since any proposed changes require unanimous agreement before passage,” she began to smirk at Tolada, “I’d say you got your wish: three minutes into the meeting and we’ve already scratched one dumb idea off the list of crap we have to go through.”
If the nettle bothered him, Tolada shrugged it off. “Very well. Malpravus has an interesting proposal. We have all heard the news that there are new Realms open to mortals. We have also seen a great departure by the guilds that Alaric mentioned — and it brings us an opportunity to follow them into these new Realms and see what awaits us there.” He nodded self-importantly and continued, “We do, however, need a structured force. To that end, Goliath would like to bring forth a proposal to make us more powerful. Malpravus?”
Tolada led the meeting in a smattering of lukewarm applause. Casting a glance, Cy found Curatio clapping politely while Alaric abstained, arms folded. Erith looked mutinous. Elisabeth applauded while Cass did not.
The Goliath Guildmaster seemed not to notice any of this as he glided into position to speak. “We will have a manpower problem going into these new Realms,” he pronounced. “Early rumors circulating from the contacts we have in the higher guilds all say the same thing. These excursions require either enormous groups of people, trained reasonably, or a smaller, elite group equipped with the best training, weapons and armor.” The dark elf stopped to favor them all with a snake-like smile. “Either path requires a different organizational structure than we have now. We miss opportunities on a consistent basis because scheduling excursions or attacks is of such great difficulty that none but the exceptionally experienced,” his hand waved toward Elisabeth, “or the naïve would do it.” His hand gestured toward Cyrus.
“In order to form a more consolidated command structure, I propose we combine into one guild.” The necromancer paused, looking around for reactions. Stunned shock filled Cyrus’s mind. Curatio’s lips were pursed. Erith had rolled her eyes again and Cass was stone-faced.
Cyrus heard a faint sound he couldn’t quite place; looking down he saw Alaric’s hand rattling in his gauntlet, shaking. Cy could see the paladin’s jaw was clenched and the muscles on his neck stood out, giving his skin a stretched appearance. “Just where,” he asked in a tone that belied his true emotions, “would you anticipate headquartering this new guild you’d like to form?” The question was directed at Malpravus, who was looking befuddled at Alaric’s odd posture while asking it.
“Excellent question,” Malpravus began smoothly. “Of course, accommodations large enough to house such a… Goliath,” he said with a grin, “are difficult to come by. However, I do recognize that one guild present possesses quarters large enough to handle our… modest needs.” Every word that came from the dark elf’s mouth positively dripped with oil as Cyrus heard them. “Naturally, I speak of Sanctuary’s guildhall… oddly placed, true, but large enough…”
“He’s been after our guildhall since before we joined the Alliance,” Curatio breathed, so low only Cyrus could hear him.
“Veto.” Alaric’s voice was strained; it sounded as though every muscle in his body was exerted. Cyrus raised an eyebrow at him, wondering if that much pressure could result in all of the Ghost’s innards exploding out his back. He furrowed his brow, a question occurring to him after seeing Alaric’s disappearing act the day before: did the paladin have innards? Or was he a legitimate ghost?
Erith interjected again. “Yeah, I veto too.” Her eyes went back to Tolada. “This might be our quickest meeting ever if the topics keep coming like this.”
The dwarf took over for an emotionless Malpravus as the Goliath Guildmaster resumed his seat. “Those were the two topics I had in mind. Does anyone else have anything to cover?”
Erith raised her hand. “I have a proposal for a new Alliance rule.”
Tolada looked down at her. “Very well, you may present your suggestion.”
Erith walked to the place where the speakers had stood. “I propose that any member of an Alliance guild who leaves that guild must wait at least three months before applying and being accepted at another Alliance guild.”
Silence greeted this proposal. Tolada began to shift his weight from foot to foot, studying his boots. Malpravus had the cowl of his cloak back up to obscure his face.
Curatio whispered to Cyrus and Alaric, “We’re missing something here.” Cy was about to ask him to clarify when Erith continued.
“As we all know, Goliath greatly profited in the last few months from the Daring’s struggles. Now, with recent Sanctuary departures going to Goliath, I feel we need something to curb this tendency—”
She said more, after that, but Cyrus didn’t hear a word of it for several seconds. His vision blurred, so stunned was he by that admission. His hand went up, completely dumbstruck, and he asked his question before Alaric or Curatio could stop him, assuming that they would have if they could. “I’m sorry, who from Sanctuary went to Goliath?”
Erith was clearly not someone used to being cut off in mid-sentence. “Orion and Selene joined Goliath along with a few others,” she told him. Looking her in the eyes he saw a glimmer of empathy.
Cyrus heard a snap next to him, and he was certain that Alaric had just broken at least one bone in his hand, which also answered Cyrus’s earlier concern about innards. While Cy focused on the Ghost, he missed Goliath vetoing the proposal.
Tolada took the speaking position once more, with less enthusiasm than before. “Does anyone else have any other business to bring forward?” He hesitated, waiting for anyone to say anything, looking around for comment.
Erith piped up, “No other business. Let’s call this meeting quits and get out of here.” She turned to Cass. “Wasn’t that the best Alliance officer meeting ever? Not to mention the shortest. I wonder,” she said with her trademark sarcasm, “if those two factors are in any way linked?” A glare from Tolada did not seem to faze the dark elf.
Alaric grasped the harness of his horse, and started toward the gates of the coliseum. He did not mount the horse, instead walking slowly as the other delegations saddled up and rode away after saying their goodbyes. Cyrus waved to Elisabeth, Cass and Erith before following his Guildmaster. The other delegations had outpaced them by the time they reached the gates, and Curatio had walked beside Alaric, with Cyrus following close behind until finally the Ghost exploded in a tirade unlike anything Cyrus had seen from him before.
“It is absolutely unfathomable to me that these people can even consider us allies, then profit from our troubles. Vara was correct in her assessment: they are vultures!” He almost screamed the last word in frustration. “We put everything we have into growing and they act as though we’re a sick relative; instead of them wishing us well they sneak into our bedroom and choke the life out of us so they can get their inheritance!”
He paused for only a second before heading in another direction. “And did you hear Malpravus’s proposition? Yes, we can all become one guild, when the guild’s name is Sanctuary, and yes we can all use our guildhall, when you all fill out applications and I kick into the gutter the ones of you I can’t stand!” He calmed after the last words flew out.
Curatio, sensing that the worst was over, chimed in. “At least none of those measures passed. And in fairness, if Orion and the rest hadn’t gone to an Alliance guild, they would have gone somewhere else; somewhere that they would be of no benefit to anyone in the Alliance.”
Alaric shook his head. “We need to be independent. No more Goliath, no more treachery, and no more diplomacy with people who are constantly making your blood boil. I have weathered this so-called Alliance,” he said, looking directly at Cyrus, “in order to provide opportunities to those in our guild that desire a challenge without leaving the home that we’ve built. Now,” he continued, almost snarling, “the allies that are supposed to share our best interests are compromising ours to advance their own agendas.”
His gaze was powerful, and his words sent a rush of motivation through the warrior that would keep him moving for the next six months. “We face a grave threat, from a source unknown. Build our strength, get us powerful enough so that I can get us free of this wretched Alliance and convince our guildmates that we don’t need these vultures any longer.”
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“Burnt Offerings has inducted 1,152 people in the last month,” Niamh told the Council, reading from a roll of parchment. “Amarath’s Raiders have 911 new members; Endeavor has added another 783.” The elf looked around the shocked faces at the table, biting her lip.
“Holy Bellarum,” Cyrus breathed. “Where did they find that many people?”
“The armies of the major cities and empires, from other guilds a step below them on the food chain, from mercenary companies — from anywhere they could. The short answer,” Niamh said with a look of grave disappointment, “is they did everything we were intending to do. I heard they even sent envoys to the troll homeland.”
“This does not bode well for our impending recruitment drive,” Curatio said, eyes downcast.
Vaste spoke up. “This changes nothing.”
“I don’t know about that,” Niamh said. “They’ve put out feelers in every major city in Arkaria, letting everyone know that they’re looking for new members, that they’re not necessarily worried about how well equipped these people are, and they’ve temporarily suspended their membership dues. They’ve captured a lot of potential candidates that might have been looking.”
“True,” the troll said. “But we have something that they don’t.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be?”
Vaste leaned forward, eyes burning. “We only care about the content of their character, not how experienced or equipped they are. In short, when it comes to their effectiveness as a fighter, we have no minimum standard. They do.” He looked around the table. “Right?”
Cyrus leaned forward. “It’s true. They might have dropped equipment requirements, but they will still require at least two years of combat experience, whether in an army, in a guild, or somewhere else.”
“Let me see if I understand this correctly,” Vara said. “You want to solve our strength problem — the problem we have with a lack of experienced candidates for our army — by recruiting inexperienced candidates for our army?” She rolled her eyes. “Brilliant. In fact, so brilliant I wonder how he,” she said, nodding in Cyrus’s direction, “didn’t come up with it first.”
Cyrus let the remark pass. “I think Vaste might have a good idea here.”
Vara froze. “Not that I think this will ever be a problem in your case, but I must insist that you don’t breed,” she said to Cyrus.
“Are you sure?” he replied, burying his annoyance in an ingratiating smile. “I think a few practice attempts at breeding would solve a great many of your attitude problems.”
“Oh,” Vara said, “I think I’m going to be quite ill.”
“If we could focus on the problem at hand?” Alaric appealed to them. “Cyrus, you were saying?”
“Right,” the warrior said, “what Vaste says has merit for two reasons: first, we can train rookies. Second, Niamh said that those guilds — and I’m sure countless other guilds a step or two down the food chain from the big three — have been recruiting in every major city.” The warrior’s eyes were alight. “But most of the people in Arkaria don’t live in a major city.”
Curatio nodded. “Most of the populace lives in towns, in the villages, on farms, and so on — which are usually not very close to a portal.”
“Which means it takes longer to get to them,” Cyrus said. “We can go to them, to every village in the countryside and seek out people that might be looking for adventure, young and old — and we can train them ourselves. We won’t get many magic users because of how the Leagues scoop them up to train them from childhood, but we can train anybody to use a sword or a bow or a dagger.”
“We could build an effective army with warriors and rangers at the core,” Vaste said.
“So, again,” Vara said, “your plan is to drag in any seamstress or pig farmer with visions of adventure and delusions of grandeur, give them a sword, and place them in the front lines of our continuing battle with the forces of evil and… what? Use their corpses as shields for those of us that can actually fight?”
“Anyone can learn to fight if they want to learn badly enough,” Vaste said. “I say we give them a chance and see who among them wants to.”
“It won’t be easy,” Cyrus said. “But if we focus on finding people who do have, as Vara so eloquently put it,” he shot her a dazzling but fake smile, “‘visions of adventure,’ and show them some success, we’ll find new recruits that we can grow with—”
Niamh jumped in. “And we have enough equipment; the Armory is full. We could give them swords and armor without any difficulty; we have plenty of spares lying around that we aren’t even using.”
“These potential recruits,” Cyrus said, “get a shot at adventure, something everyone dreams about, and we get new soldiers for our army.”
“You mean a barely-trained rabble,” Vara said.
“I’m impressed at your ability to constantly come up with creative insults and ways to criticize but never an idea to fix the problems we’re dealing with,” Cyrus said. “Tell me, does your myopia extend to all areas of your life, or just your duties as Council member? Because that would explain why you’re unable to see why no one likes you.”
“Myopia? I see quite clearly, thank you,” Vara returned as the color left her face.
“Please. You’re so narrow-minded you could wear the finger of my gauntlet as a helm.”
“That’s no difficulty; your fingers are the size of sausages,” she stammered.
“The better to… never mind.” Her eyes narrowed, as though she could sense the reply he’d discarded. “My point is, do you have anything to contribute that would help us or are you just here to piss on every idea we come up with?”
The elf said nothing for a long moment. Her eyes remained narrowed, but she did not meet Cy’s gaze.
“As long as we emphasize,” Curatio spoke up, breaking the tension of the moment, “that honor is of paramount importance to us.” The elf looked around the table. “So long as we remember that, we’ll be fine — forget it, and we are lost.”
“I agree, Curatio,” Alaric said. “I would rather have ten honorable comrades at my side that don’t know which direction to point their blade than a thousand skilled mercenaries that I can’t trust to turn my back on.”
A small sound followed as Vara cleared her throat. She had grown paler still since Cyrus’s last insult, and when everyone turned to her at the sound, she nodded without meeting anyone’s eyes. “Agreed. Honor above all else,” she said, her voice breaking ever so slightly.
“Very well,” Alaric said. “We have an agreement about what must be done. Let us adjourn.”
Alaric halted Cyrus as he began to head toward the door, and waited until the rest of the Council filed out. Vara was the last to leave, and cast a stricken look at the Ghost before she exited. She was still pale as she shut the door. Alaric Garaunt turned his full attention to Cyrus, who was waiting nervously for the Guildmaster’s rebuke.
“As the presumptive General you will need to spearhead this recruiting effort,” Alaric began without preamble. The knight looked up at the warrior, meeting his gaze with his one good eye. “I doubt you will be back for several months, if you’re to go to all the far off places that other guilds won’t.”
Cyrus blinked. “Are you sending me because I’m the best person for the task at hand or are you trying to put some distance between myself and Vara?”
Alaric leaned back in his chair, studying the warrior. “Your internecine squabbles do not concern me — at least not at their current level of intensity.” The paladin smiled ruefully. “Should they grow to be much more tempestuous, I may become concerned, but we are not quite at that juncture yet. No,” he finished, “I believe that when it comes to communicating the vision of the road we have ahead, both pitfalls and possibilities, you will be best for the job.”
“Very well,” Cyrus nodded. After a moment’s pause, he asked, “Has she always been this… difficult?”
Alaric thought carefully for a moment before he answered. “Her skill with a sword is almost equal to her skill with her tongue — but the latter is sharper, I fear,” said Alaric. “In you she has finally found someone who will neither be intimidated by her forceful personality nor wear down from the constant sustained attack that she can muster.”
The paladin cast a sidelong glance out the window, gazing at passing clouds. “Vara,” he said without expression, “is the closest I’ve seen to somebody embodying the essence of a storm.” The paladin held up his hands. “Do not read more into that than what I have said. She is very much like a daughter to me since the day I found her, wounded and on the verge of death.”
“So that’s why she dislikes me so much? Because I’m not intimidated by her and because I won’t back down?” Cyrus chuckled.
“No,” Alaric said with a smile. “You assume too much. I never said she disliked you.”
“If that’s what she does to people she likes,” Cyrus said, brow furrowed, “I don’t want to know how she treats her enemies.”
“Nor did I say she likes you,” the paladin continued. “Let us focus on the task at hand. It would be best for you to travel with another guild member and leave tonight.”
“Here’s your helm, what’s your hurry?” Cyrus said with a touch of sarcasm. “Who should I take with me and where should I begin?”
“For the next thirty days you should head north, stopping at every village along the way. I will send druids and wizards in advance of you, to give word that you will be coming, and to set up times that you will be there to meet with interested parties. In a little over a month you will be in Reikonos. From there I want you to head east to the dwarven capital of Fertiss, then south into the Gnomish Dominions. Go through the Mountains of Nartanis and along the northern edge of the Inculta Desert, seeing the people of the villages along that line.”
The paladin stopped for a moment, considering. “That will take a further three months. Once you reach the village of Taymor, at the far western edge of the desert, on the shores of the Bay of Lost Souls, you will teleport to the oasis in the middle of the desert and you can visit the settlements of the tribes there before teleporting to the Elven Kingdom in the west. It will take you a month to make your way through the Kingdom properly.”
“That…” Cyrus said without emotion, “…is an aggressive schedule.”
“I will send aid to you throughout but it needs to be done and I know of no one better than you to carry out this mission,” the Ghost said. “As you leave these villages we will set up times for a druid or wizard to pick up potential candidates and bring them back to Sanctuary, where we will work with them in your absence on basic training and getting to know them and their character.”
Cyrus frowned. “What’s the hurry?”
Alaric brought his hands together and steepled his fingers. “The news that Ferocis has been stolen from the titans, by itself, would be of no great concern. People steal things of value on a regular basis. However when two godly weapons are stolen and a third changes hands mysteriously in a short window of time I become concerned.”
Cyrus’s brow furrowed in concentration. “Let’s say someone was stealing these weapons. What would they use them for?”
Alaric was lost in thought for a moment. “They are weapons that bear immense power. The fraction of godhood that imbues each weapon would bring the wielder greater strength, speed, dexterity — mystical shielding to absorb damage they would take.” Alaric sighed. “In short, a fighter equipped with one of these weapons would be able to take on an army and emerge victorious if they were skilled in battle. If it were possible, I should like to put one of these weapons in your hands and turn you loose on the Goblin Imperium.”
“If these weapons are that powerful, why didn’t the titans or the goblins have their most skilled warriors wielding them?”
“It is a double-edged sword, if you’ll forgive the metaphor.” Alaric pulled his hands apart. “Yes, it increases the strength of the fighter using it, but should that person fall, the weapon can be lost and you would face a much worse foe.” Alaric sighed. “The fear that it would be used against them has kept the Scimitar of Air and the Spear of Water under very close guard by their respective kingdoms for a long time.” He shuddered. “I do not care to consider the consequences should someone retrieve all of these weapons.”
“Why does it matter?” Cy asked, confused. “They’ve got one god’s weapon; didn’t you say that’s enough to defeat an army?”
“Yes,” Alaric said. “So far they have acquired three of six. Can you imagine they will stop halfway to getting them all?”
“How many do you really need?”
“It would depend on your ultimate goal. One would suffice for a loner; someone only looking out for him or herself. They would be able to win any duel they fought, commit any crime, escape from any lawful authority that decided to pursue them. But consider what you would be able to achieve with six superior fighters, each holding one of these weapons. If they fought together, as comrades, it is possible they could even conquer the world.”
Cyrus shuddered at the thought of facing six skilled and nearly invincible combatants. “Where is the Scepter of Fire — Torris, I think it’s called?”
Alaric nodded. “That was last said to be possessed by the dragons in Hewat.” The Ghost smiled. “Any fool that would steal from a city of dragons is unlikely to survive the attempt.” Alaric turned his gaze to the window. “But not knowing the foe that we face makes that assumption rather foolish, doesn’t it?”
“What should we do?” A steely determination filled the warrior.
Alaric turned back to Cyrus. “Our purpose remains unchanged. We are in no position to fight even a group of six that possess these weapons. They are imbued with the magic of the gods, and in order to face an enemy of this magnitude, we will need a true army. Your mission must begin as quickly as possible.”
Cyrus nodded. As he turned to leave, he looked back. “You still didn’t answer about who I should take with me.”
The Guildmaster looked at him, face inscrutable. “I think it would be best to have different people with you throughout the journey. For the first leg, between here and Reikonos, I would suggest J’anda. It will make things go smoother in your efforts to recruit dark elves.”
Cyrus nodded. “Then I will take J’anda, so long as he’s willing.”
“Before you go,” Alaric stopped him as he turned to leave, “I am certain you are fully capable of doing this. Are you certain you are willing? Because this will not be easy; it will tax you and only one who fully believes in the purpose of this mission will succeed in swaying others to our cause.”
Cyrus looked at the Ghost, eyes burning. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get the job done.”
A smile creased the knight’s worn features. “Then go, my friend, and let us make Sanctuary strong once more.” The Ghost took a deep breath. “Because if we are right, I suspect that soon we will need that strength.
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Cyrus set off the next morning on horseback with J’anda as his travel companion on the road toward Reikonos. Every day, they would stop in at least one village, following a plan drawn out by Alaric. They had large meetings to drum up interest and then follow-up talks with a number of locals throughout their journey, and as soon as they were done, they would leave.
The meetings always seemed to take longer than the time Alaric had allotted for them, and by the second week they were exhausted, having traveled through the night regularly to make their next destination on time.
One night, they had found themselves about to be attacked by a group of highwaymen outside of a village called Prehorta, between Sanctuary and Reikonos. The enchanter had caught the bandits with his mesmerization spell and they stood motionless as Cyrus killed them one by one.
“How does that spell work?” Cyrus asked, curiosity overcoming his fatigue. They had moved down the road and set up camp for the night. They sat around the fire, and he looked at the dark elf, who merely smiled back.
“Would you like to see?” J’anda said.
“Yes, I would.”
Before J’anda could raise his hand, there was a cracking of twigs in the underbrush behind them. The warrior leapt to his feet, sword in hand. Cyrus could feel his pulse racing, all trace of tiredness gone as he peered into the darkness, trying to see what was coming their way. The sounds grew louder and closer, soft footsteps walking through the wet grass — whoever it was drew near.
With a start, Cyrus lowered his sword. “You,” he said, irritated at being startled, words almost an accusation.
“Me,” Vara said, striding slowly out of the darkness, armor glinting in the light of the campfire.
Cyrus regarded her with suspicion. “How did you find us?”
She pointed at the campfire. “It’s not difficult when you set out a beacon that says, ‘Here I am! Come slit my throat and steal my belongings!’“ Instead of favoring him with a look of usual disdain, it was a bit more impish. “It’s a bit of a mystery to me how you’ve survived to the ripe old age you have.”
He snorted. “Says the she-elf. What are you, a thousand years old?”
“Hardly.” She took a step closer to him. “If I were human, how old would you guess I am?”
“I would assume you were a teenager,” he shot back. “And that’s based on maturity.”
“What makes you think,” she said, voice soft, “I’m not?”
“I’m waiting for the insult,” he said. Where had J’anda gone?
“I’ve grown tired of insulting you. It’s far too easy.” She walked past him, and he felt her hand land on his side, putting a gentle pressure on it, even through the layers of armor.
A chill ran down his spine at her touch. “What are you doing?” he said, alarmed, fighting his instinct to take a step back.
“Shhh,” she told him, and he felt her other hand land on his side, undoing the strap of his armor and reaching under the chain mail beneath, finding his flesh and caressing it. “Aren’t you tired of fighting? It’s all just masquerade.” She slid around to his front as his breastplate and backplate hit the ground. Her fingers found their way into his hair, running through it as she brought his mouth to hers.
Cyrus put aside his shock, completely wrapped up in her kiss. She was soft and it had been… over a year, at least. Another surprise hit him: he found he wanted her desperately. He returned her kiss with a passion he could not have imagined, and he felt her other hand working, heard pieces of armor hit the ground and then he felt her pull away from him. Cyrus opened his eyes to see her standing before him, expression filled with the same almost indescribable look he had glimpsed on the day they met.
He drank in the sight of her, eyes dancing, hair gleaming in the firelight. Her hand came to rest on his chest and he felt a rush as she leaned into him. Their kisses were hungry and she continued to undress him, helping him slide the chain mail over his head and then he felt his skin against hers. He pulled back from her embrace, reflecting that Andren had been right in what he’d said so long ago; that what he saw now might be the sweetest sight known to man. Her arms wrapped around him and pulled him close once more; now there was nothing between them but the cool night air as they sank onto his bedroll.
A sudden shock ran through Cyrus, and a feeling that he was spinning, then he was sitting upright once more, next to the campfire, J’anda looking at him with pity. “Sorry,” the enchanter said with a little embarrassment. “I apologize for bringing you out of the trance at such a moment, but you were resisting the spell.”
Cyrus’s breath was ragged, coming in gasps. “That… was what being mesmerized is like?”
“Yes,” the dark elf said. “It shows you the deepest desires of your heart and brings them to you in a way that seems plausible to your mind. The spell keeps your mind trapped in your dream so you are unaware of the world outside. The stronger the enchanter,” he said with a smile, “the stronger the effect of the illusion.”
“Does it feel different than when you are charmed?”
“Much,” J’anda said with a smile. “It takes a much stronger will to resist mesmerization. You broke out of it, which is… unusual.”
The warrior had caught his breath. “Can you see what is happening in the mind of the person you’ve mesmerized?”
“Yes,” J’anda said with reluctance after a moment’s pause. “I don’t create the illusion but I help give it form. The magic exposes their heart’s desire, and I help craft the illusion to give it to them.”
Cyrus stared straight ahead, stunned. “So the deepest desire of my heart is…” His words trailed off and they sat without speaking. Cyrus finally looked up after being lost in thought. “Did you know?” he asked J’anda. The enchanter raised an eyebrow. “What I would see? Did you know before you cast the spell, before it told you my ‘heart’s desire’?”
The enchanter smiled. “As they say in Saekaj, where there is heat, there is fire, no?”
“We’ve certainly had a fair exchange of heat.”
“You maintain your free will during the course of the enchantment. Your reaction was genuinely yours.” The dark elf shrugged. “If you’d like, you could simply say to yourself that you are a man who has been without the company of a woman for far too long, and she was likely the first woman on your mind.”
Cyrus’s hands covered his face. “This must happen often if you’re that skilled at coming up with a lie people can tell themselves to feel better after they find out…” Cyrus’s words drifted off as he pondered the implications of what came next, “…what they truly want.”
J’anda laughed, cutting himself off abruptly after Cyrus sent him a pitiable look. “Ah,” the enchanter said, coughing, and turned serious. “It happens more than you think. The greater danger is that there are people in Sanctuary that ask me to mesmerize them so that they can have that moment of bliss, and they don’t want to leave the illusion.” The dark elf looked a bit downtrodden for a moment. “I’ve had to tell someone before that I cannot do this for them, ever again. It was… heartbreaking,” the enchanter said in a tone that left no doubt that it was just as he had described. “If you want my advice about Vara…”
“I don’t think that would be wise,” Cyrus said. “Vara and I are not a healthy match for each other. It would be best if I just buried it.”
“You never know,” J’anda said. “Perhaps her ire for you is cover?”
“I doubt it,” Cyrus said with certainty.
“As you say.”
They did not speak of it again until the night J’anda returned to Sanctuary. They were in the Great Square of Reikonos, and had said their farewells. “Tell whoever is coming to join me that I’ll meet them here at midday. If they come before that, tell them to come to the old Kings of Reikonos guildhall in the slums.”
“The slums?” The enchanter raised an eyebrow, one of his favored expressions. “Hardly the place for so skilled an envoy to spend his night.”
Cyrus smiled at the enchanter. “Couldn’t have done it without you. Your illusions give you great adaptability when it comes to finding common ground with whoever you’re talking to.”
“Ah, but you see,” J’anda said with a glint in his eyes, “that is not the illusion; that is simply me.”
“I believe that,” Cyrus said with sincerity. “Take care, my friend. I know you’ll do your best to take the people we’ve recruited and help turn them into a capable force by the time I get back.”
“You take care as well,” J’anda said. “If Alaric is correct, we shall need all the help we can get to deal with whatever danger awaits from these weapons.” After a moment’s thought, he said to the human, “About your illusion, your ‘heart’s desire’…”
Cyrus shook his head impatiently. “I won’t dwell on it. It will never happen.”
“I see,” J’anda said, with sad eyes. “You should always be careful when saying the word ‘never.’ Such an ugly word; a killer of all possibilities. In the dark elven tongue, ‘never’ is a word that doesn’t exist — we would say, ‘It’s an unlikely thing,’ or ‘It seems improbable,’ but there is no word for ‘impossible’ or ‘never’, because the things you decide are never going to happen,” the enchanter said with an undisguised smile, “have a way of happening when you least expect them to.”
With a flourish, J’anda cast the return spell and vanished in a burst of light. While the light of the spell receded from his eyes, the enigmatic smile that the enchanter had flashed him as he left and the words that he said echoed in the warrior’s mind for the rest of the night.
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Cyrus blinked the sleep out of his eyes as he fought his way to consciousness. For a moment he was confused, awakening in the Kings of Reikonos guildhall. The sun was barely showing through the wood panels that made up the building. Due to the canyon-like nature of the slums, the appearance of sunlight meant that it was close to midday. Cyrus fought the urge to return to sleep and strapped on his armor and scabbard before bolting out the door.
The clock in the square showed 11 o’clock when he arrived, and Cyrus settled himself by the fountain after filling his cup from it twice. It tasted much, much different from the water he had been drinking from the rivers and springs of Arkaria over the last month, he reflected as his horse, Windrider, came up and dipped his face into the water for a drink. Cyrus shrugged and turned to scan the square, blinked and did a double take.
“Hello old friend,” Orion said from a few paces away.
Cyrus nodded. “Hello, Orion. How goes it?”
The ranger smiled. “Quite well. What brings you to Reikonos on this beautiful day?”
“I’m just passing through, but I’m waiting to meet another Sanctuary officer here.”
Orion couldn’t hide his pleasure. “So the rumors are true: you’re an officer now. Good for you.”
Cyrus returned the ranger’s smile, a bit more guarded. “Yeah. Doing our best to rebuild after the debacle.”
Orion’s eyes fell and his face turned grave. “Rebuilding is going to be a long road for you, brother. I’m sure you’ve heard: the big guilds of Arkaria have gotten most of the talent and everyone else has been scrambling to get their hands on as many new recruits as they can. There’s not much left at this point.”
Cyrus smiled. “We’ll see.”
Orion walked closer, sitting himself beside the warrior on the fountain. “Listen, when I brought you to Sanctuary, it was because you’re a great warrior with the potential to be one of the best — if not the best — in Arkaria.” Orion smiled again, but with a hint of insincerity. “But that was when Sanctuary was rising, when they were a force to be reckoned with. Because of — all that,” the ranger said, glossing over his defection, “Sanctuary is going to struggle as a fighting force for some time.
“You’re a great leader,” Orion coaxed him. “Goliath could use your talents.” Orion looked around the square. “Your only hope of successful expeditions with Sanctuary in the near future is going to be small actions, little invasions. With what you’ve got left you won’t be seeing any of the realms without the Alliance.”
“So what you’re saying,” Cyrus’s eyes focused on the dirt at his feet, “is I should leave Sanctuary behind, like you did, so I can move up to Goliath?”
“Right,” Orion said. “Isn’t your purpose to be the best? Don’t you want more?”
“I do.”
“Then follow me,” Orion’s eyes were alight with possibilities, “instead of wandering to the four corners of Arkaria in search of a farmer whose skill with a rusty pitchfork translates into swordsmanship.” The ranger smiled at him. “You’ll spend the next four or five months in the countryside, working your ass off so you can find a few good people, and the rest will be chaff that gets blown away by the next strong wind.”
Orion’s hand landed on the warrior’s shoulder, reason filling his soothing voice. “Come with us. No need to rebuild, and with your skill and with the equipment we would give you, you could step into the role of Goliath’s number one warrior, and be an officer candidate in no time. Malpravus likes you; he says you have great potential.”
“Oh my,” Cyrus breathed.
Orion did not hear him. “Bypass the next few months or years of hell you’re gonna put yourself through to build an effective fighting force — your odds of success are very low. You’ll end up frustrated and Sanctuary will still be in the same spot in a year.” Excitement filled the ranger’s voice. “This is not a time for building strength. You can’t compete with Endeavor or the others; they’ve got a lock on recruiting. You need a guild that’s already got strength, that can step up and take you where you want to go.”
“Well,” Cyrus said, voice flat. “You certainly paint a grim picture.”
The ranger shrugged. “It’s reality. What do you say?”
“To your proposition?” Cyrus asked, voice again devoid of emotion. “Thanks, but no thanks. I haven’t forgotten what Goliath did at Enterra, even if you have. If I’m to fight to the top, it should be in a place where I can trust my guildmates.”
“So you’ve fallen into the trap of Alaric’s ‘noble purpose’.” Orion shook his head. “Instead of wanting to be the aggressor, the victor, you want to be a defender? Spend your time helping the helpless instead of getting more powerful? You’re going to be sorry a year from now, when Goliath is exploring the realms of the gods and you’re still struggling to fight off bandits in the Plains of Perdamun.” Acid dripped from the ranger’s words.
“Perhaps,” Cyrus said. “But at least I’ll know that if I have a guildmate at my back, I need not fear they’ll put a knife in it.”
With a tight smile, Orion offered his hand to Cyrus once more, who shook it. “Best of luck, Orion,” Cyrus said.
“To you as well,” Orion said, but the words echoed with a certain hollow quality.
Curatio had shown up in the square a few minutes later, all smiles. “Good to see you, brother! Let’s see if we can make the next leg of this journey as productive as the first.”
They headed out the eastern gate of Reikonos and followed the road past the coliseum on a frantic schedule much like he had followed with J’anda, with too little time between meetings and times to talk with candidates on a one-on-one basis. Once again he found himself traveling late into the night, he and Curatio shorting themselves on sleep to meet Alaric’s schedule.
“When you get back to Sanctuary,” Cyrus had quipped one day as they were leaving a village, “please do give Alaric my thanks for his attempts to kill us.”
“Aye,” Curatio said with a smile. “I don’t think he believed J’anda when the enchanter told him that you were run ragged on the first leg, but I’ll make sure he knows it when I return.”
“Assuming that by the time we get done there’s anything left of you to return. Any news on the weapons?”
Curatio shook his head. “Nyad and I went to Pharesia to warn them and Alaric personally went to Reikonos to speak with the Council of Twelve that rules the Human Confederation. We were informed that both weapons are still there, and safe as they can make them.”
“Did they take you seriously or brush you off?”
Curatio raised an eyebrow. “I know we were taken seriously in Pharesia. I suspect Alaric has enough credibility to get his message across in Reikonos as well. How many people do you know who go before the ruling Council of Twelve?”
Cyrus thought about it for a moment. “That would be the first. Not many people get an audience in the Citadel.”
Over the next days they found the ground and the air around them getting colder, snow beginning to pile up as they trudged from the summery beauty of the Pelar Hills into the frozen tundra of the north that surrounded the mountains of the Dwarven Alliance that was north and east of Reikonos. Their destination was Fertiss, the dwarven capital, but they made stop after stop at human and dwarven villages along the way.
The humans of the northern clans were dramatically different than the dwarves that populated the frigid lands. Somewhat furtive and suspicious, the dwarves largely kept to themselves. The men of the north, on the other hands, welcomed them with open arms and Cyrus and Curatio had far too much ale in the days that followed.
“Next time we come this way I’m sending Andren in my stead. I cannot recall a time when I’ve had that much to drink,” Cy said one morning after a long, boisterous night at the inn with several potential recruits. His head was still swimming.
“There’s a reason for that,” Curatio said, looking a bit green. “You’re yet young enough to make these sort of mistakes. I’m old enough that I should know better.”
In village after village Cyrus made his plea for people to join them, always closing his argument with the same words: “Some of you have wanted adventure from a young age, have wanted to live life on your terms and not reliant on what the soils would give you or the nobles would hand you or what money would come in. Many of us believed that that life was not possible, that we had not the skill nor the ability to live in such a way.”
His eyes scoured the crowd, trying to make contact with every person in whatever place they were meeting. “I know this because I have felt the same — that perhaps life had passed me by, that I was always destined to be poor and stuck in a life I cared nothing for. I tell you now,” he said, fire in his eyes, trying to pass it on to the others in the crowd, “that this is lies. Adventure still awaits!
“You can have whatever it is you desire, but we must fight for that life. I can train anyone who wishes to learn to be an adventurer, who wants to learn to live for themselves instead of their lords, their masters. I can train them to live a life of adventure, with a purpose greater than living just for themselves.”
By the time he got to that point, he had already talked for several minutes about Sanctuary — who they were and what they did, where they wanted to go. His call to action got responses from his audiences. By the time he and Curatio reached Fertiss, they had actually outdone what he and J’anda had achieved in the first thirty days.
Cyrus and Curatio said their farewells in the halls of Fertiss, a city built into the mountains, combining dwarven love of cave architecture with the tacit acknowledgment that many outsiders did business in the dwarven city, and as such, half the town was located outside.
As Curatio disappeared in the light of his return spell, Cyrus reflected that although a genuinely decent elf, the healer was not much for conversation. Cyrus had only successfully engaged the healer about Sanctuary and their efforts. Whenever asked a personal question, Curatio would simply smile, shrug, and move on to another topic; usually an evaluation of one of their potential recruits, leaving the warrior frustrated. Curatio also refused to discuss members of Sanctuary, greatly curtailing their ability to find common ground. “It’s not my place to say,” was the elf’s response when asked about anyone, from Vara (most commonly) to Alaric.
Cyrus settled down for the night in an inn nestled in Fertiss’s foreign quarter, where the next person from Sanctuary to accompany him was to meet him on the morrow. He enjoyed a long soak in the inn’s hot springs, and it was five o’clock in the evening when he fell asleep in the extra large (to dwarves) bed. He did not wake up until he felt a gentle caress on his cheek at ten o’clock the next morning.
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Cyrus awoke to find Nyad smiling down at him from the edge of his bed, hand gently stroking his face. He blinked three times in surprise before he sat up. “How did you get in here?” he asked in shock. “I locked the door!”
The elf smiled back. “Locks are no great difficulty for a wizard.”
“Especially when the innkeeper opens it for you,” said a dwarf from the door. “You know this elf? She said she was to meet you.”
Cyrus looked down at the dwarf. “Yes, thank you.” The innkeeper nodded and shut the door behind him. Cyrus turned back to Nyad in surprise. “I thought they were sending an officer?”
She shook her head. “There are only so many of you to go around, you know. They sent me instead; the Council is busy making preparations for war and training the candidates you’ve sent.”
He yawned. “Sorry, I’m a bit tired; was just trying to catch up on my sleep.”
“You’ll need it. Alaric has set an aggressive schedule for us,” she said, handing him a piece of parchment with dates and times written on it.
Cyrus studied the parchment with a frown. “This is worse than the last two parts of the journey.” He looked up at Nyad. “Curatio told me he was going to get Alaric to loosen up the schedule.”
Nyad looked back at him. “Yes, Alaric said you might demur. He said to remind you that time is not our ally.”
“I suppose,” the warrior said. The sleep he had gotten had not cured his chronic sense of fatigue and malaise, but it had helped somewhat.
“Very well then,” Nyad said, jumping to her feet. “Let’s make a start on our mission.” She clapped her hands together like a child and looked at him expectantly, still wrapped up in the covers.
He looked back at her. “I’ll be needing to get dressed before we can go.”
“All right then,” she said, still staring at him. “Get to it! We have not a moment to waste!”
He blinked at her. “Nyad, I’m not wearing anything under the covers. I’d like you to leave so that I can dress.”
“Feh!” She brushed him off. “I’m two hundred and eighty-five years old, and spent more than fifty years of my life in Termina. I promise you,” she said with a smile, “there’s nothing you have that I haven’t seen before, many, many times.”
“You haven’t seen mine,” he said and refused to move.
Calling him a prude, Nyad finally acceded to his wishes and left, slamming the door behind her. Once he was dressed, they mounted their horses and rode out the front gate of Fertiss, making their way down the mountain paths.
“So you were… uh… with humans in Termina?” Cyrus said, uncertain how to broach the subject.
“With? You mean in bed with?” she said with a cackle. “Oh, certainly. Humans, dwarves,” she said, voice turned wistful. “A gnome one time — that was very unsatisfying. Even a dark elf or possibly five — that was a strange night,” the wizard said, lost in thought. “Termina is a very different place from — well, from where I was raised, which was in Pharesia, of course, but… even more so from the environment in which I was raised.”
“How so?” Cy’s grip tightened on Windrider’s reigns.
“Not that people don’t have sex in Pharesia, they do — what’s the point of living for thousands of years if you can’t enjoy yourself, right?” she said with a sly grin that made him remember that she was older than any human woman he’d ever met by almost two centuries. “In the Elven Kingdom relations are governed by caste. There are promiscuous elves in Pharesia, but if you wish to retain face, you must stay within the boundaries of the proper social behavior and not associate with someone in a lower caste than yourself. In Termina,” she smiled at the memory, “anything goes.”
Cyrus’s eyes were wide, having learned more in the last few minutes about elves than he had ever really wanted to know. Nyad, catching sight of the look on his face, cackled. “Prude,” she called out again, louder this time, echoing across the snowy road and through the mountain peaks beyond, mocking him.
“I am… not,” he said without feeling.
“You are,” she said with another laugh. “Your whole society is.” She turned her clear blue eyes on him. “It’s not as though everyone doesn’t do it. But humans get so caught up in talking about it, as though there’s some righteousness to ignoring such a fun practice. And when you do talk about it, it’s gossip. So-and-so slept with such-and-such.” She snorted. “And don’t get me started on the delicate practice of saying ‘slept with’ instead of—”
“That’s enough,” Cyrus interrupted, uncomfortable. “I get the point.”
She laughed again. “I doubt it, but we’ve reached the edge of your comfort zone.” She looked back at him, eyes dancing. “We’ll keep working on that. I’ve got thirty days to despoil you.”
They followed the mountains south to the river Mussa, leaving the frozen tundra and turning inland to follow the river south-west, stopping in the fishing villages by its edge. It was a wet country, with many streams feeding into the river, and a near-constant rain. They met with a succession of farmers and fishermen until they reached the shores of Lake Magnus, the largest lake in Arkaria. Taking a ferry across at the mouth of the river, they headed southeast into the Gnomish Dominions.
Along the way, Nyad would chatter for hours about a variety of topics, most of which seemed to lead back to sexual matters. He could safely say that compared to her, he was a prude. She spoke at great length of her ‘conquests’ and would not hesitate to throw aside her robes at a moment’s notice with nary a consideration to propriety, fording streams in the nude with her robes carried safe and dry above her head.
The third time in a morning that it had happened, Cyrus was fighting against the current in his heavy armor, teeth chattering from the cold, and the elf shook her head like a mother, already on the other side of the stream, redressed and mounting her horse. “Now your prudishness is going to cause you to catch a chill,” she clucked at him. Fortunately he did not catch a chill, but when they reached the fourth stream, he at least removed his armor before they crossed.
“Better,” she said as he strapped the metal coverings on his wet body. “But you’re still going to be cold for a while.”
His eyes lingered on her body when she undressed at the next crossing. As a human, she would have looked to be no more than thirty years old, and pretty enough, he thought. He reflected a bit too long, and she caught him looking. With another loud laugh, she pronounced with undisguised pleasure that he was beginning to come around to her way of thinking. Cy blushed but did not argue with her assessment.
He stripped his armor off, and his underthings as well, and crossed in the same manner as she. Upon reaching the other side of the stream, he did not shy away from her eyes as she looked him up and down in appraisal. She moved closer, still in the nude, rain falling down, and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close in a strangely comfortable manner, and put her hands on his face, drawing it to hers.
She met the heat of his gaze, and did not break off. Her look was sly, though, and there was something else to it. “Let’s be completely open with each other before I completely open to you,” she said, pressing her naked flesh against him. “If I were to give you the relief you seek…” her eyes studied him, “would you be thinking of me? Or of another blond-haired elf of our mutual acquaintance?” He looked away and her face fell. “I feared as much,” she said as she pulled away from him and began to redress.
His cheeks burned with embarrassment and he began to dress, slowly, frustrated. He heard Nyad’s voice behind him, formal in spite of the fact that they had just been pressed naked against one another. “You were married, yes?”
“Yes,” he said, voice hollow.
“But it didn’t go well.”
“No,” he said without further explanation.
“How long ago?” she asked, now fully clad in her robes, standing behind him.
He struggled as he pulled the wet chainmail over his head. “She and I parted ways over two years ago.” He did not meet the elf’s eyes.
She whistled, a low tone that seemed completely out of place coming from her. “So now I know from whence your desperation is born.” She knelt beside him, carefully adjusting her robes to avoid the mud. “I suppose I would not be wrong in suspecting you have not felt the touch of a woman since then?” She kept her hands away from him, folded in her lap.
All trace of shyness removed, he shook his head. “I see,” she said, eyes downcast. “I fear that I may have provoked you to action without knowing the facts.”
He turned his head toward her sullenly. “It seems like you knew all the facts already; perhaps someone told you; perhaps you’re just exceptionally discerning. No matter what, you’ve guessed accurately.”
The elf looked embarrassed for a change. “I did not know or suspect any of those things until the last few minutes; the only thing I guessed at before was your desire for Vara, but that was obvious to anyone who had watched the two of you for more than a few moments. I did not see the depth of it before I read it in your eyes just now; I thought it might have been a passing fancy.”
She blushed. “I am a relentless tease, of course I joke, and as you are a handsome man — yes, I said it — with all the desire inherent, I thought it would be fun to enjoy ourselves to the fullest in our time together. But I cannot,” she said, crestfallen, “now that I know about your feelings for Vara.” She held up a hand to forestall his protest. “I do apologize, especially in light of the facts of your case. Two years is a long term to serve, but I would be doing you no favors if I were to ‘give in’ to your desires.”
She stood up and looked down at him and he could see wisdom in her expression; it permeated her being. “You are in love with Vara,” she said. Though there was no accusation in her tone, it felt like it to Cyrus, who had thought of almost nothing else since his night by the campfire with J’anda.
“Yes,” he whispered, hoping for it not to be heard.
“It wasn’t a question,” she said. “You must resolve these feelings, one way or another — it is unhealthy to be in such a state as they would demand.”
He looked down, still seated on the muddy ground. “Can’t you just… I think it would be better if we…”
She shook her head. “That way lies madness.” She extended her hand and with a surprising amount of strength helped draw him to his feet, armor and all. “You think,” she said, looking at him with intensity, “that in all my years I have not tried that? Burying myself in the arms of another willing partner to avoid feelings I prayed to Vidara would pass?”
She shook her head again. “No, I’m afraid until you resolve this one way or another, my answer will remain ‘no’.” Her hand found his cheek, and brought his mind back to the day, two weeks earlier, when she had awakened him at the inn. She favored him with a sad smile and after he helped her back up on her horse, they rode on in a silence that did not lift until the next day.
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In the days after, the rain stopped as they entered the Gnomish Dominions and Nyad was much more restrained in her topics of conversation. Any time Cyrus steered their talk in a direction that could potentially lead to anything sexual, Nyad would change the subject to another matter. Toward the end of their journey, Cyrus finally brought up the one subject that he knew would be of interest to her. “Fine,” he said in response to a diverted inquiry into her time in Termina. “Why don’t we talk about Vara?”
Riding ahead of him, he could see Nyad smile. “You know I’m not at all reluctant to talk about others,” she laughed. “Although I have to confess, I don’t know Vara terribly well; we aren’t the closest of confidantes — not that anyone is with her,” she added with another laugh.
“What do you know about her?” he asked. “Why does she have such an attitude?”
“Well,” Nyad began, “I think that comes from her age.”
“Her age?” the warrior said with a furrowed brow. “Do you know how old she is?”
“Everyone — at least every elf — knows Vara’s birthday and age,” Nyad said. “She’s only twenty-eight.”
“Twenty-eight?” Cyrus said in shock. “I thought maybe you’d say one hundred and twenty-eight.” He paused in thought. “Why would every elf know Vara’s birthday and age?” The warrior looked alarmed. “Is she royalty?”
Nyad’s face turned dark. “No,” she answered in a voice that did not invite further inquiry, something uncharacteristic of the usually bright and cheerful wizard.
They did not speak about Vara again for the rest of the day. Sunset found them south of the Gnomish Dominions, which they had fully explored, stopping at a great many villages. Without sufficient-sized places to meet, Cyrus had taken to addressing their crowds in the streets of the gnomish towns, which got him yelled at on more than a few occasions for disturbing the peace and he had been kicked out of one village.
“Ornery enclave of necromancers in that village, if you ask me,” Nyad had said, rather nonplussed.
On the last day of their journey they climbed into the foothills of the Mountains of Nartanis, stopping in a human settlement called Montis along the northern edge of the mountain range. After meeting with people throughout the day, Nyad followed him to the inn that night. “Successful endeavor all the way around, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yeah, that was pretty successful,” Cyrus said, yawning. “It would appear we’re going to swell the gnomish population of Sanctuary by a considerable margin.”
“That’s good,” Nyad said. “Gnomes don’t get a great deal of respect in the world at large; if you picked any race that’s likely to be a slave, it’d be gnomes. There are as many gnomish slaves as there are free gnomes.”
“I’ve heard that somewhere before,” Cyrus said without much enthusiasm. He looked around the inn. “I suppose this is where we say our farewells.”
Her face was locked a grimace. “No hard feelings.” Her eyes widened in alarm as she realized what she had said. “I mean…” she paused, calming herself. “You know what I mean.”
He grinned. “I know what you mean.” He waited a beat. “And for what it’s worth, thank you. For… almost everything.”
She smiled, and once more her wisdom shone through. “I suspect,” she said with a mysterious smile, “that at some point you’ll be glad that things did not play out here as they could have. I suspect I’ll be sorry that they didn’t.” Without another word, she summoned the energies of teleportation and vanished in a burst of green energy.
A moment after she vanished, the inn door swung open and a red-haired elf strode in. A flash of recognition crossed her face and Cyrus smiled at her. “Hello, Niamh. You just missed Nyad.”
“I wouldn’t say I missed her,” the druid said. “Ready to go?”
“Not really,” Cyrus replied. “I usually get at least one night to recover before the next leg of our mission. Which is fortuitous, because I haven’t had more than three hours of sleep per night in a month.”
“I’m sure you haven’t,” she said, “But tonight is not your night. We’re assembling an army, remember? Grave threat hanging over our head and all that?”
“It is uppermost on my mind, when I’m not too tired to think.” He shrugged. “Any news?”
“No news is good news,” Niamh said with a smile. “The weapons are still in place in Reikonos and Pharesia, and we’ve sent a detachment of our people to both cities to keep an eye on things. Now.” She clapped. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and the terrain between here and Taymor is very rugged; lots of mountain paths and then hundreds of miles of near-desert.” Niamh brightened. “Which is actually why they sent me to you now — my spell to imbue you with the essence of the falcon should come in handy.”
Cyrus nodded. “That is fortunate, but I’m still concerned about falling asleep and falling down a mountain.”
“No need to worry about that, silly ass, I’ll guide you. Come on,” she said. “We’re already running behind.”
Grumbling, Cyrus climbed back into the saddle of his horse and tried to keep his eyes open as the lulling of the spell that allowed them to float rocked him to sleep. Niamh had the reins of his horse gripped in her hand as she led the way out of town down a rocky path. So tired was he that Cyrus did not remember arriving at the next village, but was awakened by a shock of cold water on his face and sat up to realize he was laying on a bed of straw.
“You’re really heavy,” Niamh said in annoyance, standing at his feet with an empty bucket.
“What?” he spluttered.
“You fell asleep on your horse and I couldn’t get you in to the inn we were staying at so I just let you drift to the ground in the barn.”
“Couldn’t you have found some… more pleasant way to wake me up?” he asked, wiping the water from his face.
“Bah,” she said. “This was much more amusing. Besides,” she blinked her eyes innocently. “I tried shaking you, but like I said, you’re heavy, and I couldn’t get you to move much with all that armor.”
He pulled himself to his feet. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
“Well,” she said, unfolding a piece of parchment and handing it to him, “we’ve got early meetings in this town, and then around midday we’ll be out of here and into the next town by evening for another meeting.”
“If I survive the next two months,” Cyrus said, “I will not leave Sanctuary again for a very, very long time.”
“Right,” Niamh said. “Well, let’s get on that surviving business.”
The next few days passed in a blur. They crossed the mountainous terrain for a day or two at a time, then spent a half day in a small village or town, Cyrus speaking as usual, and then left as quickly as they had arrived, with a time and a list of names of people who would meet their druid or wizard later for passage to Sanctuary.
At some point, after about two weeks of travel, Cyrus and Niamh had entered into an easy rapport. Back and forth, and able to venture into the realm of personal inquiries.
“You’re in love with Alaric?” Cyrus said with just a hint of skepticism after the druid’s admission.
“Yeah,” Niamh said after a moment. “I don’t really know what to do about it, though.”
Cyrus blinked in confusion. “I thought you and Curatio were together?”
“Oh, heavens no. He’s a lot older than me. And an elf.”
Cy’s eyes narrowed. “You’re an elf.” She sputtered for a moment, unable to respond. “If it makes you feel any better,” he said with a sigh, “I found out a few months ago that I’m in love with Vara.”
“Wow,” Niamh said with a laugh. “You might be the only person in Sanctuary with less of a chance at love than me.”
“I’m glad you find this so amusing,” he said in a sour tone.
“Misery loves company. Or at least a sympathetic ear.”
“I’ve got a question for you. Are you older or younger than Nyad — if you don’t mind my asking.”
“I don’t mind. I’m six hundred and twenty-three. So, yes,” she said with a smile, “I’m older than Nyad by a bit.”
“Nyad said that every elf knows Vara’s age and birthday, and when I asked her if Vara was royalty, she said no but got tense and wouldn’t speak any more.”
“Vara’s not royalty,” Niamh said. “Nyad, on the other hand, is — which might be why she got so testy about it. She’s a princess of the royal family; the King’s youngest daughter. Not only a part of the massive royal family, but a Princess, no less — one of fifty or so, and being the youngest, she’s more honored than the older ones.”
“They respect youth more than age in the Elven Kingdom? Interesting,” Cyrus said with surprise. “Never heard of a race that does that before. But that also leads me to the next question I have — which is, if Vara isn’t royalty, why does everyone know her birthday and age? Nyad made it seem like she was famous throughout the elven world.”
“She is,” Niamh said. “But… I can’t really talk about it, I’m sorry,” she said. “Vara’s history is tied up in a pretty sensitive topic to elves, one we don’t discuss with outsiders.”
“Not at all?”
“No,” she said, red hair whipping in the wind.
The next two weeks passed more quickly than the first, and Cyrus felt progressively worse as they went. This was compounded by Niamh’s steadfast refusal to discuss the topic of Vara’s mysterious history with him. “I’ll tell you anything you want about Vara since she joined Sanctuary,” the red-haired elf told him. “But don’t ask me about anything before that, because I’ll give you the same answer: it’s a sensitive matter, one we don’t talk about among outsiders.”
As the days passed, the Mountains of Nartanis gave way to flat land on the edge of the Inculta desert: sparse, desolate terrain broken up by small villages at least a day’s ride from each other. When they reached the village of Taymor at the far edge of the desert and on the shores of the Bay of Lost Souls, they stopped for the night.
The next day, Niamh transported them to a portal on the edge of the oasis, a lake in the middle of the desert. They spent the next five days traveling to seven villages that ringed the body of water. Each of the villages belonged to a different tribe of desert dwelling humans. Wild men and vicious fighters, the tribes of the south catered to travelers passing through as well as a few mining operations but were feuding with each other. The heat of the desert gave Cyrus a feeling of perpetual feverishness and even when they reached the end of their time in the desert and left, the feeling did not depart.
On their final day together, Niamh teleported them to a town in the Elven Kingdom, on the other side of Arkaria. They appeared at a portal not far from a village called Nalikh’akur close to the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp.
“Nalikh’akur,” Niamh explained with the knowing voice of someone who had lived through more history than most humans had read about, “is an elven military outpost on the frontier of troll territory. During the war it was first to fall to their invasion but once they were defeated the Elven Kingdom rebuilt it, complete with a garrison to watch troll activity. Nalikh’akur means ‘Last Bastion’ in the human tongue.”
“Hmh,” Cyrus said, still feeling warm and flushed from their time in the desert.
“You don’t look well,” Niamh said. “I can’t believe you’ve done this for the last five months.”
“Neither can I,” Cyrus said without energy. He pulled tighter on Windrider’s reins. His arms felt heavy, as did his helm. “But ‘time is of the essence’,” he parroted Alaric for the umpteenth time.
“Getting close,” she breathed. “We’re meeting in the tavern.” She guided her horse to a stop. Dismounting, she walked through the door.
Cyrus did not notice; he nearly fell off his horse in his dismount attempt. Struggling to put one foot in front of another, he made his way through the door to the elven tavern, and discovered a sight that under normal circumstances might have shocked him: Vara, sitting at a table with Niamh, drinking an ale and waiting with an air of impatience.
“Took you long enough,” she harrumphed as he walked through the door.
“I made it as fast as I could,” he said as forcefully as he could muster — which wasn’t very forceful at all.
“We’ll be leaving this town at midday tomorrow” Vara began, “after a meeting tomorrow morning. We’ll ride south and west, to the Emerald Coast, and visit three villages there before we cross to the east and start meeting with some of the elves of the woods. From there we’ll head south, wending our way toward the capital, Pharesia, where we’ll conclude our business and teleport to Reikonos for a last meeting.”
“I thought…” Cyrus said, fighting to squeeze every word out, “…Reikonos had already been picked clean by every other guild in Arkaria.”
“They have. But Alaric believes that you may in fact be able to offer the last few unguilded souls in Reikonos something that no other guild can offer.”
“What’s that?” Cyrus said.
“A sense of honor and purpose,” Vara answered in annoyance. “You know, these basic principles upon which we stand, that you are supposed to be emphasizing as you go across the land bringing word of our efforts?”
“He’s telling everyone, trust me,” Niamh said before Cyrus could try and formulate an answer. “He’s doing a magnificent job of it. We managed to find another 165 potential recruits in the last four weeks.”
Vara straightened. “Not bad. That’s almost five hundred since you left, outside of our other efforts.”
“Other efforts?” Cyrus’s words sounded slow and distorted. Everything that was being said sounded as though he was listening to the conversation under water.
“Yes, we’ve not made you our only hope. Is there some reason,” she nearly spat at him, “that your head is laying on the table?”
“I’m tired.”
“Could you, for once in your time with Sanctuary, at least try to represent us with a spirit of dignity?” she snapped.
Cyrus was beyond caring. A moment after she spoke he slid from his chair and landed on the floor. There were interruptions in what he saw after that — Niamh and Vara, both looking concerned over him, talking quickly.
“He’s burning up and my healing spells aren’t doing anything,” Niamh said, breathless.
“Some sort of natural fever then,” Vara said from above him, looking down. “How long has he been ill?”
“I don’t know; he hasn’t complained about feeling ill — only about being tired.”
“Can you hear us?” Vara asked, turning her attention back to him. Cyrus saw but did not feel her slap his face. He heard the impact echo in his brain. She was there, hair shining in the dim lamplight.
“I think… I should tell you,” he said, focusing every last bit of his concentration on Vara, “I think you… need to know…” Gods, she looks beautiful, he thought. Even a bit concerned — a new expression to him.
“What?” came the elf’s reply, distorted, slow.
Blackness claimed him.
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“I don’t care!” Vara nearly shouted.
Cyrus awoke to the sound of an argument, still feverish. He clutched at the blankets that surrounded him, trying to pull them closer to his damp skin.
Niamh was standing in the corner, very near to a door, and Vara was facing her, back turned to Cyrus. The paladin was not wearing her armor. She was clad in a simple cotton shirt and pants, which was unusual for a woman — even an elf.
“Alaric wants it done now,” Niamh said. “He sent me to tell you.”
“If Alaric wants it done, then tell him to get off his etherial arse and do it himself!” Vara said, voice crackling with rage.
“I will tell him that,” Niamh said with a trace of a smile. “If for no other reason than it will bring him a laugh.” The druid brought her hands together and disappeared in a blast of wind.
Vara faced away for a moment, still looking at the spot where Niamh had teleported. He heard a sound come from her, something that sounded almost like a choked sob, and she turned to face him. His eyes were blurry as he stared at her.
“Ah,” she said with a sniff. “There you are.”
“Here I am,” he whispered, straining to string words together.
“How are you feeling? I only ask,” she said, “because Alaric is concerned that we are falling far behind on our mission.”
“I’ve felt better.”
“I should think so.” Vara stepped to the foot of the bed and adjusted the blankets around his feet. “You are still feverish. Healing spells will not improve your condition, which means that if you die of whatever illness you seem to have contracted, we will be unable to resurrect you.”
“Thanks,” Cyrus said without emotion. “That’s reassuring.”
“I am merely trying to be honest,” she said, eyes flaring in anger and — he might have been imagining it — fear?
“I see,” he murmured and passed out again. When he woke, she was beside him in a chair. She had changed into something that looked like a nightgown, and she was sleeping. The only light in the room came from the lanterns and candles. He watched her for a while, then drifted off again.
When next he awoke, he felt something cool and damp on his forehead. His eyes opened to a vision of Vara, cloth in hand, dripping cold water onto his head. “I’m trying to bring down your fever,” she said when her eyes met his.
He coughed and motioned for water, which she brought to his lips in a small dish.
“It’s been very difficult to get you to take water,” she said as he was drinking. “I’m glad you’re awake, because trying to get you to drink when you’re semi-conscious has been no mean feat. Niamh left a few days ago to let them know at Sanctuary that we wouldn’t be making our scheduled appointments. I’m told they have managed to cover for our absence.”
“It’s a shame,” Cyrus said. “I was looking forward to seeing the green elven country after the last weeks in the desert.”
“Oh, really?” she said without turning back to him. “And here I thought you had decided upon seeing me that night in the tavern that you would rather collapse and lie in bed for the next four weeks instead of tour the Elven Kingdom with me as your companion.”
“I’ll admit,” Cyrus said, shifting in the bed, “upon seeing you, I did have a momentary concern about working together. It felt as though as very big object was rushing at me, very quickly. But just moments later, it was replaced by the actual sensation of the tavern floor rushing up at me very quickly.”
She laughed, a genuine, hearty laugh that turned into a somewhat girlish giggle partway through before she managed to choke it off. She turned her head; by the look in her eyes it was clear she hoped he hadn’t heard her slip. A hand covered her mouth in semi-shock.
“Hah.” Cyrus laughed at her. “You actually found humor in something I said — and we’ve exchanged a few sentences without bickering.”
“I often find humor in what you say.” She turned away from him again. “Unfortunately for you, it’s rarely from things you intended to be humorous.”
“Ah,” Cyrus said with a little disappointment. “There you are again.”
She frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing,” he said with a trace of sadness. “I’m tired. I think I’m going to rest now…” He felt a sudden pressure from his head hitting the pillow as his neck muscles gave out, and he was unconscious again.
He awakened again at night, but something was different. The world around him was blurred, and lights seemed to streak in his vision. Urgent voices filled the air around him.
“My spells are still ineffective,” came the voice of a man that seemed very familiar. “He’s getting worse.”
“No doubt,” came Vara’s reply. “The fever is going to kill him if we don’t do something.”
“I’m not sure what else we can do, here. If this were Sanctuary—” the man’s voice came back.
“You’re a healer, for gods’ sakes!” Vara exploded. A moment passed with nothing said. “Fine,” she continued, and Cyrus felt he might have imagined her gritting her teeth. “Help me get him out of bed.”
“A walk would be nice,” Cyrus said, but what came out was completely unintelligible. He felt strong hands grasp him under each arm and lift him out of the bed. The cloth nightshirt he wore was soaked, clinging to his skin and chest hair. He heard and felt the door to the room open as Vara and the man carried him between them, one arm on each of their shoulders and dragging his flailing legs behind him.
“Stop trying to help us,” she snapped at him. “You’re making this much more difficult.”
“Okaaay,” Cyrus said again, once more making a complete hash of his words. He turned his head to look back at what he could have sworn was Narstron, waving at him from the side of the street, but a flash of insight revealed that it was, in fact, a shrub.
“I had assumed,” Vara said, voice strained, “that relieving him of his armor would make him considerably lighter but in fact I cannot tell a difference.”
“Heh,” came the man’s voice next to him. Cyrus’s head swung around, feeling a bit loose on his shoulders. He realized with a start from the carefully groomed hair that it was Curatio.
“Curatio!” he shouted, barely sensate.
“Sounds like he’s at least conscious enough to recognize me,” came a grunt from the elf.
“Marvelous,” Vara said with sarcasm. “If only he were conscious enough to assist us in transporting his considerable bulk.”
“I tried to help,” Cyrus said, once again squeezing the words out, “but you told me to stop, and I did as you said.”
“Why does it take being feverish to the point of near death and being dragged around to get you to listen and act on reasonable suggestions? All right, we’re here. Curatio, wait on the shore; there’s no reason for both of us to get completely soaked.”
Cyrus felt water splashing around his feet, then ankles and knees, felt muddy dirt between his toes as their pace slowed and Vara took up more of his weight on her shoulder as Curatio relinquished his grip on the warrior. After a half dozen more watery paces, Cyrus could feel water up to his waist. Adjusting her grip on him with a hand across his chest and back, Vara kicked his legs from beneath him and dropped him onto his backside in the water, submerging him up to his neck. The water was cold and his teeth began to chatter immediately.
“Don’t thrash about like a gutted fish,” she said, voice stern.
“But it’s really cold!”
“It’s not cold. It is summer and this pond is warm. You are feverish.” She clutched him tighter to her.
He felt her warmth — the only warmth he could feel in the freezing water and pulled nearer to her as well. His teeth knocked together and he hugged her so tightly that he feared for a moment he would crush her. When he went to loosen his grip, she pulled him closer. His face lingered over her shoulder, and he could feel her wet hair, hanging in tangles on the left side of his face. In spite of the chill, it felt good being this close.
“I always suspected you were trying to kill me,” he said, “but I assumed it would be swordplay, not drowning, that you would do the deed with.”
“If I were to truly try and kill you,” she said with fake annoyance, “I would certainly use a sword, if for no other reason than it would not involve me having to carry your overmuscled arse across a village to ‘do the deed’, as you so eloquently put it.”
“Overmuscled?” he said, drawing back to look at her eyes. They were such a bright blue, catching a glimmer of the lamps hanging on the streets of Nalikh’akur. “You noticed.”
She flushed and her face softened. “It would be impossible not to notice, being pressed against you like… like…” He could tell, even in his weakened state that she was searching for an appropriately insulting analogy. “…like this.”
He felt her hand slapping him on the face and realized his head had lolled back and disorientation had taken him. “Please…please…wake up!”
“You can stop slapping me now.” His voice was a whisper. He lifted his head and steadied himself, looking once again into her eyes and found concern within them.
“Just… don’t do that.”
“I promise I’m not trying to.”
Another giggle escaped her, then a slightly deeper laugh. She wrapped both arms around his neck to hold him upright and drew him close, keeping his head above water until dawn.
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After the sun came up, Curatio helped them out of the water. “Your fever is broken,” the healer pronounced with a smile. Cyrus could barely stand under his own power. “You should be fine for now.”
“I’m hungry,” Cyrus said.
“Let’s get back to the inn and I think we can settle that problem,” Curatio said as he assumed a carrying position on Cyrus’s left. Vara moved to his right and grabbed his arm, more gently this time. He looked at her, and she looked back at him, but there was no venom in her eyes. She blinked at his gaze and looked away first. They walked back to the inn in silence but for the groans of the two elves, who were still carrying most of the warrior’s weight.
“You could at least help us!” Vara’s tone was all irritation, the moment of calm gone.
“I’m trying,” Cyrus said.
They deposited him in a chair at the tavern, where the owner proceeded to bring him platefuls of fresh eggs, beef, pork and chicken as he dripped on the floor.
Vara looked at him with a cocked eyebrow as he finished his fourth plate. “I don’t wonder anymore why you were so heavy to lift,” she said shortly after Curatio had left them to retire to his room upstairs.
The warrior looked back at her with a sly smile. “I bet you couldn’t go five minutes without throwing a verbal barb my way.”
“I could and I have, in fact, over the last few days — largely during times when you were sleeping.” She smiled. “But I usually don’t wish to defer such excellent ripostes to your often deserving statements.”
“I rest my case — I don’t think you could go a day without throwing some sort of jab my way.” He grinned.
She feigned shock. “You assume because you lack the self-discipline to control your tongue that I do as well. I could easily go a year without verbally abusing you for being an incompetent oaf with poor habits in your swordsmanship and hygiene.”
“Perhaps you could start with a week,” he said with a raised eyebrow.
“I think…” she said, slowing the pace of her words, “a month would do nicely for a test, don’t you?”
“A month it is. But if I win, I want something from you.”
“What’s that?” Her brow furrowed, curiosity in her eyes.
“I don’t know yet. But traditionally, when you bet, there’s something to wager.” He sat back in his chair. “We’ll have to agree on something later; I’m too tired to come up with something creatively punitive right now.”
The next days passed in an agonizing mixture of quick moments and slow recovery. The fever lingered for two more days, hampering Cyrus’s ability to move about. As soon as Curatio had pronounced him healthy, he jumped from the bed, eager to go anywhere else.
“You probably won’t feel like yourself for a week or two,” Curatio beamed at him. “Glad to see you’re feeling better, brother.”
“Thank you. It can’t have been easy to leave Sanctuary right now, especially with everything that’s going on.” The warrior looked at Vara, who was reserved, but the ice normally present in her eyes had melted somewhat. Turning his gaze back to Curatio, he asked, “So, where do we go from here? I’d like to finish my mission in the Elven Kingdom.”
Curatio raised an eyebrow. “For the last couple weeks J’anda and Niamh have been covering your absence. If you’re feeling that much better, you could take over for them.”
“I’m not opposed to you killing yourself in principle, but we just nursed you back to health.” The fire was back in Vara’s eyes now. “You could at least do us the courtesy of waiting a few weeks before undoing all the good we just did.”
Cyrus laughed. “There’s only two weeks left. I could handle two more weeks of that schedule, given what’s at stake.”
“You’re mad,” Vara said, pointing a finger at him. “Barking mad. Howling at the moon mad!”
“I need to finish this,” Cyrus said, urgency permeating his voice.
“Why?” she asked.
“Because I feel this need to complete a task once I’ve started it. And before you answer,” he said, interrupting her already forming reply, “remember that you just wagered me that you could go a full month without insulting me. Calling me crazy was close to the line.” He wagged his finger at her.
She looked at him through half-lidded eyes, considering her response. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then shut it. Finally, she said, “Very well. But I want a lighter schedule that will allow you to take your time.”
Curatio chuckled. “We can work something out. In any case, I’m needed back at Sanctuary to deal with the influx of new blood. Can I do anything for you before I go?”
“Yeah,” Cyrus said. “What’s the word on the weapons in Reikonos, Pharesia and Hewat?”
“No idea about Hewat.” Curatio shrugged. “No one has contact with the dragons. We have a few people lingering outside the Citadel in Reikonos and the Museum of Arms in Pharesia.”
“They keep the Scimitar of Air in a Museum?” Cyrus shook his head. “Elves are bizarre.”
Curatio cast his return spell and disappeared into the burst of light that accompanied it, leaving Cyrus alone with Vara. “Back to bed with you,” she said in a voice that left no doubt that it was not a suggestion.
“I’ve been in bed for days,” he said, irritable.
“And you’ll be in bed for a few more if you want to be able to travel in good order. Take a nap,” she said, “and later we’ll work on getting your strength back up by going for a walk. We leave the day after tomorrow, and we have a long ride ahead of us.”
They left the inn two days later, setting out on horseback at a pace Cyrus would have found more appropriate for walking alongside an elderly grandmother. “We’re not going to push you to your limit,” Vara said. “I want you to be in good condition to talk to these potential recruits, else we might as well go back to Sanctuary.”
“Fair enough,” the warrior grumbled.
They settled into a silence that was only broken when Cyrus asked Vara a question. “I’ve heard about how busy things are back at Sanctuary but I haven’t heard much about Alaric lately. How is he?”
“Alaric is fine,” she said. “He was here, in Nalikh’akur. He came to check on you the day after Niamh left. We had…” her jaw tensed, “…a marvelous conversation, he and I.” She did not elaborate further.
Three days journey south placed them in a town called Traegon. Filled with exquisite elven architecture, the city had towers and minarets on almost every building. They ventured into a local inn and found Niamh sitting next to J’anda, who was wearing an elven illusion. After exchanging pleasantries over drinks (“Ale for us, water for him,” Vara had told the innkeeper, pointing at Cyrus), J’anda and Niamh departed.
They met with many elves that day, and Cyrus could feel his vitality return as he spoke, telling them of the direction Sanctuary was headed, and of the opportunity they had to be a part of that movement. He shook a great many hands while Vara stood back with her arms crossed. A few looked as though they wanted to ask her something, but none ever said what was on their minds. They left Traegon the next morning, southbound once more, this time heading for a smaller village only a half day’s ride away.
“When did you first start learning to cast spells?” Cyrus asked her in the midst of one of their increasingly common civil conversations.
“All holy warriors learn to use basic magics early in their training with the Holy Brethren,” she answered. “I suppose it was somewhere in the first year or so after I began my studies.”
“Holy Brethren?”
“It’s the paladin’s version of your ‘Society of Arms’. They train us in the Crusader’s path from an early age.”
“Hm,” Cyrus said aloud. “I wonder if I could learn any spellcasting ability. It’d certainly come in handy from time to time.”
“You have all the magical talent of a silkworm. If you’d had any, it would have been identified by one of the magic-using Leagues and cultivated from childhood.”
He regarded her with suspicion. “Sounded like an insult.”
“No… ah…” she fumbled, “silkworms create a silk thread, you know. Spin it into fabric — it’s really quite… magical.”
He laughed at her, and she smiled at him. “You know,” she changed the subject quickly, “I admire the effort you’ve put into this recruiting drive; especially how much fortitude it must have taken to do this.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I doubt… no, I know that I could not have handled this as well as you have.”
“It’s not that bad; I haven’t been in combat.”
“No,” she said with a grimace, “you’ve been dealing with rubes, which is infinitely worse.” He shot her a look of confusion and she explained, “In combat, at least you get to strike down those who offend you. You can’t kill a rube simply for being stupid, no matter how much you’d like to.”
He laughed. “You’re certainly not the patient sort.”
“I would say that I have never been one,” she said with an air of sweetness, “to suffer fools gladly.”
“The problem with that approach is that you so loosely define ‘fool’ to encompass anyone whose name isn’t Vara.”
She feigned shock, mouth comically agape. “That’s simply not true! It would also encompass Alaric and Curatio.” The smile widened, mocking him.
“I see. Then I suppose there’s no room in your heart for a certain human warrior to join that definition.”
“My heart?” She stuttered, a bit caught off her guard.
He grimaced and cursed to himself. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”
She seemed rattled by his comment, and they proceeded in silence to the next town, where they met with people throughout the day and at night retired to the inn, where they enjoyed a quiet meal next to the fire. Vara had removed her armor and was wearing her cotton pants and shirt. As she came down the stairs, the firelight glinted on her fair hair and a smile covered her lips, pushing up the edges of her mouth and making Cyrus realize for the first time that she in fact had very slight dimples in her cheeks. He rose to greet her, and kissed her hand in an oddly formal manner that brought a blush to the cheeks he had just been studying.
They chatted pleasantly through dinner, avoiding any serious subjects. He got her to laugh three times, aided by a very good wine suggested by the innkeeper that came from elven vineyards close to Amti in the southern lands. By the end of the evening, the blush on her cheeks was permanent, and in his somewhat weakened condition, he too felt the effects of the spirit.
“I think I’ve finally come up with an idea for our little wager,” he said with a smile.
“Oh?” Her eyes bored in on his. “Do tell.”
“I think that if I win, we do this,” his hands moved in a sweeping gesture to encompass her and the room, “again. Except next time, you have to wear a dress.”
She frowned. “I have never cared to wear a dress.”
He grinned. “I’m sure it interferes with your ability to swing a sword.”
A small laugh escaped her. “In point of fact, it does.”
“And if you win…?”
“When I win, you mean? I haven’t given it much thought. Perhaps I’ll have you fetch my slippers in the morning and bring them to my bedside.”
His grin grew wider. “So I’ll be the first thing you think of when you wake up?”
Her eyes rolled. “Alas, Brevis could not have come up with a more pitiful response than yours.”
“I am feeling a bit short on wit lately.”
She snorted, almost spitting her wine back into the glass. “Terrible, that was.”
“I have to know,” he said after another sip of wine, “something that I’ve been wondering for months now…”
“What is it?”
“One of the other elves told me… that every elf knows your birthday and how old you are.”
She pulled the glass to her lips, stalling. “Is that so?” she asked when she had returned the glass to its position on the table.
“Yes, that is so,” he said, narrowly avoiding slurring his words. “So I asked… this elf, the one that told me that about you, and she said you’re not royalty. What conclusion should I draw from that?” he asked with what he thought was an endearing smile.
She met his smile with one of her own that twisted her mouth as she considered his question. “I think you should presume that elves are very funny people with a culture unlike your own and that putting together the pieces of the puzzle you just described would be very difficult… without further information.” Her smiled turned a bit wistful at the last.
Cyrus regarded her in seriousness. “Would Alaric know the answer to my question?”
She laughed. “Alaric might, but it would not be from me answering it. I suspect he and Curatio would have discussed that bit of elven trivia at some point.”
“Elven trivia?” he said with undisguised curiosity, made all the worse by the heat of the wine. “Niamh said it was an internal matter, and you don’t discuss it with…” he leaned across the table toward her, “…outsiders.”
“Oh, Niamh said that, did she?” The hint of a smile graced her lips. “We’re very private people, the elves. We keep a very intimate inner circle. What a human would call a friend, elves have a much deeper word for — covekan. It denotes an intimacy than humans can’t experience because elven relationships can last millenia.” She sipped from her cup once more. “Our closest covekan are with us throughout our lives, and the bond that entails means that once someone is part of your inner circle, you can truly share yourself with them. There are no barriers to communication, no withheld thoughts.”
“The elven version of a circle of friends, but more intimate?” Cyrus asked.
“Yes. The fortunate human lives between eighty and one hundred years. In that hundred years you would meet literally thousands of people and have a few good friendships — but most of them would start in your twenties or so. A quarter of the way through your life — and they take at least a few years to build true depth.” Her smile faded and her eyes became a bit lonely. “The average elf lives over five thousand years, some as many as six thousand. It takes over a hundred years for an elf to become covekan in the traditional sense of the word.” The light in her eyes grew dimmer still. “Imagine how close you could grow to someone in a hundred years.”
“You never did answer my question about you,” he said.
“My point is, elves do not let people into their confidence all willy-nilly. I hope you don’t take it as an offense, but I don’t think it’s something I’m ready to discuss with anyone.”
“So there’s no one yet that is covekan to you?” he asked.
She laughed. “No. As you pointed out, I am young by elven standards — at twenty-eight, I have not lived long enough to form that sort of attachment to anyone.”
“By your very actions you seem to try very hard to discourage any sort of attachment at all.”
“Yes,” she said, voice filled with regret. “There is that too.” She did not say anything for a few moments after that, but did not look away. She blinked a few times, then seemed to recover her newfound cheer. “So tell me,” she said, eyes alight, “what’s this I keep hearing about a sword you’re working on?”
Cyrus was overtaken by a sudden coughing fit. “There are no secrets in Sanctuary, are there?” She shook her head. “It’s just something I’m working on.”
“You’re blushing,” she said with great amusement. “You’re actually embarrassed!” She stopped, perplexed. “Why would you be embarrassed?”
“It’s a grand quest, but it’s ultimately fairly selfish for me to want a new sword so badly I’d try and drag our guildmates to some fairly dangerous locations,” he explained with a shrug.
“I don’t think it’s selfish,” she said. “We all want things.”
“Even paladins?” Cyrus grinned.
Vara laughed. “Even the holiest of holy warriors wants something, although in most cases it’s to complete their crusade.” Her eyes refocused on his. “If you’re providing service to the guild, I don’t think it’s selfish unless you don’t tell anyone what you’re doing. Then you’d be very selfish to drag your comrades at arms into danger unknowingly.”
He chuckled. “And what is it that you want?”
She bristled for a moment and then relaxed. “That remains to be seen,” she said, almost as though she were pondering whether she should tell him more. “I think I should retire for the evening. It’s been a long day, and we have a longer one ahead of us tomorrow.” She stood up and he joined her out of gentlemanly reflex. “Goodnight.”
He leaned in close to her and felt the pressure of her hand as she deflected him gently to a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight,” he said with a whisper of sadness. As her back retreated up the stairs, he watched her go.
“What changed?” he called out. Blood hammered in his temples, filling him with a sudden recklessness. “A month ago you hated me. You would have danced on the day I left Sanctuary if you had heard I was never to return.” He shrugged. “I’m the same man I was a month ago, so what changed?”
She froze in the middle of the stairs, pondering for a moment in silence before she turned to face him. She stared at him, eyes brimming with a silent sort of despair that he had never noticed in her before. “I think… that in seeing you vulnerable, I saw the real you. Not the blustering warrior who’d jump into the middle of a battle at the drop of a helm; not the dashing and confident — sometimes arrogant — human who was quick with an insult — I think I saw you,” she said, words tumbling out. “And it was… different from what I had expected of you.”
He closed the distance between them, finding himself on the stairs next to her. “What do you see now?”
She blinked and turned away from his intense gaze. “Something different.” Looking back for just a moment, she added, “I see a good man, someone who won’t lead us into foolish action or abandon us when things become difficult.”
“Us?” he said, drawing closer.
“Yes. Us. Sanctuary.”
“What about you?” His hand rested on her back, so close he could feel her breath.
“Me?” she whispered. She pressed her forehead to his for just a moment before he could feel the change in the air. “I’m not ready yet,” she breathed, and pulled from his grasp, taking a few slow steps up the stairs, turning her back on him once more.
He stared at her receding back as she walked slowly up the stairs. “Just keep in mind, I don’t live as long as you do — if you wait too long, I’ll likely be dead.” Though he meant it as a jest, to lighten the moment, she did not laugh or look back. Upon reaching her room she shut the door and he did not see her again until morning.
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The next day, they did not speak of their conversation and Vara’s guardedness had returned. Although she admitted after a few hours that her head ached from the wine, she did not return to the more pleasant mood exhibited the night before. The next two weeks passed in much the same manner; Cyrus’s repeated attempts to return to a more intimate and friendly conversational style failed. Although Vara remained pleasant, she also remained distant.
By the end of the week, Cyrus attempted to quicken their pace, striving to finish early. Every time he tried to get ahead of schedule, Vara would interfere with a demand that he take a rest, or that they stay an extra day in some out-of-the-way town. He did not argue, and they ate their meals in relative silence. Once, on the last night, he could have sworn he caught her looking forlorn.
They met Nyad outside the elven capital of Pharesia at the appointed time. The elf greeted them with silence and a stricken look.
“What happened?” Cyrus asked her while dismounting.
“I’ve just come from a meeting with my fa-” she looked flustered. “From meeting with the King of the Elven Empire.”
Cyrus grinned. “Your father.”
Nyad rolled her eyes. “He informed me that the Museum of Arms was broken into last night, and that Ventus, the Scimitar of Air, was stolen.”
Vara’s jaw dropped. “Did any of our detachment report seeing anything?”
Nyad shook her head. “There was no sign of anyone entering through any of the doors: the intruder appeared to have entered through a skylight from above.”
Vara blinked. “Can we speak to our guild members from the detachment?”
“No.” Nyad shook her head. “They are in the process of being released from the jail — it will be several hours.”
“Jail?” Cyrus said with a start.
“They were all in proximity to the Museum at the time of the theft,” Nyad said with a deep frown. “I’ve spoken with my father and he’s agreed to release them on my request, but it will take time. Alaric ordered me to transport you to Reikonos. We’ve doubled the size of our detachment and he’d like the two of you to join him there.”
“He’s there?” Cyrus said. “Where can we find him? Around the Citadel?”
Nyad shook her head. “There’s a contingent there, but they’ve set up a headquarters at your old guildhall in the slums.” She looked at Cyrus as he blinked in surprise. “Andren is helping to lead the effort in Reikonos; he offered it.”
“We need to go now,” Vara said. “Who knows how much time there is before they strike Reikonos and takes the Spear?”
“Assuming they can. And assuming they’re going for it,” Cyrus said. “Who knows how many of these things they’re really after?”
“They can,” Nyad said grimly. “The Museum of Arms is one of the most well-defended buildings in the Elven Kingdom, complete with mystical barriers and a variety of other spells for defense, in addition to housing a large contingent of troops. If they can steal a weapon from here, they can take it from Reikonos.”
“In any case, would you care to bet the survival of our world on the idea that this nameless, faceless enemy is going to stop before collecting ‘the whole set’?” Vara glared at him.
“No.” Cyrus shook his head. “All right, Nyad, take us to Reikonos Square.”
Without a word, the wizard cast a spell that filled Cyrus’s vision with light and landed him in Reikonos Square. He and Vara exchanged a quick goodbye with Nyad as she disappeared in a blast of energy. Cyrus looked to the north to see the massive Citadel filling his view.
“Ever been inside?” Vara asked, not looking at him.
“Never.” Cyrus shook his head. “Let’s find Alaric.”
They made their way to the slums and Cyrus lashed Windrider at a hitching post outside the door of the old Kings of Reikonos guildhall.
“You actually lived here?” Vara said, voice high in disbelief.
“Yeah,” Cyrus said without meeting her eyes.
There was a long pause. “I cannot believe I made that stupid wager,” she said in a low tone. “The comedic possibilities here are endless.”
“Hush.”
Cyrus opened the door. Though the interior still contained the old bunk beds, they had been pushed against the walls and their old table had been set in the center of the room with a scale model of the Citadel sticking out from the middle. Clustered around it were Andren, Curatio, J’anda, Vaste and Alaric. Upon seeing them, the discussion halted.
Curatio greeted them with a smile. “Good to see you both — Cyrus, you’re looking much better.”
Alaric stood before him, helm placed on the table. The paladin’s good eye surveyed the warrior, and a slight smile creased the lines on the Ghost’s face. “It is good to see you, brother. I feared that I might have sent you to your death.”
“It’ll take more than a few months of hard work to kill me.” Cyrus smiled as he strode in, Vara at his side, to join them at the table. “What’s our plan?”
“As I was telling them, we have people here and here.” Vaste pointed at two spots around the Citadel. “A few more are spread out in something of a roving patrol, and we’ll increase our activity tonight.”
“Do we have any idea how they penetrated the security at the Museum in Pharesia?” Cyrus asked as he looked around the table.
“Other than entering from the roof?” Vaste quipped.
“I mean the mystical security Nyad mentioned? Barriers and whatnot?” Cyrus said with a sigh.
“No.” Curatio shook his head. “Although with their hands on the number of godly weapons they have, it would not be difficult for them to breach any mystical barrier, regardless of size.” The elf looked sick. “I hadn’t considered that.”
“What do you mean?” Cyrus looked at him blankly.
Curatio steadied himself on the edge of the table, suddenly very pale. “All the magics of our world can be harnessed and used by spell casters to varying effects. Whether it’s a druid, wizard, healer, dark knight or paladin, they all have different spells that harness the magics inherent in our world.”
The elf looked around the table, pupils dilated, eyes wide. “The weapons that they’ve been capturing have an advantage because they’re not from our world — they’re from the gods. Those weapons can cut through any barrier put up by anyone on our planet. They were created by the gods transferring some of their own power — their own godhood — into the weapon. Our magic is no match,” the healer finished with a sad finality.
“So why didn’t they just cut their way through the front door if the weapons are so powerful?” Vaste asked.
“I doubt that whoever is gathering these weapons would dare to risk any of their acquisitions in a frontal assault when they now have the power to bypass the mystical barriers and the stealth to avoid a confrontation.” Alaric leaned forward over the table, scouring the miniature streets.
“What’s the point of having these weapons if you’re not going to have a confrontation?” Andren mumbled.
“I’m sure they will,” Alaric said with a rueful smile. “But at a time and place of their choosing, not ours.”
“So the defenses for Reikonos are weaker than Pharesia’s?” Cyrus looked at Alaric and Curatio in turn.
Curatio nodded, still pale. “Correct.”
“So why take that one first?” Cyrus asked.
“No idea,” Alaric shook his head.
“Should we consider sending an envoy to warn the dragons?” Vaste asked. “They may have the only other weapon still out there.”
“They do not,” came a familiar voice from the doorway. Cyrus turned to see a dark elf, axe slung behind him. The familiar smile was not present on the face of Terian Lepos as he crossed from the doorway to the table.
“I have asked for Terian’s assistance in this matter,” Alaric said, diffusing the surprise around the table. “He is well informed when it comes to the affairs of dragonkin; much more informed than anyone I have ever met.”
“Yes, I’m still wondering how that is,” Cyrus said with a smile.
“I’m friends with a few wurms — that’s w-u-r-m,” the dark elf said with a dazzling smile, aimed directly at Vara, who had already opened her mouth to say something and looked crestfallen. “The Scepter of Fire was stolen from them months ago, disappearing at roughly the same time as our old friend Kalam.”
“What are the odds?” Cyrus said.
“Very good odds,” Terian said, “when you consider that he was still highly placed in the dragon government, and would have had access to the weapon in question.”
Andren looked around the table. “So did he have it when we killed him?”
Terian shrugged. “I don’t know. When I checked his hoard with the other Alliance officers, I didn’t see anything that resembled it.”
Cyrus froze. “Wait. The Hammer of Earth was traded during an Alliance invasion, the Staff of Death disappeared before or during one, and now possibly the Scepter of Fire? I’m not a big believer in coincidence.”
Alaric folded his arms and deep creases knotted his forehead. “This does not bode well for the Alliance if someone from within is involved in this plot.”
Terian snorted. “As though you trusted them to begin with.”
Vara slammed her fist onto the table. “I have never seen clearer evidence of Goliath’s treachery!”
“We don’t know for certain that Goliath is involved — or even if any of their members are involved,” Curatio said with alarm. “After all, the Warblade disappeared the night before our strike on Kortran. It could be someone from any of our guilds.”
Vaste raised an eyebrow, and for the first time Cyrus looked close enough at the troll to realize he had a new scar running down his forehead, a little dash of angry green standing out from the rest of his skin. “Or the entirety of one of the guilds.”
Alaric looked around the table, trying to meet the eyes of each of them in turn. “Or it could be none of them. I prefer to give them the benefit of the doubt on this occasion.” The paladin cracked his knuckles. “Assigning blame would be pointless at this moment. We need to spend our time and energies on defending the last of the weapons.”
Vara crossed her arms. “There is a limited amount we can do, is there not? Can we place sentries inside the Citadel?”
Alaric shook his head. “No. The Council of Twelve is unwilling to let us involve ourselves in their internal security matters. They will not bar us from placing our people outside the Citadel, but neither do they wish us to ‘step on their toes’.”
Vaste stared at the diorama on the table. “How many people can we place around the Citadel?”
Curatio answered. “We have about a hundred in Reikonos right now; another fifty from Pharesia once they’re out of jail some time this afternoon,” he added. “We’ve got about fifty or so still back at Sanctuary, trying to get our new prospects up to speed. Which is going slowly because we’re spending so much time on these endeavors.”
Alaric stared hard at the Citadel model in the middle of the table. “I think I can safely say that regardless of the outcome here we will need those new recruits soon.” His eyes looked up to Curatio across the table. “Old friend, I need you to return to Sanctuary and speed up the training of our new adventurers. Don’t bother to have our comrades that are leaving Pharesia join us here: I want them back at Sanctuary aiding you.”
Curatio nodded. “I’ll leave immediately.” With a nod from Alaric, the healer cast the return spell and faded away.
“You’re not giving up on protecting the spear, are you?” Vara asked the Ghost.
Alaric shook his head. “No, but we are unprepared for the next step and I doubt we’ll need an army here.”
“What is the next step if we fail to protect Amnis?” Cyrus asked.
Alaric’s jaw tightened and he remained silent for a long moment. “The next step is facing whoever has these weapons when they make themselves known. And for that,” the knight said with some reluctance, “we will require an army.”
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They debated a course of action until sundown, when Alaric ordered everyone out of the old guildhall and to their stations around the Citadel. Cyrus knelt on a rooftop facing the towering spire. Vaste sat behind him a few feet, as did Andren and Niamh. Vara and J’anda were to either side of him. Cyrus surveyed the streets around the Citadel, his eyes seeing nothing but the city guards and members of Sanctuary. “Thanks for the frost stone,” he said to J’anda. “I wish the moon would come out from behind the clouds.”
The enchanter nodded. “All the better if it actually helps you see the thief.”
Vara turned to glare at them. “Maintain silence,” she hissed. “Our success is entirely predicated on the enemy not knowing we’re here, so shut up!”
“You’d think someone in Pharesia would have thought to station someone on a roof watching their museum,” Vaste said in a low rumble from behind them.
“High-born elves don’t possess a great deal of what you would call ‘common’ sense,” Andren said between swigs. “They rely on us lowborns to move their society forward while they watch. Amazing they’re still in charge of anything, really.”
Vara said nothing but Cyrus could see her roll her eyes.
Long moments passed in silence as the five of them scanned the nearby rooftops. Cyrus looked at the horizon, but the structures of Reikonos created an uneven skyline.
The Citadel was a spire that reached into the sky with a base as big around as any ten shops, perfectly rounded in structure. It stretched into the air to the height of thirty stories or more, the tallest building in Arkaria. At the top of the Citadel a bulbous expansion jutted out, wider than the tower that supported it, giving it the look of an exceptionally long neck with a rounded head at the top. Cyrus knew from rumor that within the top floors was contained the meeting room for Council of Twelve that ran Reikonos and the Human Confederation.
“How old is the Citadel?” Vaste said. “It’s so unlike the other buildings in this city and so much taller.”
“It’s older than Reikonos,” Andren said. “And older than me. The humans built the city around it.”
“Am I right in thinking that the spear would have to be on the top floors?” Cyrus said, refocusing their attention on the matter at hand.
Vaste grunted, but Vara answered before the troll could. “Seems likeliest, doesn’t it?”
Cyrus turned to face them. “If you were going to get someone into the top of that building, how would you do it?”
A moment of silence preceded the answers. “I’d take a flying mount, like a griffon,” Vaste answered first.
“Falcon’s Essence,” Niamh said.
“Invisibility spell.” Andren took the flask out of his mouth to answer.
“We can see through invisibility, you knucklehead,” Vara shot back.
“Hopefully we can see someone flying toward the tower or a griffon if it approaches as well,” Cyrus said. “Any other ideas?”
“An invisible person on an invisible griffon flying toward the tower?” suggested Andren half-seriously. Vara did not respond.
“If the Citadel were smaller,” J’anda said, “perhaps a rope to climb.” The enchanter looked at the structure. “But I think that even the strongest of warriors would have great difficulty ascending that height without falling.”
Cyrus looked at the Citadel with skepticism. “I’d have to agree. Any elf, human, dark elf, gnome, dwarf or other race would have a hell of a time climbing a rope to the top.”
They lapsed into silence. Something about that last exchange bothered Cyrus, tickling at the back of his mind. As he was considering it, the moon finally appeared from behind the clouds above them. A glint of something caught his eye in the moonlight. He looked closer. A strand was shining from one of the higher rooftops, leading up to the top floors of the tower and ending at one of the windows. Before he could say anything, a shadowed figure appeared from the window and began to descend in a line toward the rooftop below.
“There!” Cyrus hissed, finger extended to the rapidly descending shadow. An elongated rod was visible from the silhouette. “Whoever it is, they’ve got the Spear!” Changing his focus to Andren: “Get down to our troops on the street; get the rangers on their bows. Niamh, imbue him!” Without a word the healer ran toward the edge of the rooftop, running off just as Niamh’s spell took hold. “J’anda, see if you can mesmerize—” Cyrus tossed over his shoulder as he and Vara charged over the edge of the rooftop, Vaste and Niamh following on their trail.
“ALARUM!” came a shout from the street below. “ALARUM!” Lamps were shining up toward them now, and other voices were taking up the cry of, “ALARUM!”
Cyrus sprinted as hard as he could, legs pumping and feet carrying him forward as he jumped from rooftop to rooftop. He kept his eyes fixed on the silhouette moving down the rope, much more quickly than he could have imagined. He jumped and his hands caught the edge of the last rooftop, pulling himself up as the silhouette reached the end of its crawl. Cyrus drew his sword and heard Vara behind him doing the same. The silhouette unfurled from the rope and a sudden realization filled the warrior’s senses: it was not human-shaped at all. Eight legs set down upon the rooftop and two pincers clicked on the spear they grasped between them as the spider before him evaluated Cyrus. It was half his size and looked damnably familiar.
Cyrus charged and the spider bolted, crossing the rooftop in the opposite direction, spear clutched between its pincers, slung back over its torso. It slid across to the next rooftop on another thread of silk, and descended another after that, moving so quickly down the thread that Cyrus had difficulty keeping up, leaping from building to building. Vara was breathing heavily at his side, and considerably behind him the panting of Vaste was audible, as was the THUMP whenever the troll jumped to the next building. They crested another rooftop to find the spider descending from a one-story building into an alleyway.
Eight legs scampered along quickly, and Cyrus jumped to the street, bouncing off a wall and rolling to his feet. The spider turned a corner and dashed into the slums, but cut the corner a bit too short; Vara managed a slice that took off one of the furry legs at the second joint. The arachnid screeched in pain but did not slow.
“Seven legs to go,” Vara said under her breath.
“ALARUM!” Cyrus heard shouted behind him as he pounded through the dark of the slums, dodging merchant carts that were closed for the night. The spider was desperate now, and skittered into one of the open plazas in the heart of the slums. A cloaked figure stood waiting, hand extended toward the spider, which raced toward it and threw the Spear of Water from its pincers toward the figure, who caught it deftly and swirled into the magical current of a return spell.
The spider turned to face them, hissing as he and Vara circled the arachnid. They both attacked at the same time and the spider turned to meet him, driving its large pincers into the joint of his armor as he slammed his sword into its exposed thorax. He let out a grunt as the pain hit him. Searing, it climbed up his side as he drove his blade deeper. His eyes locked on Vara, who was attacking the spider with her sword from behind, taking advantage of Cyrus keeping it pinned in place. Her eyes did not meet his, so focused was she on dismembering the arachnid one slice at a time.
Cyrus felt his legs buckle and he fell over from the weight of the spider and the pain in his side. He twisted his sword, trying to carve as much damage as he could. The pounding of plated boots to his left ended with an axe and a sword perforating the crawler. He barely felt it when the spider’s pincers relinquished their hold on him and he fell to the ground. Vara was at his side, hand glowing. “It’s all right,” she said, eyes rimmed with concern. Alaric and Terian stood behind her, throwing the spider’s remains off of him.
Vaste and Niamh rounded the corner then, walking on air, and the healer muttered a few words. The blood stopped flowing from Cyrus’s side, but the pain did not disappear. Vara helped him to his feet and he looked at the dead arachnid with the others.
“Next time you’re going to do a rooftop chase,” Niamh said, eyes flaring, “wait until I give you Falcon’s Essence first?”
“Unbelievable,” Vaste said. “We actually catch the thief, in the act of the escape, and it turns out to be a spider.” The troll frowned. “What’s a spider going to do with a weapon forged by the gods?”
“Not a damned thing,” Terian said, voice bitter. “They can’t even use it.”
“We saw the spider hand it off to some figure in a cloak,” Vara said breathlessly.
“Did you get a look at them?” Vaste’s eyes widened in hope.
“No.” Vara shook her head.
“Doesn’t matter,” Cyrus said, his face a mask. “I know who’s gathering them now.” His head swiveled to Vara. “Go find our people around the Citadel and get them out of there before we have a repeat of Pharesia. Tell them to meet up with Niamh here within the hour.” He turned to Niamh. “I need you to get us back to Sanctuary immediately: we have preparations to make.” He bit his lip. “It’s going to be much worse than we thought.”
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An hour later Cyrus and the rest of the officers of Sanctuary were seated around the Conference table. Alaric stared at the warrior, fingers steepled in front of him. “Are you finished being dramatic?”
Cyrus smiled. “You want to know who it is, don’t you?”
The paladin’s eyebrow raised in amusement. “I do.”
Vara sat to Alaric’s left, arms on the table. “I’m puzzled as to how you supposedly figured this out.”
Cyrus looked at the elf, his eyes locked onto hers. “I’m surprised you haven’t.”
She spread her arms. “Enlighten me.”
“Remember the day we met?” he asked with a smile.
She blew air from her lips. “I do. The sun was shining, the trees were swaying in the breeze, sulfur filled the air and I saved your arse from a dragon.”
“And a horde of spiders,” Niamh said with a note of surprise.
“Exactly. The Dragonlord was served by a horde of spiders like the one we killed in the slums.” Cyrus leaned forward. “The day we faced Ashan’agar, he offered me whatever I wanted if I would become his servant. He showed me a vision of the Serpent’s Bane, the hilt of my sword along with some of his other treasures. One of them was a flaming staff.”
“Torris?” Terian said from the end of the table. “So he had it even then?”
“He did,” Cyrus said. “Kalam gave it to him and was waiting around until Ashan’agar had the other pieces he needed.”
“I still don’t understand what a dragon is planning to do with all those weapons,” Curatio said with a blank expression. “It’s not as though he can use them, can he?”
“Not in the physical sense, no,” Cyrus said. “But you were the one who gave me the reason for why Ashan’agar would be collecting them.”
“I did?” Curatio said with a confused look.
“You did. Remember when you told us that the godly magic within the weapon could be used to breach the magical barriers that the elves had set up in the Museum of Arms?”
“Which they did so they could collect the Scimitar of Air.” Curatio nodded. “I still don’t understand.”
“The barrier,” Terian said in a choked voice. “The one that the dragons erected; the one that keeps Ashan’agar imprisoned.”
“You got it,” Cyrus said. “Dragon magic versus the essence of the gods — who wins?”
“That barrier is going down,” the dark elf murmured.
“Why would he need more than one of the weapons?” Niamh looked around in confusion. “Wouldn’t one be enough to drop the barrier?”
Terian shook his head. “Maybe not. Dragons are the longest lived creatures in Arkaria—”
“With the exception of the elvish old ones,” Niamh teased.
Terian ignored her. “Their magic is ancient, and Ashan’agar was sealed in by not one but thirty of the wisest and most powerful dragons. Some of the spells they used included charms to warn the dragons should Ashan’agar attempt to breach the barrier. One of the dragons — Ehrgraz — is the chief of their army, and every dragon fears him.”
“Because he’s afraid one dragon might be warned he puts off his escape by six months until he can collect all the weapons?” Vara looked at Terian with undisguised skepticism.
Terian looked around the table. “He would have been the first to be warned if Ashan’agar was trying to escape and I promise you that the Dragonlord was trying to avoid confrontation with Ehrgraz. Six months is nothing to a dragon; he would have waited sixty years if it meant being able to escape without facing Ehrgraz.”
“So the Dragonlord has plotted an escape,” Alaric mused. “What will he do when he reaches the surface?”
“Without Kalam to act as his herald,” Terian said, suddenly thoughtful, “he’s going to have to go to the southern lands and marshal his loyalists.” The dark knight shrugged. “After that, I would guess his followers will move north and create a new kingdom.”
“Why wouldn’t he fight for control of Hewat?” Vaste said. “I mean, he was in charge before, wasn’t he?”
“He was,” Terian said. “But he wasn’t interested in starting a conflict with the other dragons. They don’t war amongst themselves; it’s anathema to them.” He looked around the table. “With a hundred dragons on his side, he could destroy the all the major northern cities and make his own kingdom here.” Terian leaned back. “The only one keeping things in check in the dragon kingdom is their new leader. He’s a moderate in that he’s not totally focused on annihilating all life but dragons.”
“All right.” Alaric nodded. “I think we get the idea of what the threat is and where it will be coming from. Now what do we do?” He turned to Cyrus.
The warrior took a deep breath. “We need every single person in Sanctuary for this one.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You will have the support of every able body.”
The warrior took another deep breath. “We also need our allies if they’re willing.”
A grimace lit the Ghost’s face. “We will send messengers. I do not think we should wait for responses to move into action.”
“Agreed,” Vara said. “The northern lands could be in flames before Goliath decides to move.”
“True.” Cyrus nodded. “We move our entire force into the Mountains of Nartanis, now. All our veterans we bring down into the fire caves and leave the new inductees up top.”
Curatio blinked. “You don’t think we’ll need them down below?”
Cyrus shook his head. “With the head start Ashan’agar has, I doubt we’ll be down there for long — assuming he hasn’t left already. We need to move now.”
Alaric nodded. “So ordered. Niamh, get the word to our allies and meet us in the mountains.”
They broke from Council and an alarm sounded, blowing horns and voices filled the corridors as the entire force of Sanctuary mobilized. Cyrus found himself next to Alaric on his way down the stairs.
“I would have you lead the force that is going into the caves,” the paladin said, taking the steps three at a time.
“I assumed you would,” Cyrus said, voice tight.
“I trust you to do your best,” Alaric said. “You have my full confidence. Curatio and I will shepherd the inductees above ground until you return.”
Cy blinked. “Thank you, Alaric. I’ll do my best to make sure your confidence is well founded.”
“It is,” the Ghost muttered, so low Cyrus could only just hear it.
Within ten minutes nearly everyone was assembled in the foyer. Alaric stood before them on the balcony above the entryway and addressed them all.
“We face now the Dragonlord, a treacherous foe. Our time is short so I shall not belabor the point: our most experienced fighters will go into the depths of his den while the rest of our army remains above in case the battle should spill onto the surface. Cyrus?”
The warrior stepped forward. “Our worst case scenario involves the Dragonlord making it out of his den. If that should happen, we must keep him contained in the mountains and engaged in battle continuously. When the barrier goes down, the dragons of the south will receive a warning. Our objective is to kill him if possible but at least keep him occupied until they can arrive to deal with him. Should he escape…” The warrior’s words drifted off. “Say goodbye to your homes and families.”
A burst of alarm ran through the crowd. “Let us away, my friends.” Alaric gestured toward the sky. Druid teleportation spells filled the room and the forces of Sanctuary disappeared in a hurricane of sound.
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The Mountains of Nartanis appeared and Cyrus felt the hot air around them. He looked to the army appearing at his back. “Veterans, this way. New folks, stay here.” Without waiting for a reply, he headed west, boots crunching on the volcanic gravel.
“Not wasting any time, I see,” came a voice from his right. He turned to see Vara, long legs straining to match his pace and jogging every few steps to keep up.
“We don’t have any to waste,” he replied. A look back confirmed that the force had split and part of it was following him. On the horizon was the cave entrance, nestled in the shadows of a cliff. “I need someone to help me see in the dark,” he said and felt a flash of light enter his vision. “This way,” he gestured and was on the move again.
“Short walk from the druid portal,” Vaste said from behind him. “I’m surprised this cave doesn’t get more visitors.”
“Would you want to stumble into a dragon’s den for entertainment?” Andren said.
“Of course I would. It’s the reason I’m here.” He paused. “Besides saving your sorry asses from imminent death. And possibly the world as well,” he added.
“You seem a bit different since you got back from troll country,” Andren said. “What happened?”
“You mean other than being beaten to the brink of death by my own people for trying to recruit some of them to come to Sanctuary?”
Cyrus could hear a momentary stutter in Andren’s reply. “Yeah… other than that.”
“I was saved by a shaman, one of the few magic users still among our tribe, and he taught me a few things.”
“Such as?” J’anda’s voice entered the conversation.
“I suspect you’ll see very soon,” the troll said.
“Love the suspense,” Andren grunted.
Cyrus motioned for quiet behind him as they reached a fork in the path. He knelt as his eyes focused on each of the two tunnels before them.
“Do you remember which way to go?” Vara whispered in his ear. Her hand rested on his shoulder, and her breath washed over him in a warm wave.
“I do.” Cyrus frowned. “But where does the other path lead, and might it be faster?”
“Time is of the essence,” she whispered back. “Perhaps explore some other time.”
“Very well.” He nodded. He charged down the passageway without further comment, bursting into a wide cavern with webbing in the corners of the chamber.
“All too familiar,” Vara said from behind him.
“Yeah. Go stand in the shadows over there and it’ll be just like the day we met — except this time I can actually see you.”
“You couldn’t see me that day?” she asked, surprised.
“Not until you jumped on the dragon,” he said, watching for danger in the four corners of the cavern. He pointed at his eyes. “Human eyesight. Not as good as yours.”
She nodded. “I didn’t think about that.”
“I’m surprised we haven’t run into any resistance yet. But we didn’t last time either.” He frowned at the hole in the ceiling. “Better move quickly to the bridge ahead.” They exited the room and found themselves on the bridge leading across the lava. “Where are the rock giants?” Cyrus chewed his lower lip. “Keep moving forward,” he ordered with a shout over his shoulder.
“I hope our new recruits are all right,” Nyad said from behind Cyrus.
“With Alaric and Curatio leading them, I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Andren said.
They crossed the final bridge into the chamber of Ashan’agar without incident. Nothing stood between them and the entrance to his platform. Cyrus stuck his head around the archway and breathed a short sigh of relief. The dragon stood beyond, along with the black-cloaked figure. Six weapons floated around the mysterious figure as chanting filled the air. There was a crackle of magic between the weapons, and Cyrus felt it before he saw it: a flash as a wave of energy filled the cavern, emanating from the cloaked figure. Cyrus dropped to a knee and grasped at the edge of the bridge to avoid being knocked off his feet.
“Unless I miss my guess,” Vara said under her breath, “we were about ten seconds too late.”
Cyrus gritted his teeth. “He’s not out yet.” Stepping out into the open of the Dragonlord’s platform, Cyrus yelled at Ashan’agar. “How far you have fallen — from Dragonlord of Hewat to a petty thief, stealing other people’s treasures!”
The dragon’s red scales stood out against the darkened cave walls around them. “I steal to garner my freedom,” the Dragonlord bristled. “And I am far from petty in my thievery.” The dragon’s face turned toward Cyrus, as did the black-cloaked figure. “Petty thieves steal trinkets and purses; I have engineered the theft of priceless relics of the gods.” The face of the dragon honed in on Cyrus, and the warrior could see the dragon’s right eye was missing, an angry scar running between the scales toward the Dragonlord’s snout.
“I see better than you do since last we met,” Cyrus taunted. “You’ve become a low form of life, trying to warp the minds of others to your will so you can escape this well-deserved prison.” Cyrus nodded to those behind him and the forces of Sanctuary began to spread out, encircling the platform.
“I have not needed to bend the will of my most recent servants,” came the near-indignant reply. “They,” he gestured to the figure in the black cloak, “have come to me willingly, offering their services for a price.
“You should have joined me.” The Dragonlord looked back at Cyrus. “Today is the dawn of a new order, one which will see me as Dragonlord of the northern lands, and soon enough, all Arkaria. Dragonkin,” Ashan’agar’s eye narrowed, “are a superior race, and those of you who survive will be ruled by us.”
“Where are your spiders and rock giants to defend you now?” he taunted the dragon.
“They are dealing with your rabble on the surface,” the dragon said. A cold chill ran up Cyrus’s spine and a cackle filled the cavern as the black-cloaked figure climbed onto the back of the dragon and the wings began to flap.
“Attack!” Cyrus shouted. The force of Sanctuary assaulted Ashan’agar from all sides. Vara leapt forward through the air as Cyrus experienced a moment of deja vu — brought to a halt when the dragon’s wing extended, blunting her sword thrust and blocking her landing. She impaled the dragon’s right wing, stabbing through the shallow tissue and out the other side. Her feet failed to find purchase, leaving the paladin hanging in mid-air, holding onto her sword.
Cyrus rushed forward, plunging his blade much more skillfully than he had a year prior, finding purchase between the scales of the dragon’s foot. Spells crackled in the air around him and the dragon roared. A burst of flames shot past Cyrus and across the chamber. I hope that didn’t hit anyone, he thought. He looked back to see people scurrying out of the way, a few narrowly dodging the fire.
He twisted his blade and pulled up, dislodging one of the scales as the dragon let out another shriek. Cyrus sheathed his sword and dug his gauntlets into the space between the scales of the dragon as he began to climb the Dragonlord’s leg. A quick look over his shoulder confirmed Vara was still hanging from the wing.
The ground began to recede as the dragon flew toward the top of the cave. “Wizards! Evacuate to the portal!” Cyrus shouted to the army below. He scrambled, climbing up the dragon’s shoulder. Upon reaching the wing, he wrapped his arms around it and clutched as hard as he could. “Vara!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Hang on!”
A jarring shook the warrior as the Dragonlord struck the ceiling of the cavern, claws digging in. Cyrus could hear the crumbling of the roof as the dragon smashed against solid rock at the ceiling of the cave. The sound of cracking stone filled his ears and boulders began to drop as the dragon hung upside down and clawed, throwing aside dirt and rock. Cyrus held onto the wing, protected from the falling rock by it.
A burst of sunlight filtered down and Ashan’agar’s head snaked toward it. A roar of triumph filled the air as the Dragonlord wrenched himself through the hole he had created, widening it and dropping more and more rocks into the chamber below.
Cyrus could only bear to look down for a moment, but in that moment he saw the ceiling of the cavern beginning to collapse. The platform below was strewn with rubble. Please, Bellarum, let them all have made it out, Cyrus thought. The ground shook around him and Ashan’agar burst into the air, flapping his mighty wings and tasting the sky for the first time in years.
Cyrus climbed the shoulder of the Dragonlord, hoisting himself onto the back of Ashan’agar as Vara worked her way along the wing toward the back of the dragon. The black-cloaked figure was clutching the dragon’s neck. Without much thought, Cyrus grabbed the edge of the cloak and tugged on it as he drew his sword. The dragon bucked and inverted, costing Cyrus the grip on his sword as he struggled to find something to hold onto. He saw Vara, hanging on the wing and a black cloak fluttering as he fell to the ground below.
There was a sickening crunch as Cyrus hit the rocks and bounced a few feet in the air, only to come down on his right arm. A snapping noise came beneath the armor, drawing a cry of pain. He rolled down a slope of magmatic rock and dust to come to rest at the bottom of a hill. He blinked and looked up. The Dragonlord was gone, having flown out of sight. The black cloak was fluttering through the air; the figure it was enshrouding nowhere to be seen.
“Hail,” came a voice from above him. Orion was on the hilltop, looking down.
“Ah, there you are,” Cyrus said. “Wondered when you’d turn up.”
Orion grinned. “Knew I was coming, did you?”
“I did.”
“Because of the call to the allies?”
“No,” Cyrus grunted as he rolled over and used his good arm to boost himself to a sitting position. “Because you’re a servant of the Dragonlord.”
The smile disappeared from the ranger’s face and his bow was out and raised. “How did you know?”
“Not so fast,” Cyrus said with a grin, holding his bad arm with the good. “I’m not the only one that fell from your master. Selene fell with me, and I saw where she landed. If she died and you kill me you’ll never find her in time to revive her.”
The bow was drawn back, pointed at Cyrus’s head. “Tell me where she fell.” The ranger drew his bow back further.
“I can show you. Why don’t we take a walk?” Cyrus grimaced from pain in his ankle as he forced himself to his feet. “I do have to ask… why?”
Orion scoffed. “You know why.” The ranger kept the arrow pointed at Cyrus as the warrior began a slow shuffle up a nearby hill. “Because the Dragonlord can give me everything I’ve ever wanted. He will rule our world.”
“He will wipe out every living being in order to make way for a new dragon kingdom,” Cyrus said. “Ever heard of the Ashen Wastelands? Hundreds of miles of dust and fire? That’s their home.”
“He can’t wipe out every living thing,” Orion said. “But you’re right: the major cities, like Reikonos, Pharesia, Saekaj — they’ll burn. There will be nothing left of them as he builds his empire.”
“I guess millions of dead don’t matter as long as you have a new pair of chainmail pants.” Cyrus shifted his weight from his left foot to the right to alleviate his pain. “The night I ran into you in the markets, that was from what he paid you — after you liberated Ferocis from Kortran for him?”
Orion raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You’re good at guessing today. How did you know?”
Cyrus shrugged. “I’ve been with Sanctuary for a year now and I know what our stipend is. I also know that the only bonus you’ve seen from spoils of war was after I led the assault on Kalam. I’ve never seen the kind of money that would pay for chainmail like that. So after leaving me in Reikonos Square that first day, you caught a ride back to the square with a Sanctuary teleporter, paid someone for a lift to the mountains and strolled right into the lair of Ashan’agar and offered your services. He didn’t even have to coerce you with magic like he tried to do to me.”
Orion smiled. “What can I say? I’m motivated, and the price was right.”
“And the price was?”
The ranger’s smile widened. “The best equipment that money can’t buy and all the gold I need for what it can.”
Cyrus grunted. “Not enough. So why stick with Sanctuary after that? Why go to Goliath later?” The warrior shook his head, trying to brush out the cobwebs from the fall. He was having trouble seeing straight and he began to sway. “Why not just leave and follow your Dragonlord full time? You might have gotten him free even faster.”
The ranger’s eyes looked left to right. “And what if he didn’t?” Orion shook his head. “No, I had to keep my options open until I knew we could deliver all the pieces. If we had failed, the reprisal would have been stiff and I’d have needed allies to help protect me.”
“So how did you convince the goblins of Enterra to part with the Hammer?” Cy’s eyes narrowed.
“I didn’t.” Orion looked around. “One of the Dragonlord’s other servants struck a deal with them and also delivered the Staff of Death.”
“Who was it?” Cy stopped as he felt his throat go dry.
“It’s not my place to tell.” Orion grimaced. “I didn’t know about that servant until after Enterra.”
“Would you have still led the expedition to Enterra if you had known the other servant would get the Hammer?” Cy eyed the ranger, measuring every word.
“Yes,” Orion said, expression neutral. “The Dragonlord’s other servant only acquired the Hammer because he betrayed us and gave the goblins…” His voice trailed off. “…what they were looking for.”
“Which is?”
Orion’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s Selene?”
“This way,” Cy resumed walking, pushing the thought of Narstron aside for a moment. “And in the Realm of Death? The Staff?”
“I told you, I didn’t take it,” Orion snapped. “Information was not forthcoming. The Dragonlord kept us in the dark.”
“But you managed to steal Amnis and Ventus from two of the most guarded locations in Arkaria?”
Orion’s eyes lit up. “Do you know how difficult those were to mastermind? Two of the most difficult sites in the world to break into, and we stole from both flawlessly.
“Reikonos was the toughest,” the ranger said. “That’s why we saved it until last. The elves, they’re so arrogant and sure of their magics, they left their barriers as the only line of defense. And they should be proud — their barriers were much more powerful than the ones in Reikonos — not that it mattered.” He chuckled. “Once Ashan’agar finally told us to use one of the weapons to breach the barrier, it was easy. Selene went in with the spider, broke the barrier and teleported herself out.
“In Reikonos, it was a different story,” Orion said, relishing his superiority. “We both had to be there — I had to sound the alarm so you and the Reikonos soldiers would follow the spider, allowing Selene to escape and retrieve the spear from our eight-legged distraction.” He chuckled. “It would have been a lot easier if I could have cast the return spell like Selene can.” A grim look filled the ranger’s eyes. “Where is she?”
“Close,” Cyrus said. “I’m just trying to draw things out a bit, because once you find her, you have no reason to keep me alive.”
Orion’s face relaxed, and an expression of regret filled the human’s features. “I wish you’d have joined us in Reikonos when I asked you to. You are the best warrior I’ve ever seen and with the power that Ashan’agar’s gifts would grant you, we could have formed a guild that would be unstoppable. You would have had the best armor and weapons on Arkaria. The warriors of Amarath’s Raiders and Endeavor would have begged at your feet for you to tell them how to be as great as you.”
Light filled the ranger’s eyes, and he lowered his voice. “These weapons, they could give us the power to slay the dragons — we could literally save the world, and no one from our guilds would have to know.” Orion smiled. “We’d be heroes. We could write our own ticket — to Burnt Offerings, to Endeavor, Amarath’s Raiders, our own guild, whatever. People would follow us. Those weapons grant power undreamed of in this age — enough to allow you to satisfy whatever ambitions you might have.”
“You mean the weapons buried at the bottom of a hundred tons of rock and mountain?” Cyrus said with a hint of a smile.
Orion blinked. “No. You’re kidding.”
“The Dragonlord broke the barrier and charged out through the ceiling of his cavern, like some sort of crazed bird hatching out of the ground.” Cyrus raised his hands in surrender. “He left them behind, buried.”
The ranger’s face contorted in seeming pain. “I guess the only way left is—”
“An eternity of service to the Dragonlord?” Cyrus said in a mocking voice, still trying to climb in spite of the pain in his extremities.
Orion’s face hardened. “I didn’t think you’d be wise enough to accept my bargain after refusing the Dragonlord once and me once, but now,” a smile creased the tanned features of the ranger, “I cannot let you live. I warned you about falling into the trap of Alaric’s nobility and where it would lead. You could have been the most powerful warrior in the world; instead your corpse will rot undiscovered in the mountains.”
The crunching of gravel behind the warrior heralded the arrival of Selene. Pale and waxy, she looked like she had barely survived the fall.
Cyrus felt a sudden rush as his wounds healed. The blood that had been oozing out of the joints of his gauntlet stopped, his arm knitted together and his head cleared. Without a moment’s hesitation he lunged forward, slapping aside the arrow pointed at his head as it flew from the bow and missed him by centimeters. Selene screamed at his side as Cyrus drove his head forward, knocking the ranger’s helmet aside. A satisfying crunch told him he had broken Orion’s nose.
He brought his head down again and again, both hands restraining the ranger’s as he drove the edge of his helmet into the ranger’s face. The crack of bones breaking, the sickening sound of flesh being hit by metal registered over and over again in his ears. Orion’s arms went limp in his grasp.
Cyrus stood, blood dripping down his face and locked his gaze on Selene, who charged him, arms flailing in mute rage. He dropped his shoulder, catching her in her breastbone. Another cracking sound filled his ears, then the wheezing sound of Selene struggling for a breath. He flipped her easily over his back and she hit the ground with a satisfying THUMP!
“You could have put Orion down a little faster,” came a voice from behind him. He turned, wary. Vaste’s hands came up in surrender. “Or you could have lied to him and told him you wanted to join him. That would have been smart; maybe even saved your life.” The troll frowned. “Why didn’t you tell him what he wanted to hear?”
Cyrus smiled blankly. “I’m just a warrior. I don’t have much use for lying. Thanks for the mending spell. It was well timed.” A sound from behind him drew his attention back to Orion and Selene. The healer had crawled to her husband and they both disappeared in the light of her return spell. “Damn…”
Vaste shrugged. “We have a dragon and an army of his cronies to deal with. Settle personal scores later.”
“They’re responsible for letting that dragon out!” Cyrus said. “They set this whole mess in motion!”
“Focus on the threat to the world, man!” the troll shouted. “Vara’s still riding the Dragonlord. I saw them fly over a few minutes ago—”
A whooshing sound overhead surprised Cyrus. “Good timing.” The scales of the dragon flew low over his head. “HEY!” he shouted at top volume. “HEY, ONE-EYE!”
Ashan’agar tilted his head back to peer at the warrior. Vara was holding onto her sword, which was plunged between scales in the dragon’s side, her legs wrapped around the dragon’s wing. The Dragonlord swept down, coming to a dramatic landing in front of Cyrus, forcing he and Vaste to dodge to the side to avoid being trampled.
“You again.” The Dragonlord flung his wings up and down, finally dislodging Vara. She flew to the side, ricocheted off a nearby boulder and came to rest, unmoving.
“Me again,” Cyrus said. “I’m like a bad case of the dragon pox; you just can’t get rid of me.” His eyes fixated on Vara’s sword, still stuck between the scales of the dragon. He dodged forward, rolling under the dragon’s wing before Ashan’agar could strike. With a quick reverse, he climbed the back leg and hopped up to grab hold of Ashan’agar’s back. “Let’s go for a ride.”
A frightening laugh filled the air around him. “As you wish,” the Dragonlord said as he lifted off from the ground. “I must ask,” Ashan’agar said with a quick flick of his head to look at the warrior, now climbing his back. “How did you resist my charm magic? It has been a long time since it has failed to dominate one of your kind…”
“I’ll let you know when I figure it out,” Cyrus said, pulling Vara’s sword from the Dragonlord’s back and thrusting it into his belt. Ashan’agar had shifted direction and was flying almost straight up.
“Disappointing,” the dragon fired back over the howling wind. “I had assumed you had powers unknown, but perhaps you were just lucky.”
“I’m a lucky guy,” Cyrus said. “Where are we going?” He was only a few feet from the neck now, but was forced to climb using entirely his upper body strength. One arm length at a time, he scaled the dragon until he reached the neck and wrapped his legs around it, taking some of the weight off his hands. He climbed faster now, hand over hand, up the dragon’s long neck, Vara’s sword hanging from his belt.
“To your death,” the dragon answered with another unsettling cackle. “I will take you where there is no air to breathe. Worry not,” he said, soothing. “We’ll be there soon enough.” The dragon turned his head around to glare at the warrior, who had almost reached his head. The red eye glared at Cyrus. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“Getting a closer look at my death,” Cyrus said, pulling Vara’s sword from his belt and stabbing forward as the dragon dodged out of the first strike and wheeled to the left. Now you see me, he thought, a grim smile covering his lips. Cy’s fingers dug between the scales and his second thrust penetrated the dragon’s single remaining eye. A scream rent the air around him, drowning out the howling wind. And now you don’t.
Sliding Vara’s sword back into his belt, Cyrus grabbed both sides of the dragon’s writhing neck and turned him — just a bit — to the right. Unintelligible howls flew from the dragon, along with staccato bursts of flame and curses in the dragon language. The ground whirled beneath them as Cyrus tightened his grasp around the dragon’s neck.
Ashan’agar entered a desperate end over end spin toward the ground below. The Dragonlord’s wings flapped to little effect; they were going down. “You fool! You will die too and no one will ever find your body!”
“Small price to pay to defend the world.” Cy braced himself against the neck of the Dragonlord.
During the descent, Ashan’agar did not cease screaming. The mountains below them were spinning. Cyrus could see masses of people, an army, moving in the hills. It was like he was watching ants. They kept getting bigger and bigger — the Dragonlord flapped his wings — and then they hit the ground…
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The Dragonlord roared somewhere in his mind. Curses rained from Ashan’agar’s mouth as Cyrus drew back to consciousness. The warrior blinked, sick to his stomach. He rolled over and surrendered to the nausea, throwing up violently.
“How charming to see you again,” came Vara’s voice from above him.
Cyrus buried his face in the volcanic ash. “I don’t feel well.” He rolled to his back. “Resurrection aftereffects, I presume?”
“I assumed you were greeting me in the traditional manner of your people,” came Vara’s voice once more, laced with equal parts sarcasm and relief, unmistakable even in Cyrus’s diminished condition.
“You do make me rather sick sometimes.” Cyrus pulled himself to a sitting position. “Alaric,” he said in surprise.
“What about him?” Vara replied with irritation.
“He is here,” came the deep voice of the Ghost of Sanctuary. The crunching of his feet upon the rocks behind them had been drowned out by the thrashing and cursing of Ashan’agar.
On the ridge above them a ragged cheer could be heard; the Army of Sanctuary began flowing down the hillside en masse. Cyrus picked Elisabeth, Erith, Cass and Tolada out of the crowd of them; the allies had arrived. Curatio was a few steps behind Alaric, as were the rest of the officers of Sanctuary and Andren.
Alaric extended his hand to Cyrus, who took it. The paladin pulled the warrior to his feet with power that the Ghost’s wiry frame did not indicate. “I am pleased to see you have survived, my brother.”
Cyrus blinked, a bit unsteady. “Not half as pleased as I am.” The warrior stared into the army massing behind him. “How did we do?”
Alaric smiled. “We did very well. The forces of the Dragonlord were no match for the reforged Army of Sanctuary and its allies.”
Malpravus glided to them from behind Vara. “Most impressive,” the necromancer whispered, eyes fixated on the writhing dragon. “Bringing down the Dragonlord by yourself — I did tell you I expected great things from you.”
Alaric cleared his throat but Cyrus met the necromancer’s gaze. “Two of your guildmates were aiding the Dragonlord in his endeavors. Selene and Orion assisted him in stealing the weapons of the gods and Selene cast the spells that allowed him to break his barrier.”
“That is… disconcerting,” Malpravus said, so low that Cyrus had to concentrate to hear him. “I will look into these allegations immediately.”
“While you’re doing that,” Cyrus said, “you might look into who stole Letum during our attack on the Realm of Death.”
“All in good time. We have a more pressing problem to deal with,” Malpravus whispered again. “The Dragonlord yet lives.”
“Ah, yes,” Alaric breathed. The Ghost strode to the downed dragon, rasping. “Any more venom to spew, Ashan’agar, before the end of your days?”
The dragon stiffened. “Whose voice is that? I know you…”
“I doubt that,” Alaric said with a tight smile. “Have you any last words, Dragonlord?”
The mountains were silent for a long moment, and only the rasping of Ashan’agar could be heard. Cyrus stood a few paces behind Alaric, and watched the Dragonlord’s side; ribs shattered. In every breath the scaly flesh heaved up and down only with monumental effort.
“Yes,” came the rasp of Ashan’agar’s voice. The dragon’s head turned and Cyrus found himself looking into the pits where the dragon’s eyes had been. “I offered you all; you would have been my Sovereign and ruled all the lesser races of Arkaria.” A tinge of sadness entered the dragon’s voice as he gasped for breath. “I would have given you purpose.”
The weakness in Cyrus’s knees faded. His jaw set and his spine straightened. “I have a purpose,” the warrior intoned.
Without warning, Alaric leapt forward, sword drawn so quickly it was almost imperceptible, and thrust it through the scales of the Dragonlord’s head. Cyrus blinked in surprise; the strike had been perfect, sliding between the scales and strong enough to break through the dragon’s thick skull. One final scream tore through the Mountains of Nartanis, and then Ashan’agar, the Lord of the Dragons, was finally silent.
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The day after the final battle had dawned especially bright at Sanctuary. Cyrus saw it through the window in the Halls of Healing, where Curatio had urged him to stay overnight. At sunrise, having had his fill of rest, he had argued with the healer until the elf had finally given in and let him leave.
He entered the Great Hall before the usual breakfast time to find a cluster of members sitting around a table in the corner, new faces by far outnumbering the old. Andren waved him over. Amidst handshakes and congratulatory slaps to his back, the warrior made his way over to his oldest friend. “Did we just save the world yesterday?” Andren asked him with a smile.
“I believe we did,” Cyrus said with one of his own. “I think we’re still wanted in Reikonos, though.”
“Bah.” Andren waved him off. “We’re heroes now; they’ll drop the charges.”
Cyrus’s smile turned sardonic. “I’m sure that’s been said a time or two.”
Andren’s expression turned downward. “I heard Ashan’agar’s den got buried — treasure trove and all.” The corners of the healer’s mouth drew tight, giving him a pained expression. “I guess you lost your sword hilt.”
Cyrus sat back and adopted a pensive expression. “The Serpent’s Bane?” He frowned. “I didn’t even think about it until now, I was so focused on stopping the Dragonlord.” A roiling torrent of emotion poured through him; hot regret tempered by a cool realization. “I’ll be all right,” he said and meant it.
“Did you hear?” Andren looked at him with an expression of wonder. “We captured one of Ashan’agar’s rock giants! It talks and everything. They’re keeping it in the dungeons below until you Council lot,” he waved in Cyrus’s direction, “work out what to do with it.”
The warrior’s eyebrow raised. “A rock giant? Why don’t we just kill it and be done?”
Andren shrugged. “Alaric said no. Not sure why.”
Cyrus shook his head. “Damn, I am hungry.”
“Killing a dragon works up an appetite, eh?”
The two of them laughed their way through breakfast, their first together in months.
“I almost forgot,” Cy said as their meal drew to a close. “Orion told me that someone betrayed us to the goblins in order to get the Earth Hammer. I guess the goblins wanted something from our expedition.” His jaw tightened. “The same person stole the Staff of Death when we were in Mortus’s Realm. They’re in the Alliance.”
Andren blinked several times. “Do you know who it is?”
“No,” Cy exhaled, expression grave. “But I will find out. We owe them — for Narstron.”
“For Narstron,” Andren said. “And for us.”
With a nod, Andren strode out the doors of the Great Hall. Cyrus was congratulated over and over again by mostly familiar faces; people he’d recruited in the last six months who had proven themselves in the crucible of the battle the day before. Their excitement was palpable, their hope for the future buoyed by the realization that they had played a part in saving the world.
Seeking solitude, Cyrus exited through the front door, wandering the still quiet grounds in the light of early morning. He found himself near the gardens and saw a familiar figure on the bridge. Today, her shining armor was once again missing, as was the ponytail. Vara stared at the waterfall across the pond. She was clad in something remarkably close to her attire on the night they had dined together in the elven realms. Her hair shone in the sunrise and a slight smile graced her face — which evaporated to neutrality upon notice of his approach.
“I am pleased to see you are up and moving again,” she said with a nod. “I was concerned,” she coughed, “that you might not have survived your encounter with the Dragonlord.”
His eyes met hers, and she looked away first. “I was more concerned with you. I’d have gotten back to Ashan’agar sooner if I hadn’t gotten bushwhacked by Orion.” He scowled at the memory.
Vara’s brow knit with concern. “I didn’t get a chance to ask you, but you and Selene fell quite a distance when the Dragonlord threw you off his back. How did you manage to beat both Orion and Selene? I assume you were,” she coughed again, “badly injured,” she finished with downcast eyes. “And I know you lost your sword.”
“I was injured.” Cyrus nodded. “And unarmed. I bought some time by telling Orion that Selene was either injured or dying and telling him that I knew where she was. It bought me enough time for Vaste to find me, right about the time Selene came wandering up. Vaste healed me and I jumped Orion.” The warrior paused in thought. “I beat Orion pretty badly. I think I killed him — I’m not sure.”
“You held Selene’s whereabouts hostage,” Vara said, voice neutral.
“You don’t approve.”
“No, it’s not that. My code would prevent me from doing such a thing — deceptive means and all that — but it was quite brilliant. I give you credit for thinking on your feet, injured and unarmed as you were.” She frowned. “One thing I don’t understand: how did Orion and Vaste find you, in the midst of the mountains?” She thought about it for a moment. “And again, after you fell from Ashan’agar, Vaste found your body.”
Cyrus shrugged. “Orion must have seen me fall; he was lurking in the area for some reason.” The warrior blinked. “Odd that he would see me fall and not see Selene.” Cyrus shrugged again. “Don’t reckon I’ll get a chance to ask him anytime soon.”
Vara still frowned. “But what about Vaste? He was in the middle of the battle with the rest of the army. How did he know where to find you?”
“I don’t know.” Cy smiled. “I appreciate how hard you must be trying to discuss my actions over the last few days and not come up with something critical and insulting to say.”
“I don’t mind not insulting you,” she said with a deep breath. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders. “It seems to be the sort of habit that grows on you after a while.”
“The wager ended yesterday.”
“You’re aggravatingly daft. I can’t believe the best stratagem you could come up with to defeat the Dragonlord involved running him into the ground at terminal velocity.” She exhaled, fury spent.
He cocked his eyebrow in deep amusement. “Actually, I lied: the bet ends tomorrow. I win.”
“You bastard,” she hissed. She glared at him for a moment before a laugh escaped her lips. Her expression softened. “Don’t change the subject. You took a very great risk in bringing the Dragonlord crashing to the ground with you on his back.”
“First of all,” Cyrus said, “he told me he was going to take me up to where there was no air to breathe and kill me — so I really didn’t have much of a choice. Second,” he said with a tremendous and self-satisfied grin, “I didn’t know you cared. You are so up and down — first you seem like you hate me, then you tell me you don’t, and that I’m ‘a man Sanctuary can rely on’ and then you go cold again. Could you find some stability in your reaction to me?”
“I will… try,” she said with a thin smile.
“That will do for now.” He returned her smile and felt a flush color his cheeks. “I’m still feeling a bit weak…”
“I’m not surprised,” she returned, blue eyes locked on his. “You did plummet to your death yesterday. Perhaps you should rest for a while.”
He did not break her gaze. It was pleasant, looking into her eyes. “Before I go,” he said, and reached into his belt, drawing her sword with a flourish. “I couldn’t have done it without this.” He turned the sword so that he gripped the blade, pointing the hilt toward her.
She flushed. “Thank you for returning it to me. Could you leave it outside my quarters? I think I’ll be out here for a bit longer and I don’t want to carry it up when I go.”
“Sure.” He nodded, waving it in the air to the side of them. “Heavy, but perfectly balanced.” He peered at the elaborate carvings on the blade. “It looks old.”
She smiled. “It is. You really should rest.”
“I think perhaps you’re right. I’m going to go sleep for a bit longer.” With a sweeping bow that made her giggle behind her hand, he walked away. He looked back once to find her still watching him. Her cheeks blushed and she looked away, back toward the waterfall.
When he reached his chambers, he opened the door to find the lamps already lit. He shut the door and unstrapped his armor, fitting it piece by piece onto the shelves and bust set aside for it. “Where’s my helm?” he wondered, then saw it on the bed next to a small parcel. Eyes narrowed in curiosity, he picked it up and unwrapped the small silk ribbon that encircled the box. He pulled the top off of it to find—
—the Serpent’s Bane. His eyes widened, and he turned it over and over in his hands, scarcely believing it to be the real thing. He looked into the box once more to find a small note in unfamiliar handwriting that was neat but nondescript.
Just because you give your all
doesn’t mean you have to lose it all.
One hand stroked his chin as he stared down at the unsigned note. A smile crept across his face; deep, sincere and spreading from the corners of his mouth as he contemplated the possibilities in front of him.



 




EPILOGUE
Sanctuary stood before him, massive and foreboding. A fog had crept over the plains, blown by the wind. He looked at the ancient gates as he walked through them, feeling like a man stepping into his past, something he’d left far behind. Crumbling stones greeted him on the path to the entrance and the tall wooden doors had been torn from their hinges in the last attack.
The hallowed halls were silent when he walked through them. The foyer was abandoned, dark and filled with shadow. Each footstep was measured, every sensation was catalogued. Remembering the happier times, he cast his eyes to the lounge; scorch marks were all that was to be found there. He strode past the grand doors to the Great Hall. Massive tables overturned, the stained glass windows broken. He felt a pain deep inside and knew it was not physical.
Walking to the staircase, he climbed to nearly the top. Stepping out in front of the Council chamber, the ghost of a smile flitted across his features as he shouldered his way into the room.
It was more damaged than he could have imagined. The table, the rectangular one that had replaced the round one of old, was splinters. Chairs were completely upended or destroyed entirely. Tapestries had been torn from the walls, and the few remaining were not without damage. The windows were completely destroyed, flooding the room with fog and a brilliant view of the shrouded Plains of Perdamun.
Quelling his emotions, the warrior picked his way through the wreckage to far side of the room. He opened the door to the Council Archives, and beheld the smell of old parchment. This was the most intact room he had seen thus far. “Maybe the gods are with me,” he said, mocking voice echoing in the empty room.
He rifled through the books until he found one that interested him. Dragging one of the surviving comfortable chairs from the Council Chamber into the Archive, he sat down, opening the book to the first page.
The Journal of Vara — An Account of My Days With Sanctuary
Cyrus browsed the book, skipping through large parts of it, eventually finding what he was looking for.
Today I attended a dragon expedition gone horribly wrong. I was approached while in the markets of Reikonos by one of the most annoying disgraces to the title of paladin that I have ever observed. This bejeweled buffoon observed me in close attendance to Niamh and Orion, as well as Selene and asked if we would assist in mounting a strike upon a dragon in the Mountains of Nartanis.
“I don’t think so,” I sniffed. I confess, this highborn piece of flotsam irked me, as all do who measure themselves by class. One of the benefits of being born and raised in Termina is a healthy disrespect for the accoutrements of the elven caste system beloved by the rest of our dying kingdom.
There was a flicker in her eyes as she recognized me. “Vara?” she said. “You’re Vara!”
“I’ll thank you to keep your voice down,” I ordered. Funny image: me, a Terminan ordering a highborn elf to shut her mouth. She did. I looked around, a bit embarrassed at being recognized. I could tell by Orion’s reaction that Selene had told him about me; he was utterly unsurprised.
“Where are you planning to attack?” Niamh intervened.
The elf’s chin jutted out. “We’re planning an assault on the den of Ashan’agar, the former dragon king. There will be much in the way of treasure…” She prattled on and on for several more minutes, but when Orion offered her counsel on defeating the Dragonlord, her ears were suddenly deaf to even my entreaties.
I eyed her army as she walked away after we had told her we were uninterested. There were a large number of them, many fresh faced and innocent looking. As an emotion, I find pity most annoying; you cannot feel pity for someone who is at the same level as you. It requires you to look down on someone and consider yourself their superior in some way. I felt a great swell of pity for that army of hers. The odds were against them in their experience, in their leader — they seemed destined to die.
I caught a glimpse of a warrior, clad in black armor, across the mass of people. I hate human warriors. I find their arrogance to be nearly unmatched — in fact, only by my own. This human, however… there was something so familiar about him. He reminded me so of… you know who. I tried to look closer, but I couldn’t. Not without stalking up to him in the middle of Reikonos Square and grabbing his face so I could examine it.
It was for he I felt the greatest pity. I am young, but as an elf, I will look young when that warrior turns one hundred. He was young in appearance and fact. He was familiar to me in a way I can’t describe. Call it elven intution but I knew that I had to save his life.
“I cannot abide such a waste,” I said under my breath.
“It’s a shame,” Niamh said. “They’ll all be dead soon enough.”
“We have things to accomplish today,” Orion said.
“We should go along and save all we can when things go awry,” I said. It was not one of my better ideas. If you had asked me in that moment why I was suggesting this, I could not have defined it for you. If you had picked that warrior out of his group of friends, dragged him over to me and forced me to explain exactly, precisely, what it was about him that was causing me to (somewhat uncharacteristically, even for a crusader) lead my party into gravest danger against such odds, I could not have told you in that moment why.
“Are you mad?” Orion said, amazed. “This is certain death! Even a noble paladin must recognize such a hopeless cause.”
“I recognize no cause as hopeless,” I said, surprised to find it true. Perhaps I was not as cynical as I believed.
“They will die and they will take us with them,” Orion said. Selene stood at his shoulder, expression neutral. “That interferes with my other plans for today.”
“Niamh can stand ready to teleport us out when things go wrong.” I exhaled, annoyed at having to convince this tree herding so-called officer of Sanctuary to behave with honor. “We can save at least some of them.”
“No.” Orion shook his head. “We’re a group and I say we vote — and I vote nay.”
Niamh looked at him. “I vote we go. This is our purpose in Sanctuary, remember? We help those who can’t help themselves, and I don’t think I’ve seen a more obvious group in that department.”
“I think it’s obvious I vote yes,” I said. All of us turned to Selene, who had frozen in place. Her expression was peaceful, but her eyes were closed in deep contemplation. After a moment, she spoke.
“We follow shelas’akur,” Selene whispered. Orion’s face fell, but he gritted his teeth and came along.
When we reached the depths of the cave, Orion introduced himself to several people, trying to make inroads to save us time when the moment came that we had to take over to save their lives. When he began a conversation with the warrior, I was in a position to look at him, observe him. I fear I might have stared a bit too much, however.
He really did look a bit like… you know.
In battle, he was brave. I’m not reticent about fighting, but the warrior killed a rock giant singlehandedly through brilliant positioning. He’s a bit more action than brains, and I let him know that, but in truth… he is strong and skilled. He fought the Dragonlord from underneath with me and survived. More than that, he somehow resisted the Dragonlord’s coercion spell, his hypnosis. I had been told that it never failed against our races, that if you looked into the eyes of Ashan’agar, he would own you down to your very soul, forever.
The warrior not only shrugged off the coercion — he struck the Dragonlord’s eye from his body. Impressive. I have no idea how he managed to avoid becoming a slave to Ashan’agar’s will.
Naturally, I did not let the warrior know I found any of this impressive in the least. When it comes to a warrior such as this, too much reckless confidence can lead to quick death. Orion began to fawn over this warrior, Cyrus, begging him to join Sanctuary. I, on the other, was much more reserved in my reaction. I suspect he may even have found me to be a bit cold.
If only he knew.
Cyrus looked up from the journal. The script was beautiful, flowing. He flipped ahead, finding a passage of great interest, and stopped to read.
Alaric gauged my reaction carefully. “If you say there is something… special about this warrior, I believe you.”
“There is,” I said. “He is… he reminds me of… but he’s not the same as…” My voice trailed off. My thoughts were chaotic, annoying. My mind was so firmly under my control until he showed up on that damned dragon expedition. “He somehow broke through Ashan’agar’s mind control.”
Alaric’s reaction was immediate. “How?” the Ghost demanded.
My eyes fell in embarrassment. “I don’t know.”
He leaned forward, hands crossed in front of him on the table in the Council Chambers. “Very interesting. I confess, I had met one other with that particular strength, but that was…” a smile crossed his face, “…long ago.” He stood. “Very well. This warrior bears watching, then.”
Cyrus frowned and looked up from the journal. The skies had begun to darken, lengthening the shadows in the room. The fireplace sprung to light, followed by the mystical torches, one by one around the room. With a smile of appreciation, Cyrus continued his reading by the firelight. He skimmed until another passage caught his eye.
“He’s going to die!” I shouted at Alaric. The innkeeper in Nalikh’akur was a man of great discretion, and had shown me the utmost respect since our arrival, having known I was shelas’akur on sight. I heard the back door open and shut as he left me to my conflict with my Guildmaster. “He’s going to die right here in this inn, and there’s not a damn thing any of us can do about it!”
“This one has great strength: I doubt a simple fever will claim him.” Alaric studied me, his eye fixed on mine.
“While I will agree he is easily as stubborn as twelve mules, that does not make him immune to the laws of nature, Alaric.”
Alaric eyed me carefully. “Your conduct toward this warrior is most bizarre, my friend. You spar, you attack, you remonstrate and verbally eviscerate the man, yet in private you defend his conduct, his character and praise him with words that, were they to come out in public, would make you blush.” He folded his arms. “I am quite used to defending you for your verbal tirades but I am quite unused to you being less than candid with someone in this way.”
I looked down, unable to meet his gaze. “I… my history, as you know, is somewhat complicated.”
A nod. “I know.”
“I cannot… explain what it is about him,” I said, searching for the words.
A twinkle filled the old paladin’s eye. “I believe I could find a word, if pressed into choosing one.”
“Oh, shut up,” I told him, a bit cross.
“You will continue to attend him?” Alaric gazed at me with that eye that bored into my very soul.
“Until he’s fully recovered,” I agreed without hesitation.
The Ghost pursed his lips as he pondered his next words. “I will send Curatio to aid you as soon as I can spare him.” His hand came up to forestall the protest already making its way to my lips. “He is a healer. He can help. Cyrus’s life is at stake.”
I nodded in surrender.
Alaric turned to leave, placing his helm back on his head. As he turned to go, he paused and looked back at me. “I offer you this final piece of advice in the spirit of our longstanding friendship. Since the day we have met, I have had nothing but the utmost respect and affection for you…”
I blinked, not quite sure what to say.
“I tell you this now: however you feel about this man, know that the way you are treating him is driving him down the road of hating you.” I bit my lip. “You cannot spew the venom that you do and then be sweet and kind behind his back and expect to have any sort of relationship — friendship or otherwise.” The Ghost’s eye narrowed. “If you ever mean to be closer to him than you are, you must stop,” he sighed, “or at least try to cut back — on the biting repartee.” He left without another word.
I hate crying. And yet, after he left, I sat in the chair next to Cyrus and wept for the next three hours, staring at the warrior the whole time.
Cyrus blinked in astonishment as he pictured Alaric and Vara sparring at the inn in Nalikh’akur. Flipping a few more pages he found an entry that looked as though it had water spilled on it, then dried. Streaks had caused the ink to run.
I am actually crying as I write this. Damn the man. Damn him for scaring the hell out of me. When he vanished out of sight on the back of the Dragonlord, Vaste and I scanned the sky continuously. I confess, with great difficulty, that I was worried.
A small speck caught my eye first. “Over there!” I shouted as it grew in size. I realized it was the Dragonlord spiraling to the ground. “My gods, he’s actually done it,” I breathed.
“It would appear there’s more to our warrior friend than meets the eye,” Vaste said.
“Or less,” I said without any conviction. “It could be less,” I said in reaction to Vaste’s look. He didn’t believe me. Hell, I didn’t believe me. I took off toward the nearest peak, crossing hills for a closer look as the dragon continued to plummet. The descent slowed at the end but a tremendous crash could be heard throughout the mountains.
As soon as the impact was assured, I began an immediate descent of the slope in the direction of the sound, panic filling my senses. It took long minutes over the uneven ground of the Mountains of Nartanis, as well as much grumbling from Vaste (“Couldn’t we have just fought the dragon on the Plains of Perdamun?”) before we reached the site of the Dragonlord’s landing.
When I crested the last hill, my breath caught in my chest. Ashan’agar was stretched on his belly across the small valley, one wing ripped from his body and the other twisted at a sickening angle. The Dragonlord was breathing, a sad, rattling sound, and both his eyes were now missing. Without thought to my own safety, I ran down the hill, tripping several times and cutting my hand on one boulder.
I reached the dragon, who had moved only slightly since I had started my descent. Forgetting myself and that I had no weapon, I ran to the Dragonlord’s neck. “Where is he?” I asked, only then remembering I had no sword.
“Dead,” came a rattling pronouncement from the blinded Dragonlord. “I am triumphant.”
“Triumphant? You are blinded and dying!” I spat at him. Rage filled me. “Know this, Dragonlord: you were bested by a human warrior who fought you without assistance from any other. If that is your version of triumph then I would hate to be defeated under your definition.”
“I am not dead yet,” Ashan’agar rumbled. “And I am free. I have tasted the sky once more.”
“If I had my sword, I would kill you now,” I said, fury shaking my hands.
“For him?” the dragon needled.
“I would kill you for my own account.”
The dragon’s jaws snapped together and his head twisted toward me. Bones cracked as he moved. “Step closer; I will reunite you with your lover.”
“He’s not my…” My voice trailed off. “…lover,” I finished, inflection flat.
“He’s over here,” Vaste said from behind me.
I abandoned my conversation with the dragon and ran toward the troll, who stood above Cyrus’s shattered body.
“No no no no no.” I hit my knees by his side, grasping at him. I tore the helmet from his head and flung it aside, lifting his face to mine. I pressed my forehead to his, clutching him tightly, praying that the breath of life would be on his lips. He hung limp in my arms, tears falling from my eyes and splattering on the fallen warrior’s face.
“Would you like to compose yourself first or should I revive him now?” Vaste asked with a slight smile crooking his green face. I must confess, in my anguish I had quite forgotten about the resurrection spell. Seeing him lying there, I had only the thought that he might never speak again, that I might never argue with him… or tell him… I can’t even say it. I can’t even write it.
I sniffed and ran my hand across my eyes, dislodging the tears resting there. “Yes,” I said. “Please, do revive him.” I stood and dusted the ash and dirt from my greaves as the magical effect touched him and his pale skin flushed with the breath of life.
Cyrus blinked. He had known Vara for a long time, and to read her innermost thoughts was almost disconcerting. It did not fit well with his memories of the events in question; he had always ascribed her motives to hating him somewhere deep inside. To find it might not be true… He stroked the paper and closed the book, listening to the quiet shuffle of the pages brushing against each other. He set it aside and stood up, walking to the window.
Recalling the certainty he’d felt in that first year in Sanctuary, that strength of purpose, gave him pause. The feeling of confidence reached across the years and touched him where he stood, in the wreckage of this place he had called home, although it no longer had the power it once did. A tear ran down the warrior’s cheek at the memory of all that had been lost in the interceding years.
Out on the plains, the wind continued to whip under the gray skies and that same feeling came once more, the uncertain mixture of fear and regret, and the warrior in black looked across the horizon in hopes that soon — very soon — that feeling would be gone.
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1
 KAELYN
Kaelyn ran through the forest, clutching her bow, as above her the dragons shrieked and gave chase.
The night was dark; the treetops hid the moon and stars. Kaelyn could barely see. Her foot slammed into an oak’s root and she tumbled, cursed, and leaped back up. She kept running. Her quiver of arrows bounced across her back. When she looked up, she saw them there, shades of black above the canopy.
Damn it.
Five or more flew above, and they had picked up her scent. Kaelyn snarled and ran on. Branches slapped her face. Her ankle twisted atop a rock, and she cursed and nearly fell again.
Just keep moving, Kaelyn, she told herself. They can’t see you through the trees. The cave is near. There is safety there. Just don’t stop running.
Dirt and fallen leaves flew from under her boots. Even in the cold night, sweat soaked her leggings and tunic, and her long golden hair clung damply to her neck and cheeks. A stream of fire blazed above. Kaelyn ducked and rolled. The flames roared, lighting the night, and for an instant Kaelyn saw a thousand black trees, mossy boulders, and a fleeing deer.
“I see the girl!” rose a shriek above. “Right below. I want her alive!”
Then the fire was gone. Wings thudded and air blasted Kaelyn. Claws longer than swords tore at the trees. Wood cracked and branches flew. Two red eyes blazed, their light shining on fangs and black scales.
Kaelyn leaped to her feet. She nocked an arrow. She fired.
The arrow whistled and slammed into the dragon. The beast reared and howled and clawed the sky. Kaelyn turned and ran.
The trees blurred at her sides. Fire blazed behind her. The dragons swooped and claws uprooted trees. A bole slammed down before Kaelyn, showering splinters and broken branches, and she yelped and fell back. A dragon landed upon the fallen oak. Its maw opened, a smelter of molten fire, and light bathed Kaelyn, and heat blasted her.
She fired another arrow, hitting the dragon’s chest. The beast bucked and roared, spewing a fountain of fire. Kaelyn leaped, rolled down a rocky hill, and crashed into a tree. Pain exploded. She yelped, sprang back up, and fired a third arrow. She hit another dragon, then spun and kept running.
Damn it! she thought as she raced between the trees. Her heart thudded and her lungs ached. Her bruises blazed so badly that she ran with a limp.
They weren’t supposed to be here.
But somehow these beasts knew about the boy in the city. Somehow they knew Kaelyn would try to reach him. She cursed as she sprang between more collapsing trees. If these dragons reached Cadport first, and if they found the boy before she did…
“Then we are lost,” she whispered as she ran. “Then all hope is dead. Then the world will fall.”
She snarled and ran up a hill thick with oaks and maples.
So I will have to kill these dragons. And I will have to reach the boy before he’s found.
A howl tore the air above her.
“Kaelyn!” one dragon cried and laughed, a throaty sound like boulders tumbling. “Kaelyn, you little whore. Haven’t you learned you can never hide from me?”
Ice encased Kaelyn’s heart.
So the spies were right, she thought. Kaelyn had not wanted to believe, but now she saw the beast above her. It’s her. She knows. She’s here.
Flames roared. Blasting fire, a blue dragon swooped down before her, claws tearing trees and shattering boulders. Flames howled in an inferno. Red eyes burned. The beast’s maw opened wide, and it shot a stream of flame across the forest. Kaelyn ducked and screamed, and the fire blazed over her head.
There was no doubt now. It was her.
My sister.
Kaelyn fired an arrow.
The shard whistled, slammed against the blue dragon, and snapped. The beast only laughed, nostrils flaring and leaking smoke.
Kaelyn had not wanted to use her magic. Not today. If she had learned anything during the long years of resistance, it was this: As a human girl, she was sneaky and silent and could hide in shadows. Dragons were burly, their scales clattered, and their maws leaked fire that could be seen for leagues. Humans survived in the wild; dragons were hunted and died.
And yet no arrows or shadows would help her now. This was no ordinary dragon facing her, a mindless soldier with weak scales. Here before her, atop a pile of charred trees, roared Shari Cadigus herself.
My older sister. Princess of the empire. The most dangerous woman I know.
Kaelyn tightened her lips, narrowed her eyes, and summoned her magic.
Wings burst out from her back with a thud. Green scales flowed across her, clanking like armor. Her body ballooned. Her fingernails grew into claws, fangs sprouted from her mouth, and a tail flailed behind her. As her sister howled, a blue beast roaring fire, Kaelyn flapped her wings and took flight as a green dragon.
She crashed through the treetops. She burst into a burning sky. Three other dragons circled under the clouds; they saw her, roared fire, and dived her way. Below, her sister Shari burst from the trees, smoke wreathing her blue scales.
Oh bloody stars, Kaelyn thought.
She spewed her flames, raining them down upon Shari. The blue dragon howled as the fire crashed into her. The beast kept rising through the inferno. With a curse, Kaelyn began to fly higher, shooting up in a straight line. Beneath her, her sister and the others blew fire and soared in pursuit.
Kaelyn shot into the clouds. For a moment she could see nothing but the gray mist; she was hidden here.
A pillar of flame rose before her, piercing the sky and nearly roasting her. Kaelyn cursed and spun the other way. Another flaming jet rose there. She ducked and nearly fell from the cloud cover.
“There!” Shari cried below. Her voice rang across the sky, high-pitched and demonic. “I want her alive—grab her.”
Kaelyn flapped her wings. She rose a few feet, then leveled off and began flying south. At least, she thought she was heading south; she could barely tell within these clouds.
Stars save me, she thought. None of this should have happened. Oh, stars, none of this should have happened at all. They’ll be heading to Cadport now. They’ll find the boy. They’ll kill him. And it will be over.
Dragons shrieked before her. Jets of flame pierced the clouds like spears. Kaelyn bit down on a yelp. She kept flying, daring not blow her own fire.
They can’t see me, she thought. I’ll reach the boy before them. He’s our only hope.
She snarled and flew harder.
She had not thought more bad luck possible. As if the world itself conspired against her, the clouds began to thin.
Kaelyn dived and darted from wisp to wisp, trying to remain in cover. But it was no use. She was too close to the sea now. She could smell the salt on the wind. That salty air would lead her to Cadport and the boy who hid there.
It also dispersed the clouds, leaving her green scales to shimmer in the moonlight.
She looked over her shoulder.
She saw them there, the blue dragon and her three servants. A jet of fire blazed her way and Kaelyn ducked, barely dodging it. The heat blasted her. Claws reached out and grabbed her back leg, and Kaelyn yowled. She blew fire over her shoulder, hit the dragon who grabbed her, and tore herself free. She dived low. They followed.
A slim green dragon, she raced across wild grasslands, heading toward the sea. The grass bent under the flap of her wings, sending mice fleeing. The great blue dragon, a furnace of flame, and the three smaller black ones followed. Their fires blazed, and Kaelyn knew that she would die this night, and that with her the Resistance too would fall.
But no. Not yet. There! She saw it ahead—the hill and the cave. Hope bloomed inside Kaelyn like a flower from snow. She let out a cry, swooped, and flew toward the shelter.
Jets of fire blazed around her. Kaelyn darted like a bee, dodging them, until the cave loomed close. A blast of flame seared her tail, and she yowled but kept flying. With a roar, the green dragon shot toward the cave. It rose only as tall as a door, too small for a dragon to enter. Feet away from crashing against the hillside, Kaelyn released her magic.
Her wings and scales vanished. She shrank. She returned to human form. She rolled into the cave as a woman, sprang up, and ran into darkness.
A tunnel stretched before her.
Fire blasted behind.
Kaelyn raced around a bend in the tunnel and spun backward. The dragonfire crashed before her, hitting the stone walls and showering. Kaelyn took a few steps back. The heat bathed her, and she brushed sparks off her tunic and leggings. The flames kept roaring for a moment, then died.
Her sister’s shriek rose outside like a storm.
“Get in there, maggots! Bring her out alive, or by the Abyss, I’ll make a cloak from your skin. Go! Bring me the little trollop. I will break her.”
Her clothes smoldered, and her leg throbbed with pain, but Kaelyn drew an arrow. Her fingers shook so badly she could barely nock it.
The fires died. Outside the cave, Kaelyn heard the clank of scales become the clatter of armor. The four dragons had released their magic.
“Now we will fight as humans,” Kaelyn whispered. The tunnel walls closed in around her, too small for two to enter abreast. “One by one, I will slay you.”
She stood, waiting around the bend, fingers shaking and lungs burning with smoke.
Boots thumped into the cave. Steel hissed—swords being drawn from sheaths. Kaelyn snarled and tugged her bowstring back.
The first man emerged around the bend—one of Shari’s brutes. He towered above Kaelyn, a burly man clad in black steel. A red spiral blazed across his dark breastplate, and he clutched his dragonclaw sword. This one was a common soldier, no more than a thug.
Kaelyn’s arrow slammed into his breastplate, drove through the steel, and crashed into his chest.
The man fell, and Kaelyn reached into her quiver for another arrow. Before she could draw it, a second man raced around the bend.
This one too wore black armor, and a helm of steel bars shadowed his face. His sword swung, and Kaelyn leaped back. The blade whistled before her, missing her belly by an inch. She nocked her arrow and fired. The arrow scraped the man’s helmet, then slammed against the wall. The soldier cackled and swung his blade down.
Kaelyn scurried back and fell down hard. The man’s blade hit the floor between her legs, raising sparks. With a snarl, she drew her own sword, a silvery blade named Lemuria after the drowned isle of ancient gods. She leaped up and thrust her steel.
Lemuria scraped against the man’s breastplate, denting it. The brute grunted, spat, and swung his sword. He bore a longsword, thick and heavy, a blade for two hands; her sword was smaller and lighter, a single-handed weapon of thin steel. The blades clashed, spraying sparks, and Kaelyn growled.
No. I will not die here. The boy needs me. The Resistance needs me. She snarled. I will live.
She pulled her blade back, screamed, and fell to one knee. She drove Lemuria up. The blade crashed into the man’s armpit where his armor’s plates met.
Blood spurted. Snarling, Kaelyn drove her blade deeper, shoving it through the man’s armpit and into his chest. Blood dripped down her arm. She pulled her blade free, and the man crashed down dead.
With a thin smile, her blade red, Kaelyn walked around the bend to see the third man there.
She charged toward him, their blades clanged, and Kaelyn swung Lemuria low. She swept the man’s legs out from under him. He fell to his knees. With a shout, she drove her blade between the bars of his visor. Blood seeped out. The man gurgled, then fell silent.
Kaelyn stood panting. Her head spun and every breath sawed at her lungs.
Languid clapping sounded ahead. Kaelyn looked up.
At the cave’s entrance, her sister stood in human form.
“Shari Cadigus,” Kaelyn whispered. “Princess of the empire. The Blue Bitch.” Her lips twisted. “My sister.”
It had been years since Kaelyn had seen Shari, but the woman hadn’t changed. Shari was twenty-eight years old, a full decade older than Kaelyn, and the two sisters looked nothing alike. While Kaelyn was short and slim, Shari was tall and muscular. While Kaelyn had golden hair and hazel eyes, Shari sported a mane of brown curls and dark, blazing eyes. While Kaelyn wore gray leggings and a green tunic, the garb of a woodswoman, Shari wore black armor, a crimson cape, and steel-tipped boots.
A rebel and a soldier, Kaelyn thought. Sisters. Enemies to the death.
Shari laughed, hands on her hips. “The Blue Bitch! So they still call me that, do they? A reference to my dragon scales, I imagine.” She tapped her cheek. “You know, a man once called me that to my face. His skin still hangs somewhere in my closet.”
Kaelyn raised her bloodied sword. “Shari, if you take a step closer, I will stick this in your neck.”
A crooked smile twisted the older woman’s lips. She raised an eyebrow and nodded. “So we will play. Like we did as children. I will enjoy that.”
With a long, luxurious hiss, Shari drew her longsword. The blade was black and wisps of flame danced around it. The pommel was shaped as a dragonclaw, the crossguard like wings. Shari’s leather glove creaked as she twisted her fingers around the hilt.
Kaelyn snarled and fear flooded her. She remembered the “games” Shari had enjoyed playing when they were young. Kaelyn still bore the scars across her body—the scars of Shari’s blades, heated irons, and pincers, the toys of a sadistic youth who delighted in shedding her little sister’s blood.
But tonight I will be the one spilling her blood, Kaelyn swore. She snarled and raised Lemuria before her. Her blade was smaller, her arms were shorter, and she wore no armor, but Kaelyn swore this to her stars. Tonight I kill her.
Screaming, she ran down the cave toward Shari.
Her sister smirked, swung her sword, and the two blades crashed.
“Yes, scream for me!” Shari said and laughed. She pulled her blade back and thrust, and Kaelyn barely parried. “You always did scream as a child when I cut you. You sounded like a sow in heat; it was the best part.”
Kaelyn clenched her jaw and swung. Shari parried lazily, still smirking, her eyes mocking. Kaelyn tightened her lips.
Ignore her, she told herself. Ignore her taunts. Focus! Be one with the blade. Kill her.
She thrust her sword. Shari checked the blow.
“My my, you’ve grown feisty, little one.” Shari barked a laugh. “Do you remember that time I caught you trying to eat dinner before me? Do you remember how you screamed when I drove my fork down into your hand? So many tears you shed!”
Kaelyn snarled. “My hand still bears that scar. That hand now holds the blade that will kill you.”
With a grunt, she thrust Lemuria. Shari parried with a yawn.
“So far, not much luck there, beloved sister.” Shari smirked. “Are you growing tired already, little one? You look a little winded.”
Kaelyn swung her blade yet again, but Shari’s defenses seemed impenetrable. Damn it. Kaelyn was a competent swordswoman, but Shari’s skill with the blade dwarfed her own. Screaming now, Kaelyn swung again and again. The swords clanged, crashed against the cave walls, raised sparks, and kept flying. Shari wasn’t even attacking, just checking every blow.
She’s toying with me, Kaelyn realized.
Fear flooded her. Shari blocked the exit from the cave; fleeing was not an option here, yet how could she kill her sister? Shari hadn’t even broken out in a sweat, and Kaelyn was so tired; her clothes clung to her, her throat burned, and she panted.
“My sweet little Kae,” Shari said, and mock concern filled her eyes. “You look ready to collapse. Don’t you realize, little sister? Did you never know? Of course your silly little… what do you call it? The Resistance? Of course this little adventure of yours was doomed to fail.” She blocked another thrust and pouted. “Poor Kaelyn. Father will continue to reign. And I will follow him. And you, sweet sister, will wish that I’d killed you tonight. You will weep and beg for death many years from now, as you still hang in my dungeon, as my whips break your skin again and again.”
Finally Shari attacked.
Her face changed, all the mockery vanishing, and rage flooded her eyes. With a snarl, she thrust her blade.
Kaelyn screamed as she parried. The blow was a terrible thing, a bolt of lightning, a striking asp. Kaelyn barely deflected it. The two blades crashed together, one long and black, the other slim and silvery.
Shari thrust again, and Kaelyn grunted and raised her sword. Her blade clashed against Shari’s, but could not stop its onslaught. Kaelyn ducked and Shari’s sword nicked her ear. Pain blazed and Shari laughed.
“Yes, bleed for me, harlot!” She swung her sword downward. “Bleed a little before I drag you home and make you beg.”
Kaelyn leaped sideways and hit the cave wall. Shari’s blade bit Kaelyn’s hip, tearing her legging and drawing blood.
The memories pounded through Kaelyn: memories of a frightened, weeping child in a dark palace, memories of an older sister tying her, cutting her, and laughing as she wept. Tears stung her eyes.
No. Never again. You will never more torment me, Shari. You will never hurt me or anyone else.
The scar on her hand blazed, and Kaelyn screamed and drove Lemuria down in an arc.
Shari raised her sword. Kaelyn’s blade slid down Shari’s, raining sparks, and slammed into the older woman’s pauldron.
Lemuria was perhaps slim and short, but it was northern steel forged in dragonfire, the blade of a princess. It cracked open Shari’s armor and blood sprayed.
Shari screamed and fell back a step. Her eyes widened and she clutched her wound. Shock filled her eyes; she had obviously never imagined that Kaelyn could hurt her.
Kaelyn stood panting before her. She raised her blade, nodded, and smiled.
“Let us keep dancing,” she said. “Or have you had enough?”
Now the duel truly began.
Now Shari fought with a snarl, all amusement gone from her brown eyes.
Now blades flew like striking lightning, and they danced, and the ringing of steel filled the cave, and Kaelyn snarled and drove her sword forward again and again, all the pain of childhood and war and wounds pulsing through her. In her rage, she struck down her sister’s sword, screamed hoarsely, and slammed Lemuria so hard into Shari’s breastplate the steel crumpled like tin.
Shari gasped. She stood frozen and her sword clattered to the ground. Her eyes widened and her mouth worked silently, but no breath found her.
Eyes narrowed, Kaelyn swung her blade, prepared to finish the job.
Still gasping, her breastplate caved in, Shari leaped back, and Kaelyn’s blade sliced the air. Before Kaelyn could attack again, her sister turned, stumbled outside the cave, and shifted back into a blue dragon. She fled into the night.
For an instant, Kaelyn could not move. She wanted to chase. She wanted to run outside the cave, shift into a dragon too, and blow fire at her retreating sister. Yet for that instant, such pain and weariness filled her that Kaelyn could only stand panting. Her blade felt so heavy; she could barely hold it, and blood dripped down her thigh and cheek.
Be strong now. Pain can wait.
Kaelyn snarled, sucked in her breath, and raced outside the cave.
Shari was already distant, a squealing dragon coiling under the moon. Kaelyn did not know if she could even muster her magic now; she was too weak, too hurt. She ran, leaped into the air, and summoned the old magic with every last bit of will.
Pain exploded. Her magic coiled inside and she clung to it, refusing to release it. Scales flowed across her, and her wings beat, and Kaelyn flew into the night, a slim green dragon.
She could just make out Shari ahead under the stars; the blue dragon was flying north, no doubt to fetch reinforcement. When Kaelyn glanced over her shoulder, she saw the distant sea, the cliffs of Ralora, and the twinkling lights of Cadport, the city where the boy hid.
Stars damn it.
Kaelyn looked north and south, wings beating, breath rattling in her lungs.
Damn it, what do I do? Do I chase my sister? Do I slay the fabled Shari Cadigus, the cruel commander who killed so many of my men, who tortured me so many times? Or do I fly south to save the boy before the might of the Regime falls upon his city?
Kaelyn roared fire in frustration.
After all these years, she lusted to finally slay her sister. But her own vengeance would have to wait.
“Saving the boy is what matters now,” she said into the darkness. “If the Regime approaches the city at night, or if they’re already there… they will take him. And all hope will fall.” Kaelyn snarled at the north where she could still see her sister fleeing. “This is not over, Shari. I will face you again. And next time, my blade will pierce your heart.”
Kaelyn spun in the sky.
She flew south.
She flew to that distant port city. To the boy. To Rune Brewer and to hope.



 




2
 RUNE
It was the last night Rune Brewer would see his best friend. He walked beside her along the beach, not sure how to say goodbye.
The moon glowed full overhead, haloed with winter mist. The light shone upon the sea, drawing a path into the black horizon. The waves whispered, their foam limned with moonlight. With every wave, strings of light glimmered, formed new shapes, and faded upon the sand.
“Do you know why I like the sea?” Tilla said softly, watching the waves.
Rune looked at her. The moonlight fell upon her pale face, illuminating high cheekbones, large dark eyes, and lips that rarely smiled. Her hair blew in the breeze, black and smooth and cut the length of her chin. She wore a white tunic, a silvery cloak, and a string of seashells around her neck. She was tall and thin—too thin, Rune thought. They were all too thin here.
“Because it’s always different,” Rune answered.
She turned to look at him. “Yes. Have I told you before?”
He smiled thinly. “Only a hundred times.”
“Oh.” She turned back toward the water. “Tonight the moonlight glows on the foam. Last night the sea was very dark; I couldn’t even see it. Sometimes in the mornings there are many seashells, and the waves are shallow and warm and golden in the dawn. Sometimes the water is deep and the sand clear, and the waves near me are gray, and those far away are green. Sometimes there are crabs on the sand and fish in the water; other times life is hidden. Tomorrow there will be a new sea here.”
Rune heard what she did not add. But I will not see it. I will be far away. He wanted to tell her that he would walk here tomorrow, that he would write to her about the water, that someday she might return and see the waves again. But the words would not come to his lips. Somehow speaking about tomorrow felt wrong, felt too sad, too dangerous.
So they only kept walking. Silent. The waves whispered. The remnants of old battles littered the beach: the rotted hull of a ship, wooden planks rising like whale ribs; a cracked cannon where crabs hid; an anchor overgrown with moss; and the shattered sabers of fallen sailors. Old wars. Old memories. Nothing but rot and rust in the sand.
Finally they saw the cliffs ahead, rising black in the night. As children, Rune and Tilla would often play under these cliffs, imagining the old battles fought here. They said that seven hundred years ago Elethor, the legendary king, had fought the tyrant Solina upon these cliffs. They said that the dead still whispered here, their bodies buried under the waves.
Rune and Tilla kept walking. Finally the cliffs loomed to their left. To their right, the waves whispered and raced across the sand. Here they stopped, turned toward the water, and stood still. A cold wind blew from the sea—it was the first moon of winter—and Rune hugged himself.
He smiled. “Tilla, do you remember how we used to play here as children? I always pretended to be King Elethor, and you were the wicked Queen Solina. Remember how we would fight with wooden swords?”
A thin smile touched her lips, but there was no joy to it. “Of course you always made me play the villain.”
He raised his hands in indignation. “You wanted me to play the queen?”
Her smile widened and finally some warmth filled it. “Yes. I did. I think you would have looked nice in a dress.”
He gave her a playful push. She fell back a step and sighed.
They sat in the sand. Rune opened his pack and pulled out a skin of ale—he had brewed it himself—and a wheel of cheese. Tilla’s eyes widened to see it.
“Rune,” she whispered. “Where did you get that?”
He shrugged and winked. “I have my ways.”
Cheese was a luxury these days. Years ago, when Rune had been a child, he remembered eating cheese every day. But since the war had begun and trade died, cheese was rare as gold.
But this night was rare.
This was Tilla’s last night home.
They shared the cheese silently, sitting side by side, watching the waves. They drank the ale. They had eaten here many times, the cliffs to their backs, the waves ahead. They could always talk here for hours, laugh, tell stories, play with the sand, and whisper of all their dreams.
Tonight they ate silently.
When their meal was done, they sat watching the water. Rune wanted to say so many things. He wanted to tell Tilla to be careful. He wanted to tell her that he’d see her again someday. He wanted to say goodbye. But his throat still felt so damn tight, and his lips so frozen, and his chest felt wrong, as if his ribs were suddenly too small.
Just say something, he told himself, staring at the waves. Just… just make this a good memory for her, tell her stories, or laugh with her, or… stars, don’t just be silent!
He turned toward her, prepared to tell some old joke to break their silence, when he saw a tear on her cheek.
She was not weeping. Her lips did not tremble. Her eyes did not flinch. She only sat there, staring ahead, still and silent like a statue. Only a single tear glimmered on her cheek, not even flowing, just frozen there like part of the sculpture.
“Tilla,” he said softly. “It… will be all right. It—”
She turned toward him, her face like marble in the moonlight.
“No, Rune,” she said. “None of this is all right. None of this has been all right for years.” She looked aside and her fists clenched in her lap. “This stupid, stupid war, and this stupid red spiral, and…” She looked back at him, reached out, and grasped his arm. “It wasn’t always like this, Rune. I know. My father told me. Before the Cadigus family took over, there was trade here. Ships sailed this sea—tall ships from distant lands, ships with huge sails like dragon wings, and they brought cheese to Cadport, and fruits, and silks, and jewels, and my father had work then. He sold so many ropes to those ships. He showed me paintings of them, secret ones he keeps in the cellar. Stars, Rune! Those ships had so many ropes on them. It wasn’t like today when we sell only a few ropes a year to farmers. And your father too, Rune—so many merchants visited his tavern, and they all wanted to taste his brew, and he was wealthy then. Both our families were wealthy; all of Cadport was. Only it wasn’t even called Cadport then. It was called Lynport, and—”
“Tilla!” he said. He placed a finger against her lips. “You know we can’t say that word. We—”
She pulled his finger away. Her eyes flashed. “And why not? Why can’t we speak the old name of our town? Why can’t we look at paintings of ships, but have to hide them? Why can’t we ever say, Rune, that things were better then, that maybe the Cadigus family didn’t help us, that—”
Rune leaped to his feet. “Tilla! Please.”
His heart pounded. Memories flashed through him. Somebody else in Cadport—and stars damn it, it was called Cadport now, like it or not—had once spoken like that. The fool had drunk a few too many ales at the Old Wheel Tavern, which Rune owned with his father. After his tenth drink, the red-faced loomer had begun to blabber about the old days, the one thing you were never to speak of.
“Back then, now, I could sell fabrics all over the world,” he had bragged, teetering as he waved about his mug of ale. “Ships came, picked ‘em up, and I got paid silver. That’s called trade, it is. And no bloody fortress rose on the hill.” He guffawed and spat. “No damn soldiers on every street in Lynport. Yeah, you heard me!” He waved his mug around, spraying ale. “Stand back, scoundrels, I won’t be silent! Lynport our town was called then, named after Queen Lyana Aeternum, not after that bloody bastard Cadigus or whatever the Abyss his name is.”
A crowd gathered around him. Wil Brewer, Rune’s father, tried to pull the drunkard back into his seat. Rune himself begged him to be silent. All around, the other townsfolk hissed at the man to sit down.
But the soldiers who drank here did not hiss. They did not beg. They only stared, then rose, then grabbed the drunkard.
Rune never forgot that evening. He never forgot how the drunk loomer had screamed in the city square. He never forgot the cracks as the hammers descended. When his bones were broken, the soldiers slung the loomer’s mangled limbs through the spokes of a wagon wheel. They hung that wheel from the courthouse and guarded it. The screams sounded all night, and all the next day, and it was night again before the loomer finally died.
That had been years ago, but tonight Rune still heard those screams. When he looked at Tilla, he could still hear those bones crack.
“Tilla, please,” he whispered. “Please.”
Her chest rose and fell. Her eyes still flashed. But when he held her hands, she let out a long sigh, and the flames in her eyes died, and she lowered her head.
“Rune,” she whispered.
Her hands were warm in his, calloused from the ropes she wove. She had long, pale fingers that Rune could not imagine gripping a sword. How could this young woman, a mere ropemaker, his best friend, pick up weapons and go to war? They had played with wooden swords here many times, but this was real, and this stung his eyes and squeezed his chest.
“Rune,” she whispered again. “Rune, I’m scared.”
Tilla had been his friend all his life, and Rune had spent countless hours playing, laughing, and talking with her, yet he had never—not once—embraced her. Today he pulled her into his arms, and he held her, and she was warm against him, and he stroked her hair and marveled at its softness.
“I know, Tilla,” he said. “I’m scared too. But it will be fine. I promise you, Tilla. Everything will be fine.”
He was lying. She knew he was lying; he was sure of that. But it was what she needed to hear now, and so Rune repeated it, again and again, holding her close as the waves whispered.
“It can’t happen twice to one family, right, Rune?” She looked at him with her large dark eyes, and suddenly she was no longer eighteen, a solemn young woman, but a child again. “It’s impossible, right?”
He squeezed her hands. “You’ll be safe, Tilla. The Resistance is small now; most of the resistors are dead. You won’t have to fight. You’ll train a lot, and you’ll learn how to use a sword, but it will just be training. The war is dying down.”
Rune still remembered the funeral. Five years ago, when the rebellion against the Cadigus family had flared, many of Cadport’s people had been pulled out of workshops and farms, thrust into the army, and sent off to fight. Tilla’s brother had been one of them. They had not heard from him for three years. Then one winter morning, soldiers from the north arrived in Cadport, carrying the young man in a coffin.
Hundreds had come to the funeral, Rune remembered. They had covered the cemetery, weeping and praying, and stars, how Tilla’s parents cried. Even Rune cried that day. Only Tilla did not shed tears. She stood silent and still that day, staring at the coffin as they lowered it underground. Since then, she had rarely smiled and perhaps never laughed.
But it won’t happen twice in one family, Rune told himself. Tilla is eighteen now, and she will be a soldier, and she will train in some distant cold fort, but she will live. And someday, even if it’s years from now, I will see her again.
“Rune,” she said, “do you think maybe… maybe in a few moons, when you’re eighteen too, you might end up in the same fort?” She gave him a crooked smile. “Wouldn’t that be something?”
He snorted a laugh. “There are only… what, about a hundred million forts in the empire?”
She shook her head and sighed. “Not that many, Rune. Not that many. Let’s pretend, okay? Let’s pretend. I would like that. I would like us to be in the same fort. Maybe if you ask them, Rune, maybe they’ll let you.” She grabbed his hands and squeezed them. “Will you promise me? Promise you’ll ask them. They keep records of these things, Rune. They know where every soldier is stationed. Tell them you want to serve with Tilla Roper of Cadport. Tell them. Promise me.”
Rune did not like thinking about his own enlistment. He was still a few moons shy of eighteen; tomorrow morning, when soldiers arrived from the capital to take Cadport’s newest adults, he would still be too young. But in the summer, when they came again, he would be old enough. And he too would be given a sword. And he too would be sent off to some distant fort to train and to fight the Resistance.
No, Rune did not want to think about summer yet; summer still lay too far away, and this was bad enough, this was all the sadness and fear he could handle this night.
Tilla’s eyes were large and damp as she stared at him. Her fingers clutched him desperately. Her breath shook. Tilla had always been somber, quiet, and reflective; she rarely spoke to the other girls in town but called them vapid and silly.
I’ve always been her only friend, Rune thought. And she’s always been mine.
“I promise,” he said. “I will ask to serve with Tilla Roper of Cadport. I will see you again, Till. I promise you.”
She pulled him into an embrace.
The only two embraces of our lives, he thought, both on one night.
In the silence he could hear the waves again, and the wind billowed her hair so that it brushed his cheek, and when he tucked it back behind her ears, he found himself kissing her. She trembled against him, and her lips opened, and though they had never kissed before, this felt as familiar as her eyes or the memory of her smile. It was not a kiss of passion. It was not a kiss of fire or love or sex. It was sadness. It was salt and tears. It was goodbye.
“Rune,” she whispered, “fly with me. One last flight. Like we used to.”
He nodded and whispered, “One last flight.”
It was years since the Cadigus family had outlawed the old magic. Only soldiers could shift now, and only when flying to battle. If others were caught using the old magic, they would not be left to die upon a wheel; they would be dragged into a dungeon and tortured for moons, maybe for years, before being allowed to die. But this night, in darkness between cliff and sea, all fear left Rune.
One last flight. Like we used to fly.
They stood up in the sand, walked several paces apart, and faced each other. The wind blew their hair and the waves sprayed them with mist.
Tilla shifted first. She closed her eyes and let the magic fill her. White scales like mother-of-pearl flowed across her, gleaming in the moonlight. Wings unfurled from her back, a tail sprouted behind her, and she grew until she towered above him. She stood in the sand, a pearl dragon with sad eyes.
It had been a long time since Rune had let the old magic fill him, the magic that flowed from the stars. Today he let the warmth fill him like mulled wine. He sucked in his breath, raised his head, and let the dark scales rise and clank across him. His fingernails grew into claws, and he felt his teeth lengthen and wings rise from his back. It felt as familiar and warm as her kiss, and he stood before her in the sand, a black dragon.
He lowered his head and nuzzled her, and she gave him a sad smile, and they took flight.
They were children of Requiem. They were Vir Requis, an ancient race blessed with starlight. For thousands of years, their people had flown as dragons, free and wild over forest and mountain. Today they flew in darkness, alone and afraid under the Draco constellation, stars of their fathers.
Their wings scattered the waves below. They rose higher until they glided over the sea, two dragons, black and white. They rose above the cliffs. Rune could see for miles along the shore and all the distant lights of Cadport.
Years ago, when they would first fly here, they would circle the moon and pretend that they could almost reach the stars. These days too many eyes could be watching the skies, and so they flew low over the water. They watched their shadows scuttle over the moonlight, and the cold salty night filled their lungs.
He looked at her. She looked back with a soft smile. They kept racing over the sea, flying south away from Cadport, away from what awaited her tomorrow, away from a place where no ships sailed, where not enough ropes could be sold, where drunk loomers screamed upon wheels and brothers returned in coffins. They flew over the water, and Rune wished they could keep flying forever, streaming forward until they reached whatever distant lands ships had once sailed from.
And why not? Rune thought. Why can’t we just keep flying? Why can’t we see what lands we find?
He looked ahead into the darkness, and a sigh clanked his scales.
No—those distant lands of ships and merchants had burned long ago. There was no more wonder in the world. Only this empire. Only the iron fist of the Cadigus family. There was no more light in the world, and no matter how far they flew, they could not escape the darkness.
But we can fly together one last night. Like we used to. Me and her.
They flew until the shore and the lights of Cadport disappeared behind them, then turned and flew back, landed upon the beach, and released their magic. They stood on the sand, a boy and girl again, and he held her hand.
“We will fly together again, Tilla Roper,” he said.
She touched his cheek. “Remember this night, Rune. No matter what happens, remember how we kissed, and how we flew together, and even if we fight, and we bleed, and we’re very alone and afraid, know that we have this memory. Know that we must stay alive so we can fly here again.”
He wanted to say more, but could not speak; his eyes stung, and his throat tightened, so he only kissed her again and held her close as the waves lapped at their feet.
They walked back home in darkness, hand in hand.
Nobody knew whether Cadport, with its fifty thousand souls, was a city or a town. It was a common argument among its people; most elders longingly spoke of their rustic town, while youngsters boasted of their modern city. Whatever it was, tonight Cadport’s brick walls, cobbled streets, and seaside boardwalks seemed dark and lonely to Rune. It was his hometown, but tomorrow it would feel empty.
When Tilla stepped back into her small home, Rune stood outside for long moments, then turned and walked alone down the silent streets. His throat still felt tight, and his lips were cold.
Instead of returning to his own home, he walked to the old port. He stood on the cobblestones and placed his hand upon an old iron cannon that pointed to the sea. Rune stared into those dark waters. He tried to imagine days long ago when ships sailed here, Tilla’s father sold his ropes, his own father served ale to merchants, and life and laughter had filled this city, not soldiers and broken men on wheels and boys returning home in coffins. Rune’s eyes stung and he could barely fathom that tomorrow night, he would walk on the beach alone, and Tilla would be gone—maybe for years, maybe forever.
“We were called Lynport then,” he whispered. “And ships sailed here. And none of this would have happened.”
But that had been long ago. It had been a different world. It was best to forget. Remembering brought pain, danger, and hammers that cracked bones.
Rune turned away from the water. He walked to the tavern that was his home. He stepped into the empty common room, walked upstairs to his chamber, and tried to sleep. But he could only lie awake, thinking of Tilla and her brother and what would happen in summer.



 




3
 TILLA
She stood in the city square, hands clasped so tightly she thought her fingers would snap.
Be strong, Tilla, she told herself. Do not show fear now. Even if your heart trembles, and even if your chest feels so tight you can hardly breathe, you must hide it. If you show weakness now, they will crush you.
The others crowded around her—six hundred youths her age, all just turned eighteen this year. Their faces were pale. Their lips trembled. Tears flowed down one girl’s face, and another girl was sobbing into her palms. A few boys huddled together, snickering and speaking of killing rebel men and bedding rebel women, but they too were scared; Tilla saw the sweat on their foreheads and the tremble to their fingers.
They laugh to hide their fear, she knew. They will stop laughing soon.
The Regime’s soldiers surrounded the square, sealing in the youths of Cadport like wolves surrounding deer. They wore armor of black steel, the breastplates emblazoned with the red spiral, sigil of Emperor Frey Cadigus. Steel spikes tipped their boots, and steel claws grew from their vambraces. Crimson capes fluttered behind them. On their left hips, they bore swords with dragonclaw pommels. On their right hips, they bore their punishers, the tips crackling with lightning.
That last weapon scared Tilla more than the steel claws or blades. Each of these batons, their grips wrapped in leather, ended with a ball of spinning energy. Tilla had once seen soldiers torture a fisherman with their punishers. The man had writhed, wept, and screamed so loudly the whole city heard; his flesh still bore the scars.
They are demons, Tilla thought, looking upon these soldiers of the empire. They were created to kill, to torture, to destroy. She gripped her fingers so tightly she winced with pain. And they will turn me into one of them.
One soldier, a burly man who stood across the square, met her gaze.
Tilla froze.
The man’s eyes were dead; his stare chilled her like a blast of winter through a door. He was easily the largest of the soldiers, probably the largest man Tilla had ever seen. He hunched over as if his arms were so beefy his back bent under their weight. Even so, he towered above the men around him; he must have stood almost seven feet tall. Lines creased his olive skin, and scars rifted his stubbly head. Dark sacks hung under his eyes, and his brow thrust out like a shelf. His armor was crude, all mismatched plates and chainmail cobbled together, and he bore no sword. Instead he carried an axe—not even an elegant battle-axe, but the heavy axe of a lumberjack, forged for felling trees.
This one must be Beras, Tilla thought with a shiver, unable to tear her eyes away. She had heard of him; everyone in this city had. Lowborn, once an outlaw, Beras was infamous for raping and strangling a girl two towns over. The Cadigus family had hunted him down… and employed him.
The brute kept staring at Tilla, his eyes blank, his expression dead. There was no humanity in Beras’s eyes, no rage, no hatred, just cold ruthlessness. Tilla forced her eyes away and found that she had held her breath.
“Tilla!” whispered a girl beside her, a short and demure cobbler named Pery. “Tilla, what fort will they send us to?”
Tilla shook her head free of thoughts, blinked, and glanced at the girl. Pery was a pale, mousy thing, barely larger than a child. Her hair was so pale it was nearly white, and her eyes seemed too large above her gaunt cheeks. Her fingers were slim and quick, accustomed to helping her father make shoes. Could those small fingers ever wield a sword? Pery looked up, a foot shorter than Tilla and trembling like a rabbit cornered by a fox.
“I don’t know, Pery,” Tilla said softly. “They’ll sort us when they’re ready.”
Pery’s eyes swam with tears, and her fingers clutched at Tilla’s tunic. “But… I can’t go too far. I can’t. My father needs my help at the shop. His joints hurt, and his fingers don’t move quickly anymore, and…” She sniffed. “Tilla, do you think they’ll station me at Castellum Acta here in Cadport—the little fort on the hill—so I can go home at nights to help him?”
“Maybe,” Tilla said and patted the shorter girl’s arm. “Maybe, Pery. Let’s just wait and see.”
Pery nodded, bit her lip, and lowered her head.
Dozens of other girls stood around them. Tilla stood tallest among them; she had always thought herself far too tall. Today she found her height useful. She looked over the heads of the others, scanning the crowds that stood behind the soldiers. Parents, siblings, or just curious townsfolk stood in the city streets, peering into the square. A few even stood upon roofs or gazed from tall windows. Many mothers were weeping and waving at their sons and daughters. Some fathers were beaming with pride and speaking about how their sons would slay resistors; most fathers looked as tearful and worried as their wives.
Tilla’s own father did not stand here.
I saw my son recruited in this square five years ago, he had told Tilla last night. He never returned.
Tears had filled the old ropemaker’s eyes, and Tilla had embraced him and whispered her goodbyes. He was not here today, but her father was in her heart; she would carry his love to wherever this war took her.
There was one more man in her life, and this winter morning, Tilla sought him, scanning the crowd of faces.
“Where are you?” she whispered.
Finally she saw him in the crowd, and her heart gave a twist.
Rune Brewer stood in an alley a few hundred feet away. Two soldiers stood before him, separating the new recruits from the crowd of onlookers; Tilla could only glimpse half of Rune’s face. He leaned sideways, stood on his tiptoes, and gazed between the soldiers.
Tilla’s eyes locked with his.
She wanted to wave to him. She wanted to mouth a goodbye. The youths around her were reaching out to friends and family, waving and weeping. But Tilla could only stand still.
Stars, she thought, fire blazing inside her. She wanted to do something, even shed a tear. And yet she could only stand frozen, staring at Rune over the hundreds of youths, and he only stared back, frozen too. Their stare seemed to last an era, and though still and solemn, his eyes cried out to her. They spoke of their lives: of wrestling together as children on the floor of the Old Wheel Tavern; of forbidden flights over the sea at night; of Rune sneaking bread rolls and porridge over to Tilla’s house when they could just not sell enough rope; and finally of what had happened last night, their first kiss, a memory Tilla knew would anchor her during the years ahead.
And then soldiers stepped in front of him, severing their gaze, and Tilla thought: I won’t see him again for years. Maybe never again. Her eyes stung and she blinked. My brother never came home. He left us from this very square, and we never saw him again. Will I ever return?
Wings thudded above, interrupting her thoughts.
A roar sounded across the city.
Tilla looked up and clenched her jaw.
A blue dragon flew above, still distant but diving fast toward the square. The dragon was female; her horns were shorter than those of a male dragon, and her was body slimmer but no less powerful. A wake of smoke and flame trailed behind the beast.
Within an instant, the blue dragon was circling above the square. She howled a cry so loud, people across the city covered their ears and grimaced. The dragon’s wings blasted Tilla’s hair and filled her nostrils with the scents of ash, smoke, and oil. The dragon flew so low her claws nearly toppled the roofs of buildings. With another roar, she blew fire, forming a flaming ring around the square. The flames crackled, blasting Tilla with heat, then descended as a wreath of smoke.
Many youths cowered and whimpered. Since the Cadigus family had taken the throne, only soldiers were allowed shift into dragons; the magic was forbidden to everyone else, and many here had never seen a dragon display its might with flame and roar. At her side, Pery mewled and covered her head, but Tilla only stood tall and stared up at the blue beast.
This one is boastful, she thought and narrowed her eyes. This one delights in fear. This one I will watch out for.
Across the square rose Cadport’s courthouse, a building of marble columns. Tilla’s father would whisper that once, before the Regime, this had been a temple to the Draco constellation, the stars of Requiem. Today the banners of Cadigus hung from the building’s balcony, black and long and emblazoned with the red spiral. With a final blast of fire, the blue dragon descended toward the courthouse, shifted into an armored woman, and landed upon the balcony.
The woman stood before the crowd, and Tilla sucked in her breath.
“Stars damn it,” she whispered.
She knew this woman who stood on the balcony. She had seen this one in a dozen paintings; by imperial decree, they hung in Cadport’s courthouse, guildhalls, and even Rune Brewer’s tavern.
The Demon of Requiem. The Princess of Pain. The Blue Bitch.
“Shari Cadigus, the emperor’s daughter,” Tilla whispered.
Heir to the empire, Shari wore the garb of a soldier. She stood tall in leather boots and clad in black steel. Her breastplate sported the red spiral. Upon her hips hung her weapons: a black longsword and a punisher wrapped in red leather. A mane of brown curls cascaded down her shoulders, and her dark eyes stared upon the crowd in amusement; Tilla could see that amusement even standing a hundred yards away.
What was Shari Cadigus herself doing here? Every winter and summer, Tilla had come to this square to see youths drafted into the Legions. She had stood here seeing her cousins, her brother, and so many other townsfolk taken to distant forts to fight and die. Yet it was always some old, gruff soldier who arrived to lead the youths north. What was Requiem’s princess herself doing here, so many leagues away from the glory of the capital?
Shari raised her right fist high, then slammed it against her breastplate.
“Hail the red spiral!” the princess shouted, voice ringing.
All across the square, hundreds of youths, eighteen years old and pale and shaky, repeated the salute. Hundreds of fists thumped simultaneously. Tilla hit her chest so hard, a gasp of pain fled her lips.
I will give the salute, she thought. But my heart does not belong to the red spiral. It does not serve Emperor Frey or his daughter. My heart belongs to my father and his ropes, to Rune and his tavern, to secret flights above the water and a kiss I will not forget.
Shari lowered her fist to her hip, nodded, and looked over the crowd. A thin smile played across her lips. Her head moved from side to side, scanning the youths. When her gaze fell upon Tilla, the princess nodded and pointed.
“There!” Shari barked at Beras, the burly soldier with the scarred, stubbly head; he stood below the balcony, axe in hand. “That one, Beras. Bring me that one.”
Tilla stood frozen. Her heart thrashed. She could barely even breathe.
Beras’s eyes remained dead and shadowed under his brow. With a grunt, he shifted into a dragon.
He was easily the largest dragon Tilla had ever seen, a beast of bronze scales, spikes, and black horns. The creature took flight, grunting and snorting smoke, and swooped toward the crowd.
When Beras flew directly above Tilla, he reached out claws like swords.
Tilla winced, ducked, and a yelp fled her lips.
Beside her, Pery screamed.
The claws closed, wings beat, and the bronze dragon soared. It took Tilla half a moment to realize she still stood in the square, hunched over and drenched in sweat.
Pery no longer stood beside her. Beras now flew with the cobbler’s daughter in his claws.
Thank the stars.
Tilla couldn’t help it. She breathed out a shaky breath of relief… and hated herself for it.
The bronze dragon howled and beat his wings, blasting the crowd with waves of stench. In his claws, Pery screamed and begged.
“Bring her to me!” Shari commanded, still standing on the balcony in human form. She laughed. “Place that mouse before me.”
The youths in the square stood still, faces pale. The crowd behind them, separated from the youths by the soldiers, stirred and whispered. A graying woman reached out her hands—Pery’s mother.
Beras flew to the balcony, hovered before it, and tossed Pery down. The girl thudded onto the balcony and mewled. With a grunt, the dragon flew down, landed outside the courthouse, and shifted back into human form. He stood still, clutching his axe.
“Stand up, darling!” Shari said to the fallen girl. “Stand up—you are a daughter of Requiem! Stand before me, child.”
Pery rose to her feet and stood before the princess. She looked so small and frail, a good foot shorter than Shari, and wispy in her tunic next to Shari’s armor and blades. The girl trembled and whimpered.
Be silent! Tilla thought, watching from the square. Her heart pounded. Don’t show her any weakness, Pery. You must be a soldier today.
Tilla wanted to shout out to her friend. She wanted to shift into a dragon too, to fly to the balcony, to shake Pery and slap her until she stood strong and silent. And yet she dared not. Danger hung in the air. A wrong movement meant death now. All around the square, the people stood frozen; not a whisper rose.
Upon the balcony, Shari’s face softened. Her lips pouted. The princess looked like a woman who saw a mewling, kicked puppy that begged to be hugged. She reached out and, with gloved fingers, caressed Pery’s hair.
“Are you frightened, child?” Shari asked.
No! Tilla thought. No, Pery, no. Tell her that you’re brave, tell her you’re strong.
Pery looked around nervously. Her eyes scanned the crowd, and they fell upon Tilla, and the girl whispered something Tilla could not hear.
“My child!” Shari said. She touched Pery’s chin and turned her face back toward her. “Don’t seek answers there. Simply speak the truth. Are you frightened?”
Pery lowered her eyes, bit her lip, and nodded.
“I thought so,” Shari said. She leaned over and kissed Pery’s forehead.
A scream fled Pery’s lips.
Shari stepped back with a smile.
No. Stars no, stars no. Standing below in the crowd, Tilla shook, and her heart thrashed, and tears filled her eyes. Oh stars no.
A dagger, its pommel shaped as a dragonclaw, thrust out of Pery’s chest.
Tilla couldn’t help it. She cried out.
“Pery!”
Everything seemed to happen at once.
Pery fell, blood gushing. Princess Shari stood above her and laughed. Pery’s parents cried out below, reached toward her, and wailed, and soldiers dragged them into an alley. The crowd rustled and whispered. A girl not far from Tilla fainted. One man shouted and tried to run toward the courthouse, but soldiers held him back.
Tilla stood frozen, fingers trembling, and her eyes widened. She had not thought things could get worse. She had not imagined greater terror. She gasped and covered her mouth and her eyes stung.
“No,” she whispered. “Oh stars no.”
Shari knelt above the body, snarling and laughing. She had pulled the dagger free and thrust it into Pery’s neck. More blood gushed. Shari hissed as she sawed back and forth. Finally she lifted Pery’s severed head and held it above the crowd.
“See what happens to the weak!” Shari shouted and laughed. Blood splashed her face, and the severed head dangled and dripped in her hand. “See what happens to cowards!”
Some people wailed and tried to flee; soldiers grabbed them. One man—Tilla recognized him as Pery’s uncle—began driving through the crowd. Soldiers twisted his arms, and one drove a punisher into his back; the man collapsed and screamed, his flesh smoking. Above the commotion, Shari laughed and tossed the head off the balcony.
It arced through the air and slammed down by Tilla’s feet, splattering blood.
Tilla closed her eyes, clenched her fists, and swallowed a lump in her throat. A tear streamed down her cheek.
I’m sorry, Pery. I’m sorry. May your soul find its way to our starlit halls of afterlife.
“Beras, bring me another one!” Shari’s voice rang above. “That one—the one who cried out, the tall one beside the head. Bring me her!”
Tilla’s eyes snapped open.
The bronze dragon swooped toward her.
Tilla winced and sucked in her breath. Beras’s claws closed around her, and the beast lifted her.
They flew above the crowd. Strangely, no fear filled Tilla as the dragon carried her toward the balcony. Perhaps after seeing Pery’s death, after flying in the night with Rune, and after losing her brother to the war, no more fear could fill her. The crowd spread below, a gray sea, and Tilla looked back, trying to find Rune. Before she could locate him, the dragon reached the balcony and tossed her down.
Tilla tumbled and landed on the balcony, slamming her knees against the floor. She inhaled sharply, gritted her teeth, and made no sound.
Below the balcony, the crowd hushed. All the whimpers, whispers, and wails faded into tense silence. Jaw clenched with pain, Tilla raised her head to see Shari standing above her.
Kneeling so close, Tilla saw that Shari wore finer armor than a common soldier. Golden filigree covered her steel plates, shaped as dragons aflight. The red spiral upon her breastplate was not just red paint but formed of a hundred rubies. Small golden skulls grinned morbidly upon her boots like spurs. The princess was a soldier, but she was also vain.
“My princess,” Tilla said, still kneeling before her. She slammed her fist against her chest. “Hail the red spiral!”
Standing above her, Shari nodded approvingly. “Hail the red spiral! Well spoken, child. Stand. Stand before me.”
Barely daring to breathe, Tilla rose to her feet. She raised her chin, thrust out her chest, and squared her shoulders. She stood tense and proud, one fist still against her breast.
This is the stance of a soldier, she thought. She was just the daughter of a roper, of course, but the daughters of ropers and cobblers would die today. Soldiers would live.
I must live, she thought, her throat tight. My father lost one child already. I must survive.
Shari scrutinized her, her brown eyes narrowed. Tilla was among the tallest women in Cadport; she stood almost as tall as Rune, who was taller than most men. Her arms were strong from weaving ropes and carrying casks of Rune’s ale. And yet she felt short and frail beside Shari; the princess stood several inches taller, and even her armor could not hide her powerful body.
Many call her the greatest warrior in Requiem, Tilla knew. She could see why.
“You stand well,” Shari said and nodded. She placed a finger under Tilla’s chin and raised her head higher, examining her jawline. “Show me your teeth, child. Open your mouth.”
Rage flooded Tilla. Was she a recruit or a horse? She snarled and hissed. If Shari noticed her anger, however, she showed no sign of it. As Tilla snarled, she bared her teeth, and Shari got her look at them.
“Good,” the princess said. “White, sharp, straight.” She grabbed Tilla’s arm and squeezed it. “Strong arms; slim but ropy. What is your profession, child?”
Tilla stared into her princess’s eyes. “I was a ropemaker, Commander. I will be a soldier.”
The princess barked a laugh. “This one will be a soldier!” she shouted to the crowd.
When she turned back toward Tilla, a dagger gleamed in her hand.
Tilla gasped. Fast as striking lightning, Shari placed the blade against Tilla’s neck.
Tilla froze.
Her heart thrashed.
Shari snarled, holding the blade so close Tilla felt it nick her skin.
“You are confident,” the princess hissed. She leaned so close to Tilla their faces almost touched. “You are a haughty one, aren’t you? Nothing but a ropemaker. Nothing but a pathetic little worm. And you think you can be one of my soldiers.”
Tilla froze, daring not speak; if her neck bobbed, the blade would slice it. She only stared back, not averting her eyes from Shari’s fiery gaze.
There is madness in those brown eyes, Tilla thought. There is cruelty. But there is cunning too; there is method to this madness. I must play her game to live.
She chanced a whisper, allowing the blade to scrape her skin.
“If you teach me, my princess, I will fight for you, and I will kill for you, and I will grow stronger. I am not afraid. I am not weak like the other girls. I will fight for the red spiral until my last drop of blood.”
And I will live, she thought. I will spit upon the red spiral in my dreams every night, but in the days, I must survive. The weak will die. I will be strong, and I will live to return to Rune.
Shari pulled back her dagger, and Tilla took a quick, hissing breath.
“You are an interesting little worm,” Shari said. She narrowed her eyes and scrutinized Tilla, as if trying to peer through curtained windows. “You are either very brave or very cunning. Which one will remain to be seen.” She tapped her dagger against her hip. “I will keep an eye on you, Tilla the ropemaker. I will watch you like a poor drunkard watches a tavern’s last mug of ale. If you stray one inch… if you make one mistake…” Shari sliced the air with her dagger. “…your head will rot with the other one.”
With that, Shari slammed her dagger back into its sheath, turned to the crowd, and shouted.
“All right, you miserable lot! Beras will lead you out. We’re heading north to make you soldiers. You will crush the Resistance, or you will die in their fire!”
With that, Shari leaped off the balcony, shifted into a blue dragon, and flew so low over the square the youths had to duck. With a grunt like a beast in heat, the dragon disappeared over the city roofs.
Beras shifted too. The gruff, silent man became the bronze dragon, grabbed Tilla in his claws, and carried her back to the square. He tossed her down among her comrades. Tilla fell again, banging her hip so hard she gasped and saw stars. She forced herself to her feet among hundreds of other recruits.
Around the square, the soldiers drew their punishers; the tips crackled with lightning. They began herding the crowd forward, shouting and cursing.
“Move it, scum!” one soldier shouted. “Move!”
“Go on, maggot!” another said. “Damn you, move, or I’ll make you move.”
They thrust their punishers. Bolts crackled, youths yowled, and smoke rose from seared flesh. The soldiers laughed and kept goading the crowd forward, cruel dogs herding sheep. Soon all six hundred youths were moving across the square, then following Beras down Cadport’s main street. The youths jostled against one another, looking over their shoulders with darting eyes.
Tilla moved among them, limping and wincing with the pain. Her hip and knees throbbed; bruises would cover them tomorrow. As the recruits flowed into the street, Tilla kept looking over her shoulder, trying to see Rune among the crowd of onlookers. She saw parents, grandparents, and siblings, but they were all strangers. Where was Rune? She wanted to give him one last look, to whisper to him, to call out one last goodbye, maybe even reach out and touch his fingertips. But she could not see him, and the faces of the crowd swam around her.
With tears and whispers and the memory of blood, six hundred of Cadport’s children, eighteen and old enough to die, swept out of their city walls… and into a wilderness of steel, snow, and fire.
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 RUNE
For a long time, Rune stood in the empty square, staring at the blood on the cobblestones.
The recruits were gone, Tilla among them, and Rune’s heart ached at their loss. The crowd of families and onlookers dispersed slowly, many among them teary, leaving the city square empty. Yet Rune remained standing here, staring at the blood, unable to calm his thrashing heart.
They cut off her head, he thought. Stars, they cut off her head right here, and we stood in the square and did nothing, and they almost killed Tilla too, and we only stared like sheep frozen before the wolves.
He clenched his fists. The blood seeped between the cobblestones and ran toward his boots. A priest had lifted Pery’s head, chanted a prayer, and placed it into a bag for burial. But Rune could still imagine it—its mouth open in a silent scream, its eyes still wide with fear, blood dripping from its neck.
“I’m sorry, Pery,” he whispered. “We should have helped you. We should have done something.”
Thousands of people had watched the execution, and each had magic to shift into a dragon, to thrust claws, to roar fire. Only a hundred guards had surrounded the square.
We should have shifted! Rune thought. We could have saved her! We could have slain the soldiers, and…
He sighed.
And thousands more soldiers would have streamed here from the capital, he thought. They would have burned this city to the ground and slaughtered us all.
He turned and began walking home.
He normally took the wide main road, but today, Rune walked on narrow side streets, seeking solitude. His boots thumped against the cobblestones. Houses and shops rose at his sides, built of wattle and daub; oaken beams formed rough frames, and white clay filled the space between the timbers. Rot darkened these wooden frameworks, and holes dotted many roofs; since the port had closed a few years ago, few could afford to maintain their homes. Only Cadport’s largest buildings—like the courthouse, the fort on the hill, and the prison—were built of brick. The Cadigus family now ruled those.
It wasn’t always like this, Rune thought. He watched a thin little girl sit outside her home, hugging an equally thin dog. When I was a child, we’d run playing down these streets, laughing and banging wooden swords together.
It had been years since he’d heard children laughing; children today did not play, but scavenged and begged for food.
Rune fished through his pocket, found a copper coin, and tossed it toward the skinny girl. Her eyes lit up. She caught the coin and ran off.
“Buy something to eat!” Rune called after her, but she vanished around a corner, and he did not know if she heard.
As he kept walking, again rage filled Rune. He remembered standing at the docks with Tilla years ago; they’d been younger than that thin girl. They’d watch the ships from foreign lands approach, bearing sacks of grain, exotic fruits, strong dry wine, and many other treasures. The ships would leave days later, laden with Requiem’s crafts: ropes Tilla’s father wove, shoes Pery’s family cobbled, ale Rune’s father brewed, and many other goods.
Nobody in Cadport was hungry then, Rune thought. It wasn’t even called Cadport in those years, of course; it had been Lynport, the jewel of the south.
But then… then the war broke out, the Regime’s great war to purify the world of “lesser nations”. Then the Cadigus family burned those distant lands. Then those ships sank, and the port closed, and Cadport began to rot.
“And now this,” Rune whispered. “Silence and hunger and blood upon stone.”
And Tilla torn away from me.
He kept walking until he reached the boardwalk along the sea. He walked upon the cobblestones, watching the gray waves beat the sand below. A breakwater thrust into the water like a stone dragon, and upon it rose the old lighthouse; it hadn’t shone in years. Docks still spread out into the water, but their wood was rotted, and many planks had fallen and floated away. Rune could barely remember the ships that would dock here; the only sign of life now was a stray, thin cat who wandered the beach, seeking dead fish.
Rune kept walking. To his other side, shops lined the boardwalk, but their wood too decayed. Most doors were boarded shut. Years ago, these shops had sold ale, wine, meat pies, and even women for lonely sailors. When the ships stopped sailing here, the shops fell to ruin; one now housed a scrawny orphan girl named Erry, a waif Rune sometimes brought food to, and the others housed rats.
Only the Old Wheel Tavern remained in business, Rune’s home. When Rune reached it, he stood outside for a moment and stared. The cold wind whipped his cloak and ruffled his hair.
“Home,” he whispered.
The tavern stood three stories tall, built of wattle and daub. Tiles were missing from its roof, and mold had invaded its timbers. Only one of the three chimneys pumped smoke.
By summer, I’ll be eighteen too, Rune thought. And I’ll be carted off with hundreds of youths. Who will help Father then?
He sighed. He knew the answer. Wil Brewer was growing older, and he depended on his son’s help. Without Rune, the tavern would become another ghost hall like the dozens along this boardwalk.
A gull circled above, cawing a laugh as if the bird could read Rune’s mind and was mocking him. Rune smoothed his cloak, opened the tavern’s door, and stepped inside.
The shadowy common room greeted him. Scratches covered the hardwood floor like cobwebs. Odds and ends that Rune’s father collected bedecked the walls: an old tapestry showing dragons aflight in a starry night, antlers on a plaque, a canvas map of the city, and two fake swords—forged from cheap tin—crossed upon a shield. At the back of the room stood the bar, its surface waxed a thousand times. Mugs hung above it from pegs, and behind the bar, casks of ale and wine stood upon shelves. Ten tables filled the room; all were empty today.
Hands in his pockets, Rune stared up at the ceiling. A wagon wheel hung there, topped with candles, forming a makeshift chandelier. It gave the Old Wheel its name. When Rune had been a babe, the tavern was called Lyana’s, named after the legendary Queen of Requiem who had fought a battle at Ralora Cliffs outside the city. But of course, Lyana had been an Aeternum, a queen of the old dynasty. Today all memories of that dynasty were forbidden. And so the tavern’s name had changed. And so everything had changed.
“Father!” Rune called out. “Father, are you home?”
A shadow scuttled. Paws scratched across the floor. A large black dog came lolloping from the kitchen, leaped onto Rune, and began to lick his face.
“Hello, Scraggles,” Rune said and patted the mutt. “Are you alone here? Guarding the place?”
Scraggles panted, a wide smile across his face. Some folk, Rune knew, claimed that dogs couldn’t smile, but they had never met Scraggles. He was an old hound now but still acted like a pup, happy and careless. His tail wagged furiously, dusting the floor, and Rune felt a little better.
“At least I still have you, Scrags,” he said, but then a lump filled his throat. In summer, when Rune himself was drafted, he would be torn away from his dog too. Scraggles was getting on in years; when Rune returned from his service, the dog would be gone.
Rune blinked his stinging eyes. The tavern seemed too silent, too cold, even with Scraggles jumping against him. Tilla used to visit here most days. They would play dice or mancala, a southern board game a ship had once brought from the desert. They would sweep and polish the tavern while talking about their lives. Sometimes they would just sit by the fireplace, sip ale, and say nothing, but feel warm and safe and close.
Five years, Rune thought. Five years in the Legions.
She had been gone for a couple hours, and already Rune wanted to pound the walls, fly toward the capital, slay the emperor, and bring Tilla home.
“Father!” he called out again. He wanted to see the man, the only other soul he now had, aside from his dear dog. Where was the old brewer?
Leaving Scraggles in the common room, Rune trudged upstairs. The second floor of the Old Wheel held the guest rooms for merchants and travelers; those rooms were now empty. He kept climbing to the third floor where his own chambers lay.
He entered his room, and his breath died.
Upon his bed sat the most beautiful woman Rune had ever seen.
He froze and stared.
The beautiful woman stood up. Her clothes were torn and bloody, and she bore a bow and sword.
“Rune,” she said, “we must run. They are going to kill you. They are coming.”
Rune blinked, looked over his shoulder, then back at her.
“Excuse me,” he said, “do I…?”
She stepped toward him, grabbed his arm, and narrowed her eyes.
“You don’t know me, Rune Brewer,” she said. “But I know you very well. And you must trust me today. We leave—now. Or we’re both dead.” She began tugging him toward the door. “Come.”
He stood frozen, squinting at her. She was not from Cadport, that was certain; she spoke with the northern accent of the capital, a great metropolis many leagues away. And surely, Rune would have noticed a young Cadport woman so, well… so perfect.
Rune had seen beautiful women before. As a hot-blooded young man, seeking beautiful women was among his main pursuits. With her pale skin, noble features, and midnight hair, Tilla was beautiful; Rune had always thought so. And he had noticed Mae Baker too, a girl up the road with a strawberry braid, pink cheeks, and shy eyes. Even Erry the waif, who lived sandy and scrawny on the docks, had big brown eyes that Rune liked looking into.
But he had never seen anyone like this woman. She seemed to be about his age, maybe a year or two older. Her mane of hair cascaded down her back, a deep golden color like honey. Her eyes were hazel, her features feline; she reminded him of a lioness. Her body too was catlike, slim and lithe, a body made for leaping and running and climbing. She wore deerskin boots over tattered gray leggings, a blue cloak over a green tunic, and a belt with a golden buckle. A sword hung from that belt, and a bow hung across her shoulder. She had obviously seen battle recently; a bloody line ran across her hip.
He squinted, a dim memory pulsing inside him.
She looks familiar, he thought. Had he seen her before after all? He would have remembered a woman so beautiful, yet his memories only flickered, a soft glow he could barely see.
“Come on!” the woman said and tugged him. Her eyes flashed and she bared her teeth. “We’re getting out of here.”
Rune stood still, not allowing himself to be moved.
“I’m quite sorry,” he said, “but if you’re going to drag me out of my home, the least you could do is introduce yourself first.”
She groaned, released him, and darted toward the window. She peered outside and cursed, then turned back to him.
“Kaelyn,” she said and gave a mocking curtsy. “Good? Now come on. They’re outside. They’ll be here soon, and they’ll be thirsty for beer.”
She grabbed him again and tried to pull him outside, but he yanked himself free.
“Who is out there, Kaelyn?” he said. He walked to the window and peeked outside. “It’s only a few northern soldiers. They drink here whenever they’re in Cadport. We could use some business, and—”
“You woolhead!” Kaelyn said and pulled him away from the window. She yanked the curtains shut. “You idiotic boy! Stars know why they even bother trying to kill you.” She grabbed his arm, twisted it, and began manhandling him toward the door. “Move it and be quiet!”
Then, finally, Rune understood.
He sighed.
The young woman was mad. No doubt, she was some wandering halfwit cast away from her northern town, sure that the world was out to kill her. Stars knew how she had ended up in his bed.
He planted both feet firmly on the ground, refusing to budge; he stood a foot taller than this woman, and he weighed a good deal more, and if he didn’t want to move, she wouldn’t move him.
“Look,” he said, “Kaelyn or whatever you’re called. Why don’t I fetch you a pint of ale and a bowl of soup—on the house—and I’ll even give you a bed for the night. In the morning, I can—”
Steel flashed.
She drew a dagger from her boot.
Before Rune could react, she placed the blade’s tip against his back.
“That’s right,” she said. “Be silent. Good. Now move! Out the door and downstairs, or I’ll stab you. You’ll thank me for this later.”
The knife pierced his tunic; he felt the cold tip between his shoulder blades, almost cutting him. He sucked in his breath and winced.
“Kaelyn, are you… kidnapping me?”
Rune had always imagined kidnappers as gruff, scruffy men covered in mud, their blades rusty and chipped, their odor less than pleasing. Kaelyn had the mud part right—her boots and leggings were coated with it—but she was definitely not scruffy, and Rune thought that she smelled rather nice.
But she only shoved him forward, keeping the dagger pressed against his back. “Out the door, boy. And keep your hood low. Hide your face or I stab you.”
She grabbed his hood and, standing on tiptoes, tugged it low over his face. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw her do the same with her hood. He noticed that, despite their ragged condition, her cloak and hood were woven of fine fabric. The cloth was a costly blue. Blue dye came from distant isles where mollusks leaked the color; Rune rarely saw blue fabric in Cadport. Kaelyn’s cloak had been through rough times—tatters, mud, and burns marred it—but it had once belonged to a noblewoman.
So she’s a thief, Rune thought. She stole her cloak from a lady, then dragged it through the forest. She probably hopes to kidnap me for ransom. He sighed. If only she knew his father had no ransom money to pay.
“Move!” she said and shoved him. “Go on, good boy—downstairs.”
He grumbled under his breath, but he walked. The dagger poked his back; he thought it might have nicked his skin. Kaelyn kept pushing him forward. They left the room, crossed the hallway, and began walking downstairs.
“Kaelyn,” he said, “will you please calm down and listen? If you’re after money, we have none. If you want a good meal and a bed, I—”
“Keep walking!” she said and kept manhandling him downstairs. “And be silent. Bloody stars, they’re almost here.”
“Who’s alm—”
“Hush!”
A thud filled the tavern—the front door slamming open. Boots thumped and the voices of soldiers cried out, demanding ale and food. Their armor clanked and their cries filled the tavern.
“Bloody stars,” Kaelyn cursed. “Is there a backdoor to this place?”
Rune looked over his shoulder at her. Her face was pale. She was chewing her lip and whipping her head from side to side, seeking an exit, even though they still stood in the stairwell.
Rune thought of calling out. If he shouted, the guards would hear and rush onto the stairs.
And… Kaelyn might stab me before they arrive.
“Go on!” Kaelyn said. She pressed the dagger closer, close enough that now Rune was sure she nicked him. “There must be a backdoor for supplies; every tavern has one. Lead me there!” She snarled into his ear. “And if you lead us anywhere near the common room, this dagger goes right into your heart.”
She gave his arm a twist, and he groaned.
“All right!” he said. “All right, I’ll lead you there. Stop poking me.”
He decided to humor her for a while. Sooner or later, she would tire of holding the dagger against his back. When that happened, he’d break free. The girl was just hungry, scared, and probably on the run from the Regime. Once she felt more comfortable and was far from these soldiers, she would let her guard down. He would flee her then. After all, she couldn’t keep her dagger pressed against him forever.
“Come on,” he said with a grunt. “In here. We’ll sneak out through the kitchen.”
They walked downstairs, moving close to the common room. Over the stairs’ bannister, Rune saw the shadows of the soldiers as they bustled about. A few were banging the tabletops and calling out for ale.
“Rune!” Kaelyn warned. “If they see us…”
“Don’t worry,” he said. “And stars, loosen your grip. You’re ripping my arm off.”
The stairs led down to a hallway. To one side, casks of ale stood piled up; the shadows and sounds of the common room leaked from behind them. To the other side, the hallway curved toward the pantry and kitchen. Rune led them there, moving away from the common room and into a chamber stocked with sausages, flour, jars of preserves, bottles of spirits, and dried fruits.
“Where’s the backdoor?” Kaelyn demanded.
“Be patient!”
They kept walking. Soon they entered the kitchen, where embers glowed in the hearth. Plates, mugs, and pots lay piled high on shelves. Beyond them a backdoor led into an alley.
Scraggles lay on the floor, gnawing a bone. The black mutt raised his head and stared at Rune, then at Kaelyn. With a growl, the dog leaped to his feet. His tail straightened like a blade, and he began to bark wildly at Kaelyn.
Behind in the common room, the soldiers fell silent and chairs creaked.
“Oh bloody stars!” Kaelyn said. She shoved Rune forward and grunted. “Go, go!”
She manhandled him around the dog, wrenched the door open, and shoved Rune into the alley. She hurried after him, dagger still pointed at his back, and slammed the door shut, sealing Scraggles indoors. She looked from side to side, cursed under her breath, and began pulling Rune down the alley.
“Come on!” she said. “Move quickly and silently. You try to escape me, or you make a sound, and you’re dead. Trust me—that’s a better fate than what these soldiers would offer you. They’d make you wish you were dead.”
They hurried down the alley, cloaks fluttering around them. Cold wind moaned, and behind them Rune could still hear Scraggles barking. The alley walls closed in around them; it was just wide enough for him to walk comfortably. At least, he would be comfortable if Kaelyn weren’t twisting his arm and goading him on.
“You do realize,” Rune said as they walked, “that Cadport is swarming with hundreds of soldiers? They stand at every street corner—even on days without a recruitment. How are you going to avoid them? Or is your plan to just live in this alley for the rest of our lives?”
They reached the alley’s end. Beyond two shops spread a wide road lined with homes.
Kaelyn tugged him back and positioned herself beside him, pressing her dagger against his waist. She gripped his arm and snarled at him.
“All right, listen to me, boy,” she said. “You and I are nothing but a couple on a stroll, do you understand? I’ve hidden my dagger under my cloak’s sleeve, but don’t you doubt it—it’s still pressing against you, and if you try to escape, I’ll shove it into you.” Her voice softened and she sighed. “I’m doing this to save your life, you know. Well, you don’t know, but you will soon enough, Rune. Keep your hood low; these soldiers would kill you on sight.”
Rune glared at her. “What’s going on here, Kaelyn? Who are you? Why do you think these soldiers want to kill me? I’ve spent eighteen years around soldiers, and—”
“Not Princess Shari’s soldiers. Do you really think Shari herself, the daughter of Emperor Cadigus, would visit this backwater town for a mere recruitment? The recruitment is a facade. She’s here to find you, Rune, and to capture you. Her soldiers know your face. They know your name. They know to take you on sight. They weren’t just in your tavern for ale; they were there for you.” She looked at him strangely. “If they catch you, Rune, they will bring you to the capital. And they will torture you. They will break you upon the wheel, or disembowel you alive, or flay you, or quarter you. Do you know what quartering is? That’s when they tie bulls to your four limbs, then send each bull running a different direction. And finally, when you’ve screamed long enough, they will cut off your head and stick it upon the city walls.”
Rune felt himself blanch. “Stars,” he whispered.
“Am I scaring you?” Kaelyn asked and narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing him. “Good. Because I’m scared too. And I want you to be scared; fear will keep you silent and moving. You might think my dagger cruel; it’s nothing compared to what Shari would do to you. I’m taking you into the forest, and I’m going to bring you to the only man who can help you now.”
He raised his eyebrows. “And who might that be?”
Behind them, a door slammed open.
The Old Wheel’s backdoor.
Soldiers called for an innkeeper.
“Damn it!” Kaelyn said. She pulled Rune out of the alley and onto the wide, cobbled road.
A dozen of Cadport’s people walked here. Their faces were pale; they were still shaken after the morning’s beheading.
Two men stood outside a butcher shop, clad in black robes and hoods. Rune had never seen such men, and shivers ran down his back.
He could not see their faces; within the shadows of their hoods, they wore iron masks. Around their waists, they wore ropes heavy with knives, needles, and pincers—the tools of torturers. Strangest of all, neither man had a left hand. Their arms ended with axeheads strapped to stumps.
They serve the Axehand Order, Rune realized with a shudder.
He had heard of the Axehand, a religious order of fanatics who worshiped Frey Cadigus as their god. They were assassins, enforcers, and torturers—Frey’s personal thugs. Every man of the Axehand Order, they said, completed his training by lifting an axe and severing his hand; the same axe was then strapped to the stub, a reminder of their loyalty to Cadigus. Rune had never seen their kind in Cadport before; many had whispered that the Axehand Order was only a myth.
“Keep walking calmly,” Kaelyn whispered, and for the first time, softness filled her voice. “Come on, Rune. This way.”
They walked down the road, heading away from the two axehands. Even after they’d left the robed priests behind, the chill lingered along Rune’s spine.
Shops and houses rose at their sides, three stories tall, frowning down upon them. Whoever passed them by did not spare them a glance; the people stared at their shoes. As they moved down the street, Rune glanced over at Kaelyn. Her lips were pursed, her eyes darting, and her skin pale.
The whole thing is ridiculous, Rune thought. If the soldiers were after me, why did they sit in the common room calling for ale? Why didn’t they storm upstairs or burn the tavern down?
He sighed. Kaelyn heard the sigh, glared at him, and pushed her dagger close.
“Keep walking,” she whispered.
They moved through Cadport, street by street. They passed by the old amphitheater, a great ring of stone where singers and actors would once perform, and where the Cadigus family now executed the city’s criminals. They walked around the granite statue of Emperor Cadigus, twenty feet tall, his fist upon his chest and his hard eyes watching the city. They walked down narrow streets filled with more townsfolk and soldiers, then across the square where Pery had been killed.
Finally they approached the city walls and the northern gates. Five guards stood here, each one bearing a sword, a shield, and a crackling punisher.
“This will be the tricky part,” Kaelyn whispered as they walked. “Just act natural. If the guards ask, you and I are simply going into the forest to collect firewood. Do you understand?”
As Rune walked, he thought that he did understand… and it chilled him.
Stars, oh stars, he thought. How didn’t I see this? Kaelyn isn’t just some common thief. She’s… she’s one of them. A member of the Resistance. He swallowed. Of course.
The Resistance lived out in the forests, they said. They hid in trees and holes and secret tunnels, and they fought the Cadigus family, and they hated order and law and life. They stole from good folk to fill their coffers, and they weren’t afraid to slaughter the innocent. Rune had heard all about their deeds.
He thought back to that day two years ago, the day they had buried Tilla’s brother. Hundreds had come to the funeral. Soldiers whispered that Tilla’s brother had fought nobly, slaying many resistors before they swarmed him. They said Valien Eleison himself, cruel leader of the Resistance, was the one who’d landed the killing blow. All joy had left Tilla that day; Rune had not heard her laugh since.
Every year, Cadport’s soldiers—hard men trained in northern forts—caught a few resistors in the forest. They chained them outside the city courthouse, disemboweled them alive, and left them to die. If they caught Rune with a resistor now, he realized, they’d do the same to him.
His heart pounded and cold sweat trickled down his back, but he managed to nod.
“I understand,” he whispered in reply.
“Good,” Kaelyn said. “Beyond those gates is safety. Follow my lead, and we’ll soon be in the forest. There is haven at my camp. Just be calm and silent.”
As they walked toward the guarded gates, Rune’s heart pounded.
Bloody stars, he thought. A forest camp? The woman was a resistor; now there could be no doubt. Rune held no love for the Cadigus family, but if Kaelyn thought she could involve him in her war, she was dead wrong. He was only a brewer. He wanted no trouble, and Kaelyn was made of the stuff.
They reached the gates, hoods pulled low. The guards stared at them from behind their visors, and their hands clutched their punishers. Their leather gloves creaked, and the rods’ tips crackled with red lightning.
“Good morning, my dear men,” Kaelyn said from the shadows of her hood. “My brother and I seek to collect firewood outside the city gates. Would you be so kind as to—”
Rune had heard enough. His heart thrashed against his ribs. His breath quickened. This was too big for him; outside in the forest, a thousand of these resistors could be lurking, and stars knew what they wanted with him. Rune would not wait to find out.
If I want to escape, now’s my chance.
While Kaelyn was looking at the guards, Rune gave her a mighty shove.
She fell a few steps backward, gasping. Her dagger left his side and gleamed, suddenly exposed.
“She has a dagger!” Rune shouted to the guards. “I’m not her brother. She’s a thief or a resistor. She—”
“Oh merciful stars!” Kaelyn shouted. She cursed, sucked in her breath, and shifted.
Wings burst out from her back. Green scales clanked across her. Rune gasped. He had never seen anyone but soldiers shift in Cadport; if carrying a dagger could land her in the dungeon, shifting was a capital offense. The green dragon soared and blew fire. Rune stumbled backward.
The guards at the gates cursed. They began to shift too, bodies ballooning and armor morphing into scales. Before they could complete their transformation, Kaelyn reached out her claws toward Rune. He leaped back, trying to dodge them, but she moved too quickly.
Kaelyn, an emerald dragon wreathed in flame, scooped him up like an eagle grabbing a mouse. She shot up so fast that Rune’s head spun. He shouted, his legs kicked, and the wind whistled around him. The claws were so tight he could barely breathe.
“You bloody fool!” Kaelyn roared, wings beating. She rose so high the houses looked like toys below.
The guards began to fly too, metallic dragons roaring flame. Pillars of fire blazed up toward Kaelyn and Rune.
“Kaelyn, what the Abyss are you doing?” Rune shouted, kicking in her grip.
She banked sharply. Jets of flame blasted at their side, narrowly missing them. The heat baked Rune. The dragons below kept rising, and more fire blasted their way.
“It’s the boy!” one of the dragons below shouted. “The brewer’s boy Shari wants. Grab him and kill the girl!”
More jets of flame soared. Kaelyn banked again, and the fire screamed only feet away. The heat seared Rune and he shouted out.
What the Abyss was going on? Why did Shari want him? Could Kaelyn have been speaking truth all along?
Kaelyn rose so high the air thinned and Rune could barely breathe. Clouds streamed around them. With a howl, Kaelyn spun and began to swoop.
Wind screamed.
Blackness tugged at Rune and he gagged.
Five metallic dragons, guards of the city, came soaring toward them.
Kaelyn rained her fire.
Flames exploded across the world, and the dragons below howled. Kaelyn crashed between them, and her tail lashed, and her fangs bit, and blood showered. The metallic dragons bit and clawed all around, their fire blasted, and Rune screamed.
Kaelyn shot past the last dragon. She dived so close to the city that Rune—still held in her claws—nearly slammed against the rooftops. She began to rise again, the dragons in pursuit. More soldiers across the city saw the battle, shifted, and began taking flight.
Kaelyn cursed. “You bloody blockhead, Rune! You got us killed!”
She rose and flew above the city walls. The forest streamed below them. When Rune looked behind, he saw a hundred dragons, soldiers of Cadigus, shooting toward them.
He also saw something that chilled him far, far more than all the soldiers in the empire.
At the boardwalk, a building was burning.
The Old Wheel tavern.
Rune gasped and his eyes stung. Kaelyn kept streaming forward, cursing and beating her wings, and the dragons kept pursuing, but Rune could see nothing else.
The rest of the city still stood; only his home blazed.
They were looking for me, Rune realized. Kaelyn was right.
A blue dragon took flight from the blazing tavern. The beast screeched and clawed the sky, wings wide and tail flailing.
Shari Cadigus.
“Bring me the boy!” the blue dragon screeched. “Kill my whore of a sister, and bring me the brewer’s boy! Bring me Rune Brewer!”
In her claws, Shari held a charred body. With a disgusted howl, she tossed the corpse down, and it crashed onto a nearby roof.
The body was badly burnt, but Rune saw that it wore a red and green cloak.
Rune knew that cloak. It was his father’s favorite garment.
Tears filled his eyes, and Rune screamed out, and the world spun around him.
Then Kaelyn flew higher, crashing into the cover of clouds, and the city disappeared. The clouds streamed around them. Rune’s eyes stung, his chest tightened, and he couldn’t breathe.
The Old Wheel. My father. Stars, they’re gone. Shari burned them.
“Father, no,” he whispered, clutched in Kaelyn’s claws. His voice rose to a howl. “What have you done, Kaelyn? What have you done? I’m a wanted man now, I—”
“You were wanted from the day you were born!” she snapped. “You just didn’t know it until today. Thank me for pulling you out of your tavern moments before Shari burned it, or you’d be dead too.”
“Kaelyn, what’s going on?” he demanded, tears in his eyes. “Where are—”
Fire roared.
A hundred jets of flame pierced the clouds, shooting all around them. Hundreds of howls sounded behind, and Shari’s voice pealed across the sky.
“Grab them!” the blue dragon screeched in the distance. “Burn them! Bring me my sister and the boy!”
Kaelyn howled, tightened her claws around Rune, and kept flying.



 




5
 TILLA
The cart trundled down the road, jostling the recruits against one another. Tilla gasped for breath and clung to the girls around her. They had packed them like cattle, and even in the cold winter day, sweat drenched Tilla and she felt faint.
“Tilla!” whispered the girl beside her. “Tilla, can you see anything? You’re tall!”
Tilla frowned down at the girl, the daughter of a baker, her blue eyes wide with fear, her cheeks pink, and her strawberry braid slung across her shoulder. Rune had been infatuated with the girl, Tilla remembered; her bakery stood only a few buildings away from the Old Wheel Tavern. Tilla herself had bought bread there, but could not remember the girl’s name. She was a soft, doll-like thing, pretty but too fragile. Tilla could not imagine this one ever wielding a sword.
“What could I possibly see?” Tilla said and gestured around her.
The cart had no windows. It was wide enough to house a dragon… or about a hundred girls cramped so tightly together they couldn’t even lift their arms. The shorter girls gasped for breath. At least Tilla was the tallest among them; her head rose above the mass, allowing her to breathe the hot, fetid air. The forest road was paved with rough cobblestones; the cart bumped and tilted with every turn of its wheels. The girls would have fallen were they not packed so close together.
“I don’t know!” said the baker’s daughter, and tears filled those large blue eyes. She clung to Tilla’s hip. “Maybe you can see a crack, or a very small window, or…” The girl sniffed, then began to quietly weep. “I just miss Jem. I love him so much.”
Tilla rolled her eyes. She remembered Jem Chandler, the girl’s love. He was a useless dolt who spent more time drinking at the Old Wheel than crafting his candles.
They had not seen any of the boys all day, not since leaving Cadport. Outside the city walls, Beras and his soldiers had herded the female recruits into three cramped, rotted carts. The boys had been rustled into their own carts. Beras had driven his punisher into the backs of those too slow to climb in.
Dragons pulled these carts now, dragging them over bumps, ruts, and slopes that left the recruits bruised and whimpering. It had been a long day: a day of sweat, of gasps for breath, of recruits whispering and praying and—like the baker’s daughter—weeping incessantly about loved ones.
“What’s your name?” Tilla asked, not unkindly, and touched the girl’s shoulder.
She sniffed and looked up at Tilla with damp, red-rimmed eyes.
“Mae,” she said. “Don’t you remember? You bought bread from me once. Mae Baker.”
“Well, Mae, as I see it, you have a choice now,” Tilla said. “You can cry and weep and mope for your boy. Or you can shut your wobbling lips, stop crying onto my shirt, and maybe act like a soldier. Okay?”
Mae’s eyes widened, her jaw unhinged, and for a moment she just stared as if trying to understand if Tilla had truly said those words. Finally fresh tears filled her eyes.
“But I don’t want to be a soldier!” Mae said. “All I want is my Jem, my sweet Jem who loves me.”
Tilla glared at her. “Well, you are a soldier now. Or at least you will be when we reach whatever fort they’re taking us to. I don’t want to be a soldier either, but given that we don’t have a choice in the matter, you can either cry yourself to death, or you can toughen up.”
But the girl seemed not to hear her. She covered her eyes and began mumbling something about how her father was the richest baker in Cadport, and how he would save her from this place, and how handsome Jem Chandler was going to run away with her, and how Tilla would be so sorry she hadn’t joined them.
Tilla heaved a sigh.
I’m not going to make any friends here like this, she thought. She had never been friends with any of these girls back in Cadport. She had always thought them moon-eyed, empty-headed peasants. It was no wonder she had never bothered learning their names. Standing here in a cart of them only confirmed her distaste.
It’s little wonder Rune was my only friend in Cadport, she thought. She missed him. Perhaps not with tears and trembles the way Mae missed Jem, but she missed him nonetheless.
Where are you now, Rune? she wondered. Are you brewing ale for the soldiers, or walking along the beach, or thinking about me?
Her eyes began to sting and Tilla growled. She tightened her lips, narrowed her eyes, and clenched her fists. No, she could not think of Rune now. She could not cry, especially not after admonishing Mae.
I have three choices now, she thought. I can try to escape this cart, run into the forest, and live on the run, and if the Legions ever catch me, I will die. Or I can stay here and weep and yearn like Mae and the others. She raised her chin and ground her teeth. Or I can do this properly, and I can become a real soldier, and I can banish this pain from my chest and these tears from my eyes.
She mulled over each option. Running seemed the worst of the bunch. Tilla had seen deserters caught before; the Cadigus family made sure every citizen in Cadport came to see them quartered by mules. Tilla rather liked having four limbs, so running was out of the question.
As for moping, she did not relish that option either. Thinking about Rune wouldn’t get her back to him any sooner. Thinking about home would only weaken her. There was no point missing home now; or at least, she could try to suppress her homesickness. She could push those thoughts deep down where they couldn’t hurt her. After all, how would weeping and yearning help her survive?
And so that left only one option.
I will play the game, she thought. I will become the soldier they want me to be. For now, I will play by their rules. And maybe I can survive the next five years. Maybe I will learn enough to fight and live once they cart us off to fight the Resistance.
Tilla nodded. Here in this cart, surrounded by the weeping and trembling girls, she vowed that she would live. If she had to fight a war, she would be strong and she would survive it, and in five years she could return home. In five years, maybe she could see her father and Rune again.
She looked at Mae, who still wept at her side, and iciness clutched Tilla, for she knew: Once their training was complete, and they were sent to fight, Mae would die.
She would die first.
Tilla closed her eyes and tried to forget Pery’s head splattering down at her feet.
The cart kept trundling on and on. Finally whatever sunlight leaked through cracks in the walls faded. Darkness fell over the cart, and even the heat of a hundred bodies pressed together could not warm Tilla. She had not eaten, drunk, or sat down since that morning. Her back, feet, and stomach ached. Wolves howled outside, wind shrieked, and still the cart kept rolling.
“Tilla,” Mae said, speaking for the first time in hours, “are we going to keep traveling all night?”
Tilla grumbled at the baker’s daughter. “How should I know? Do I look like Beras?”
The girl whimpered and bit her lip. “Don’t say his name,” she pleaded. “Don’t say the name of that man. They say he… he…” She sniffed. “It’s horrible, but they said he r-r-… he did something horrible to a little girl. And then he strangled her to death.” She shuddered. “Please don’t say his name.”
Tilla wondered if the stories were true. Had Beras the Brute truly raped a child, then strangled her and buried her body? Had the Cadigus family, impressed with his cruelty and reputation, hired him based on that merit? Tilla did not know, but after seeing Shari Cadigus behead Pery, she was inclined to believe it.
A woman like Shari would find a child-killer her perfect companion, she thought. Tilla looked at her boots and clenched her fists. Yet like it or not, Beras was the one leading this caravan. And Shari Cadigus, the emperor’s daughter, was the one who had recruited them.
I might find them repulsive. But if I’m to survive, I must follow them. Tilla gritted her teeth so mightily it hurt. I will live. I will return home. I will not be another Pery.
After what seemed like hours of darkness, the cart finally slowed to a halt. It came with both a sigh of relief and a chill of fear.
The girls around Tilla looked at one another, mewling and whispering. Mae grabbed Tilla’s arm, squeezing it so hard Tilla grunted and yanked herself free.
“What’s happening?” Mae whispered.
“Hush!” Tilla said. “Be quiet, Mae, and be strong. No more tears, okay? If you want to live, you can’t cry. Wipe your eyes.”
Sniffling, Mae obeyed. After knuckling her eyes dry, she bit her wobbling lip so hard it turned white.
Boots thumped outside, and a voice cried out hoarsely across the convoy, the words muffled. The door of her cart jolted madly, keys rattled in the lock, and a low voice muttered curses.
Mae trembled. The hundred girls in the cart fell silent, and all eyes turned toward the door. Tilla squared her shoulders, straightened her back, and raised her chin. She could easily stare above the shorter girls, and she sucked in her breath and held it.
The door yanked open.
Beras the Brute stood outside in the night, holding keys in one hand, a torch in the other.
The girls inside the cart stared, frozen. Beras stared back, his beady eyes shadowed beneath his thrusting brow. Dark sacks hung under those eyes, tugging them down toward his cheeks. His face was ashen, and though close-shaven, his beard was so dark it left his cheeks in perpetual shadow. He wore no black, polished steel like the other soldiers, but crude plates of iron over patches of mail. Even this suit of metal could not hide his size; he easily weighed twice as much as Tilla, a blend of muscle and fat that pushed at his armor.
For a long moment, he merely glared at the girls. He grumbled, then hawked loudly and spat. A few girls started and Mae whimpered.
For the first time, Tilla heard Beras speak.
“All right, you miserable lot of whores,” he rumbled. “If you ask me, you’re good for nothing but spreading your legs in a brothel, the lot of you.” He spat again. “But since Shari Cadigus thinks she can whip you into soldiers, you’re mine for a few days until you reach your barracks.” He clutched his groin and tugged it. “Any one of you harlots moves too slowly or disobeys my orders, you’ll get a taste of this.” His voice rose to a howl. “So move—now! Off the cart!”
For an instant, rage bloomed inside of Tilla. It coursed through her and spun her head. How dared this man threaten them? There were a hundred women in this cart, and each one could turn into a dragon. He was one man, one miserable murderer who—
She gritted her teeth.
He’s one miserable murderer who’s a darling of the empire, she reminded herself. Unless you want to shift into a dragon and have that empire hunt you down, obey him.
The girls began exiting the cart, silent, their eyes darting. Tilla moved among them. When she stepped outside, cold air stung her, so shocking after the stifling cart that she gasped. She found herself on a roadside in a forest clearing. All around the glade, dark trees rose naked to claw at a starless sky. Six carts camped here in a ring, and Cadport’s youths were stepping out from each one, faces pale. At every cart, a soldier stood shouting, threatening to flay, whip, or behead anyone who moved too slowly. The shouts rose across the forest.
“Move it, maggots!” howled one soldier.
“Form ranks, worms!” cried another and raised his punisher, its tip crackling.
Tilla had seen soldiers in Castellum Acta, the small hilltop fortress in Cadport; she knew about forming ranks, but did the others? The six hundred recruits stumbled into the center of the clearing. Around them spread the carts and twenty soldiers or more, each holding a crackling punisher.
“Form ranks—move it!” one soldier howled, a gaunt man with one eye. “Or I swear, blood will spill tonight.”
The other soldiers all shouted and thrust their punishers, goading the recruits closer together. All around the clearing, the trees creaked and distant wolves howled.
“Come on!” Tilla hissed and grabbed a girl beside her. She pulled her forward and stood her in place. “Stand here. You—Mae. Stand behind her, like this. Go. And stand tall and still, don’t slouch!”
The girls glanced around nervously, but they stood where Tilla directed them. She grabbed their shoulders, pulled them straight, and shoved their chins up. Around them, the other recruits saw and followed suit.
“Form lines!” Tilla whispered, moving between the others. “Three soldiers deep; that’s the standard form. Go! And stand straight.”
Finally the recruits began to form ranks. They stood in three lines, every recruit a foot apart from the others. Tilla took her spot at the front line; Mae stood to her left, trembling and standing so straight her heels did not touch the ground.
Tilla stood frozen, barely daring to breathe. She stretched her own back straight, kept her arms firm at her sides, and raised her chin. She had seen this formation in Cadport before—it seemed the most common one—but she knew there were other formations too. Which one did these soldiers demand? If they formed these ranks wrong, and she was responsible, would they behead her too?
When the ranks were complete, and the recruits stood at attention, Beras began trundling down the lines. He lolloped like a bear, armor clanking and axe clattering against his back. His torch crackled and he grunted as he walked.
“He walks like he got a thorny stick up his arse,” whispered a girl beside Tilla, a scrawny little thing with short brown hair, an upturned nose, and fiery eyes. “You reckon he likes to shove sticks up there, Tilla? I knew me a man once who—”
“Shh!” Tilla hushed her.
She remembered this skinny girl—an orphan named Erry Docker, a dockside urchin who slept on the beach and ate whatever she stole. Some whispered that Erry was the daughter of a long-dead prostitute. Others whispered that Erry herself had taken up the profession and already bedded a thousand men.
“I was only—” Erry began, eyes flashing.
“Hush!” Tilla said.
Beras kept lumbering around, indeed moving much like Erry had described. The recruits stood silently.
“I could have bedded two whores by the time you formed ranks!” Beras shouted. “If you cannot form ranks here, in a guarded camp, how will you survive at war? When we send you miserable worms to fight the Resistance, do you think the enemy will wait for you to form the lines?” He spat and shouted hoarsely. “They will butcher you, and skin you alive, and they will rape your flayed bodies as you thrash and beg to die.”
Tilla’s throat tightened. She had heard many stories of the Resistance. They whispered that these rebels, wild men and women who lurked in the forests, were even crueler than the Cadigus family. They were bloodthirsty.
They killed my brother.
Cold sweat trickled down Tilla’s back. Could the Resistance be hiding in this forest, waiting to charge with steel and fire?
Beras kept moving down the lines, inspecting each recruit in turn.
“In a few days,” he called out, “you will reach your barracks, and they will try to train you, to turn you whelps into soldiers. If you ask me, they’ll be wasting their time. I don’t see soldiers. I see cannon fodder.” He stopped before one boy, leaned close, and sneered. “You’re a skinny one; I bet you weigh less than my axe.”
The thin, pale youth kept standing still. “Yes, my lord,” he whispered.
Beras grunted and walked on. He paused before another girl, licked his lips, and ogled her.
“And you,” he said, “you are soft and rounded. You’re made for a brothel, not a barracks.” He spat at her feet. “I bet two coppers you end up in one. I’ll be there to break you in.”
He kept moving and stopped before a tall, broad youth with black hair. Tilla recognized him as Jem Chandler, the lazy lout who spent days drunk at the Old Wheel—the youth Mae pined for.
“You!” Beras barked. “You’ve got some meat on you. Big lad. You think you can be a soldier?”
Jem stood so stiffly it looked like his bones could shatter. He managed to nod.
“Yes, my lord.”
Beras spat at his feet. “I’m not a lord, boy. And you’re not a soldier and never will be. What did you do back at that cesspool you call a city?”
Jem held his head high, the veins straining in his neck. “I’m a chandler.”
“Chandler!” Beras rumbled. “What the Abyss is that—you rolled over in a whorehouse for sailors?”
“I… I made candles, my—” Jem bit his lip. “I just made candles. But I can be a soldier. I can fight. I’m strong.”
Beras snorted. “Are you now? We will see. Fight me.” He tossed his torch down; it crackled upon the earth. “Come on. Show me how you fight, boy.”
Jem looked aside nervously and licked his lips.
“I—”
Beras drove his fist into Jem’s belly.
Tilla winced, clenched her jaw, and held her breath.
Jem doubled over, gasping for breath. Standing before the youth, Beras changed—his eyes burned with wildfire, his lips pulled back from his yellow teeth, and drool ran down his chin. He was like a rabid beast. He swung, and his fist cracked against Jem’s head.
At Tilla’s side, Mae whimpered.
“Hush!” Tilla whispered to the girl. Her fists trembled. “Don’t make a sound!”
Jem lay on the ground, hacking and coughing blood. Beras laughed and kicked him, again and again, as the youth mewled.
“See the mighty candlemaker!” Beras announced, arms raised and fists bloodied. “See the boy who thought himself a soldier!”
With a laugh, Beras kicked hard. The steel-tipped boot drove into Jem’s head. The youth’s neck snapped, and Tilla closed her eyes and struggled not to gag, not to faint.
Stars, oh stars. Her eyes stung and the world spun around her. Another death.
“You lot are nothing but maggots!” Beras shouted. “You think you can be soldiers? You can be dead! You will be fed to the cannons, and your flesh will rot in the fields. You are nothing! You will be nothing. You are worms and if any of you doubts it, I will crush you.”
Tilla opened her eyes and looked at Mae. The girl was trembling. She bit her lip so hard blood trickled down her chin. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she whimpered.
“Hush!” Tilla warned. “Mae, you—”
“What’s this?” Beras demanded. His boots thumped. Tilla turned to see him marching toward her, fists at his sides. Blood splashed his boots.
Tilla fell silent and straightened, standing as stiff as she could.
The stench of sweat and blood flared as Beras came to stand before her. Tilla was the tallest girl here, and taller than half the boys, but Beras towered above her; he made her feel small as a child. He thrust his head close, scrutinizing her, and his lips peeled back. His teeth were rotten, and his breath assailed her, scented of corpses.
“Well, well,” the brute said. “Look at what we’ve got here. My, you’re a tall one.” He reached out. With rough fingers, he grabbed her throat and squeezed. Pain shot through her; it took all her will to suppress a gasp. “I like tall women.”
Tilla dared not look into his eyes, but she stared at his forehead with all the strength she had in her. His fingers squeezed her tighter. She could barely wheeze. She managed to whisper through the pain.
“Shari Cadigus liked me too.” Her breath rasped, but she kept staring at the spot between his eyes. “You remember. You were there.”
Beras kept his hand around her throat, crushing her, and glared. He hissed and his breath blasted her face, and she nearly gagged at its rot. His beady eyes burned.
“Yes,” he hissed. “I remember. You’re that whore I grabbed in my claws. The Abyss knows what Shari saw in you. You look like nothing but a cheap harlot to me.” He spat onto her boot. “Shari isn’t here. You remember that. You remember that well. Over here, on this road, you are mine. What’s your name?”
“Tilla Roper,” she whispered, voice raspy.
He leaned closer. He whispered into her ear. “I’ll be watching you, Roper. You are trouble. You make one wrong move, and you will envy that boy whose misery I ended. You I would not kill so quickly.”
He released her, turned around, and kept trundling down the lines. Tilla allowed herself to gasp with pain. She sucked in air. Her throat ached and her head spun, and she could still smell his rot.
“Now get to bed!” Beras shouted. “We keep moving at dawn. Get some sleep, and if I see any worms crawl, I crush them.”
With that, the brute stepped into a cart and slammed the door shut. One soldier began dragging Jem’s body into the woods; the others entered the other carts, leaving the recruits outside in the clearing.
Nobody dared speak. Nobody even dared whimper or cry. Six hundred recruits lay down, glanced around, and huddled together.
Tilla lay on the hard, cold earth. The wind moaned and chilled her, and rain began to fall. She shivered and her belly ached; she had not eaten all day, and she didn’t know when she’d eat next. The forest creaked around them, and the wolves kept howling.
Another death, Tilla thought, the blood dancing before her eyes. Another memory that will haunt me. Oh Rune. If you knew how bad it was, you’d have hid me under your tavern’s floor with your old books.
Mae curled up at her side, and tears streamed down her cheeks. Though she had vowed to be strong, Tilla felt her own eyes dampen. Perhaps it was the death she had seen. Perhaps it was the cold, the hunger, or pain. Perhaps she simply missed home. But her own tears fell, and her own lips trembled. Here, in the dark night, she did not feel like a soldier, only like a young and frightened girl.
“Jem,” Mae whispered at her side and shook, sobbing quietly.
Tilla wriggled closer to the girl. The rain fell upon them. Lying in the mud, Tilla embraced the baker’s daughter. Mae wept against her shoulder, and Tilla shed her own silent tears. They held each other as rain fell, wolves howled, and the night wrapped around them like claws.



 




6
 RUNE
They ran through the forest as the sky burned.
Smoke blazed in Rune’s lungs. His chest ached from where Kaelyn’s claws had clutched him. Branches slapped him and roots snagged at his feet. A green dragon, Kaelyn had crashed through the treetops a mile back; they had been running in human forms since, side by side.
A hundred dragons screamed above, soaring and swooping and tearing at trees. Their flames blazed across the sky in crisscrossing lines. Rain fell and smoke blew above the forest.
“Find them!” rose a shriek above. The blue dragon soared—Shari Cadigus blowing fire. “Bring them to me alive, or bring me their charred corpses, but find them!”
Rune snarled and kept running. His lungs blazed, his knees throbbed, and his chest felt ready to collapse. He looked at Kaelyn, who ran at his side. Sweat dampened her mane of golden hair, and mud covered her clothes. She ran with bared teeth, her eyes narrowed. Her sword clanked at her side, and her bow bounced across her back.
Rune looked up. The forest canopy was thick; he could barely glimpse the dragons between the branches. For now they were hidden, but how long would that last?
“Kaelyn, they will burn down the forest,” he said. “You can’t possibly outrun a hundred dragons, they—”
She glared at him. “They will not burn their empire. This is Shari Cadigus, and these are her lands; she still loves Requiem in her twisted way.” She panted and wiped sweat off her brow, but kept running. “Keep your voice low.”
She scuttled over a boulder, climbing as deftly as a squirrel. Rune cursed and scrambled after her; she had to grab his wrist and pull him over. They ran down a hillside bumpy with roots. Vines tangled around Rune’s feet, and a dragon swooped so low that he cursed and fell into the mud.
 The dragon shrieked and roared fire skyward. Claws uprooted a tree. Rune cursed and ran aside, scurrying under the cover of an oak. Kaelyn ran at his side, and they raced between more trees. Fallen leaves and moss flew from under their boots.
“Tear down the trees!” Shari screamed above. Rune could not see her, but he heard her wings thud, and the trees bent as in a storm. “I can smell them. They cower below.”
Rune cursed and panted. Sweat drenched him. He had been running for so long. He could run no longer. Perhaps he should surrender, should explain to Princess Shari that this was all a mistake; surely she was mistaking him for somebody else. He had nothing to do with Kaelyn or the Resistance. He was just Rune Brewer, and Kaelyn had tried to kidnap him, and he just wanted to go home.
Only there is no home anymore, he remembered, and his eyes stung. Shari burned it down. And she killed my father. And like it or not, I’m stuck with Kaelyn now.
“Kaelyn,” he whispered between pants. “Kaelyn, where are—”
Her eyes lit up and she flashed a grin. “Here!”
She darted toward a mossy, twisting oak. Rune paused from running, and as soon as his legs stilled, pain bolted up them. His head spun and his chest felt full of fire.
Had Kaelyn gone mad? Rune had expected a camp full of warriors, or a hidden castle, or… not just a tree.
“Kaelyn!” he said and glanced skyward. Dragons streamed above the branches, dipping down to uproot trees. One beast grabbed a pine so close, Rune cursed and ducked. The roots yanked up, raining dirt and moss, less than a hundred feet away.
He looked back at Kaelyn. The young woman was scrambling around the tree, muttering curses and kicking the earth. She got down on her knees and began rummaging through the leaves.
“Stars damn it!” she said. “Come on, where are you—”
A dragon swooped fifty yards away. Another tree was uprooted and howls rose. The blue dragon dived above, wings bending the trees, and blew fire across the sky.
“They’re near!” Shari howled. “I smell them. They’re close! Tear up every tree.”
Rune ducked and grasped a rock, as if tossing it could defeat dragons. He snarled and prepared to die.
“There!” Kaelyn whispered in triumph. She straightened, holding a rope that rose from the fallen leaves.
“Kaelyn, we need an army, not a rope—”
Before Rune could finish his sentence, Kaelyn yanked the rope, and a trapdoor opened upon the forest floor. Leaves and grass covered its top; below, a stairway led into darkness.
“Well, go on!” Kaelyn said. “Close your mouth and get down there.”
Rune dutifully closed his mouth. Just as another dragon dived, he rushed forward, passed under the trapdoor, and leaped onto the staircase. Kaelyn jumped down beside him and tugged the trapdoor shut.
Before Rune could examine his new surroundings or even take another breath, thuds sounded in the forest above. Even through the trapdoor, Rune knew that sound: dragon claws landing in the forest. Flames crackled outside, wings flapped, and dragons screeched.
“They were here.” Shari’s shrill voice rose above. “I smell them. I see their prints. They ran here moments ago.”
Great nostrils sniffed above, loud as a bellows. Kaelyn cursed and gripped her sword. With her other hand, she drew her dagger from her boot. For an instant, Rune thought she’d threaten him with the blade again. Then he saw that she was holding its hilt outward, offering it to him. Rune took the dagger and gripped it.
Shari screamed above, a sound of fury like storms and mountains cracking.
“Uproot every tree!” she cried. “Spread across this forest and find them. If you cannot, I will decimate you. Spread out! Find the whore and the boy.”
With that, wings beat, fire crackled, and Shari’s shrieks faded into the distance. The other dragons seemed to follow her.
Rune let out a shaky breath. He lowered his head, breathed raggedly, and tried to calm his thrashing heart. His muscles cramped, his breath sawed at his throat, and his skull felt too tight.
At his side, Kaelyn too breathed in relief. She wiped her brow again, only smearing sweat and mud across it. She released her grip on her sword.
“Come, Rune,” she said. “Down the stairs and into the darkness. We’re safe—for now.” She managed a weak glare. “No thanks to you; you almost got us killed. You’re more trouble than you’re worth, if you ask me. From now on, you listen to me, and you follow my every order—no questions. Is that clear?”
He grumbled under his breath. “You sure have a way with people. But I’ll listen to you for now, at least until I can rest and eat. You do have some food and drink squirreled away down here, right?”
She gave him a withering stare, then turned and began walking downstairs. He followed. The steps were dug into soil and rock, reinforced with planks of wood. Roots thrust out from the walls, and a family of mice huddled in a hole. The air was colder down here, and the place smelled of moss and soil.
After descending twenty steps, Kaelyn reached into an alcove dug into a wall. She produced two candles and a tinderbox.
“Here,” she said and passed him a candle. “Hold this and do try not to set yourself on fire.”
She opened the tinderbox and rubbed flint against steel. Sparks flew and Kaelyn lit their candles. The orange light flickered, and they kept descending.
The stairway led into a narrow tunnel. A wooden framework held the walls and ceiling; the floor was mere soil. The tunnel was so narrow it pushed against Rune’s elbows. Kaelyn walked ahead and he followed silently. He wanted to pester Kaelyn for answers, but her talk of fire reminded him of that morning. The Old Wheel burning. The charred corpse of his father. Rune lowered his head and walked silently, candle in hand.
The tunnel took them to a round chamber; it was roughly the size of Rune’s bedroom back at the Old Wheel. Kaelyn moved about the room, lighting more candles in alcoves. The light fell upon casks of wine, shelves of preserves and sausages, a rack of swords and bows, and chests of tunics and cloaks.
“Do you live here?” Rune asked.
“I live nowhere,” she replied, not turning to look at him. “This is what we call a gopher hole. Stop—don’t go looking around for gophers, you won’t find any. It’s just what we call these hideouts. They’re safe places we can use when traveling.”
She rummaged through a chest and produced some bandages. She closed the lid, sat upon it, and peeled back the rents on her legging. Grimacing, she examined the cut along her hip.
Rune knelt before her and reached for the bandages.
“Let me take a look,” he said. “I know a bit of healing; I stitched a wound on Scraggles once.”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “Scraggles?”
“You met him.” He gave her a wan smile. “He barked at you.”
She yanked the bandages away from him. “I will tend to my own wound, thank you. You go… go look at the swords or something. I hope you know how to use one.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Of course you don’t know how to use one. You were an innkeeper. I suppose that if Emperor Cadigus ever attacks us with a mug, you’ll know how to clean it.”
She began to tend to her wound, wincing. Rune grumbled and paced the chamber, this “gopher hole”. He felt less like a gopher here and more like a trapped dragon; fire fumed inside him. His boots thumped against the earthen floor.
“You’re right,” he said. “You’re right, Kaelyn, I’m no warrior. I don’t know how to use a sword. And I’ve cleaned a lot of mugs in my day. I am an innkeeper and a brewer; that’s all I want to be. You’re the one who dragged me here at dagger-point. You’re the one who got me into this mess.” He stomped toward her, grabbed her shoulders, and glared at her. “Why, Kaelyn? Whatever feud you have with the Cadigus family, why did you drag me into it?”
She looked up from her wound and laughed mirthlessly. “Feud with the Cadigus family? Boy, did you not hear Shari call me her sister? I am the Cadigus family.”
He frowned. He gave her a piercing stare, taking in her golden mane of hair, her feline features, and her sharp hazel eyes. Then he barked a laugh.
“You?” he said. “You are nothing like Shari Cadigus. Shari is… well, first of all, she’s much taller than you. And she has dark hair and dark eyes. And, well… she’s more of a warrior. You’re kind of small and sneaky. Aren’t the Cadiguses supposed to be big and tough and scary?”
Kaelyn glared at him. “I didn’t say she was my twin sister. I have one twin already, a madman of a brother, and pray you never meet him. And no, I’m not like Shari. I’m not big, or tough, or particularly cruel.” She sighed. “Why do you think I ran away?”
Rune stared at her with narrowed eyes.
Stars, he thought, she’s serious.
He clutched his head.
This is bad.
He had heard of Kaelyn Cadigus, of course—the princess who had escaped the palace and joined the Resistance. But Kaelyn was a popular name, and somehow—with all the fire, running, and blood—Rune had not pieced things together.
His head spun.
“This is bad,” he muttered. “Oh stars, this is bad.” He pointed at her. “You are Kaelyn Cadigus.”
She raised her hands to the heavens. “Stars bless us, he can be taught! What gave it away?”
Rune resumed pacing the room, tugging at his hair. He remembered that winter two years ago, the winter Kaelyn Cadigus was said to have escaped the capital, flown into the forest, and joined the rebellion against her father. Soldiers had stormed through every city, town, and farm in Requiem that season, tearing through homes, burning farms, torturing and killing and seeking the girl in every last hovel. They had never found her, but some whispered that Kaelyn Cadigus had risen high in the Resistance, ranking second only to Valien Eleison himself, the uprising’s leader.
“Oh bloody stars,” Rune said. “I’m here with Kaelyn Cadigus. No wonder they were hunting me. They must have seen you sneak into my tavern. Stars, woman, you’re the most wanted soul in Requiem, do you know that?”
She gave him a wry smile. “No, Rune, I’m not the most wanted soul in Requiem—maybe second or third. Most wanted? My dear boy, that honorable distinction goes to you.”
It was his turn to raise his hands in frustration. “Me? Merciful stars, Kaelyn, your sister didn’t even know I existed until you sneaked into my tavern. Why did you drag me into this?” He shook his head as he paced. “That’s it. I have to turn you in. No other choice. I’ll fly to Shari, and explain that this was all a mistake, and—”
“And she would break your every bone, and flay your skin, and disembowel you alive, and laugh as you scream and beg,” Kaelyn said. “I’ve seen her do it to others. Rune, come here. Sit down beside me. I have some things to tell you. You’ll want to sit down for them.”
She wriggled sideways on the chest, making room for him. He glowered down at her, but she only looked up with large, sad eyes, all their mockery and anger gone. Suddenly Rune again realized how beautiful she was, and stars damn it, he was a young man, and a beautiful woman still muddled his mind and dissipated his anger. With a sigh, he sat down beside her.
“Well, it’s about damn time you told me what’s going on here,” he said. “So talk. I’m listening.”
She placed a hand on his knee and looked at him softly. Her fingers were slim and warm; her eyes were warmer.
“Rune,” she said, “do you know how my father came into power?”
He nodded. “Of course I do. We had to sing his songs every harvest fair. Requiem was weak in the old days; the Aeternum Dynasty had weakened it. Griffins ravaged our kingdom. Phoenixes burned us. Desert warriors rode wyverns to shatter our halls. We were hunted, afraid, dying. And then… Frey Cadigus flew to the capital, a great general leading a host of loyal dragons. They took the throne. They cast aside the weakness of the old dynasty. They hunted and slaughtered the griffins, the phoenixes, and all those who had hurt us. They turned Requiem from a frightened, crumbling kingdom into an empire. Requiem is strong now; Frey Cadigus made her strong.” Rune’s lips twisted into a grimace. “At least, that’s what they taught me as a boy. That’s what they forced us to sing. If you ask me, your father is a right bastard.”
“That,” she said, “he most certainly is. And yes, I too heard the stories of how weak the Aeternum Dynasty was. I grew up hearing horrible stories, Rune. My father would relish in telling them. Stories about how the griffins tore apart our children, spilling entrails and blood; how phoenixes burned our people so that their skin peeled and they ran flaming; how wyverns invaded from the south, how their acid melted flesh and left us deformed and forever screaming.” Kaelyn sighed. “Those stories might be true; they are written in books from before my father’s rule. But those books grieved for our fallen, for all the wars we fought. My father did not grieve; he raged. He blamed the Aeternum Dynasty for weakening Requiem, for allowing our enemies to kill us. He would mock the old dynasty’s compassion and righteousness, spitting out those words like insults. He told me that he delighted in killing them. He told me how he slaughtered the old Aeternum king, his wife, and his children. When telling these stories, his eyes would light up, and he would lick his lips, and he seemed almost in rapture.”
Rune nodded. “Like I said—right bastard. But I know all this. Stars, Kaelyn, the whole empire knows that the Cadigus family hated the Aeternums, that they are… how does Frey put it?” Rune puffed out his chest and spoke in a deep, bombastic voice, imitating the speeches he had heard soldiers delivering at Cadport. “We are strong now. We will never fall. We are mighty and powerful and no enemies will threaten us again, and any weakness within us must be crushed.” He rolled his eyes. “I’ve never met your father, but stars, every soldier of his I’ve seen repeats the same thing. An army of parrots, he has.”
“Deadly parrots,” Kaelyn said. “Big ones who can blow fire.” She smiled and lowered her head. Her hand still held his knee. “Rune, you said I don’t look like my sister; that is true. Did you ever wonder why you don’t look like Wil Brewer, the man you called father?”
Rune had smiled at her jest about fire-breathing parrots; now his smile vanished, and pain twisted his chest. My father. Again Rune saw it: Shari rising from the burning Old Wheel, clutching the charred corpse in her claws. She killed him. She killed my father. He clenched his fists and tears burned in his eyes.
All his life—gone. His kindly father. His home. His books. All burnt and gone. He wondered if his dog, at least, had fled the flames; yet even if Scraggles had escaped, would Rune ever see his pet again?
Everything is burnt, he thought and a lump filled his throat. Everything is lost.
“Oh, Rune,” Kaelyn said, voice soft. “I’m sorry. Truly I am. I didn’t mean to… I…” She touched his hair. “I know this is painful. I know this is confusing. But hear me now. There will be time to mourn, but first you must hear everything I say.”
He looked at her, silent. His eyes stung, and tears blurred his vision. He nodded, unable to talk.
“Rune,” she continued, “this is going to be hard to accept. You might not believe me, but you must hear this. When my father took over the throne, he slaughtered the Aeternum family, every last one—the king, the queen, the princes, the lords and ladies… all but one Aeternum. All but the babe of the family. All but you.”
Rune rubbed his eyes and sighed. “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “And damn it, you didn’t disappoint. Yes, I’ve heard of this missing Aeternum babe. I realize he vanished around the time I myself was a baby. Stars, Kaelyn, every boy in Cadport my age was mocked for being the missing Aeternum.”
Kaelyn’s eyes narrowed and flashed. “Well, he really is you. Your true name is Relesar Aeternum, son of Ardin, heir of a dynasty four thousand years old. My father hates you—he hates you more than all the griffins and phoenixes that ever flew. He’s been hunting you for seventeen years now, since I myself was only a babe. Why do you think Shari showed up in your city?”
“To enlist recruits? To behead a girl and terrify us into obedience? Because she likes the seaside air and the mild southern winters?”
“Because she was looking for you.” Kaelyn jabbed him sharply in the arm. “You look like your father, the old king. Damn it, you’re the spitting image. I’ve seen the man’s paintings. People noticed. Soldiers noticed. You have the same dark hair, the same gray eyes, the same straight nose…”
“Kaelyn, that describes about a million people in Requiem!” He laughed. “So the old king Aeternun had brown hair and gray eyes—stars above, that proves it!”
Kaelyn looked at her feet; she twisted them uncomfortably. “Well, I… might have had something to do with Shari showing up. We’ve known about you all your life, Rune. Our leader, Valien, is the one who placed you at the Old Wheel Tavern; you were only a few moons old. Since then, the Resistance has been watching you. We’d visit the tavern. We’d drink your ale. We’d make sure you were safe, that the Cadigus family hadn’t found you. And, well…” Kaelyn bit her lip. “I’m sorry, but we grew careless. Shari’s soldiers saw our movements. They knew we were visiting Cadport. They followed me one day to the Old Wheel, and they saw you there, and they put two and two together.” She looked back at him, her eyes rimmed with red. “I had to look after you, Rune. I had to. You understand, right?”
For the first time, Rune realized where he had seen Kaelyn before. Of course!
The young, demure priestess had visited the Old Wheel the last two winters, claiming to be on a pilgrimage to Ralora Cliffs, the place where Requiem had fought a battle hundreds of years ago. The priestess would wear a headdress, heavy robes, and a hood, but Rune remembered her large, hazel eyes.
Kaelyn’s eyes.
He rose to his feet so suddenly he nearly knocked the chest—and Kaelyn—over. He rushed toward a wall, grabbed a sword that hung there, and sliced the air. His jaw clenched and anger constricted his throat.
“Shari followed you!” he said, staring at Kaelyn with burning eyes. “I knew it. I knew it! And now my father is dead, and I’m stuck in this hole, and if they catch me, I’m dead too. And… stars, Kaelyn, how could you…”
He let his sword drop; it thumped against the ground. He fell to his knees beside it, covered his eyes, and felt Kaelyn’s hands in his hair.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She knelt before him and embraced him. “I’m so sorry—for everything. But you’re safe now.”
He lowered his hands and stared at her. Her face was inches from his, soft with concern.
“Am I, Kaelyn? Am I safe?”
“Safer than you were.” She touched his cheek. “Believe that, at least. You are safer here.”
He let out a long, shaky sigh. He felt too weak to stand up again, to ever leave this hole.
“What now?” he said and lowered his head.
“I will take you to see Valien, our leader. He has known you all your life; he smuggled you out of the palace when my father killed your parents.” She nodded. “He is wise, the wisest man I know. He’ll know what to do next.”
“Valien Eleison,” Rune whispered.
Like everyone in the empire, he had heard of Valien—the disgraced knight turned resistor, the silver dragon with one horn. Some called him a hero. Others called him a brute, a drunkard and thief and murderer. And some, Rune knew, said that Valien Eleison himself was the man who slew Tilla’s brother.
And I will meet him, Rune thought and swallowed. I will meet the man who crushed my best friend’s soul.
Kaelyn nodded. “But for now, eat and drink something. There is food and wine here. It will be a long journey, and you’ll need your strength.” She looked at the fallen blade. “And you’ll need that sword.”
“I thought you said I wouldn’t know how to use one.”
Though her eyes were still damp, Kaelyn managed to flash a grin. “You wouldn’t, but I’d like a spare, and I’m not carrying two.” She stood up, grabbed an apple from a shelf, and tossed it toward him. “Eat this. And kick your boots off. We’re staying the night. You’re stuck with me in this hole for a while longer.”
On any other night, being stuck in a burrow with a beautiful woman—overnight, too!—would have made Rune feel like the luckiest man in Requiem. Today the apple tasted stale, and he missed home, and he missed Tilla and his father.
When his apple was eaten, he lay down by a wall, and Kaelyn lay beside him. She covered herself with her cloak and placed her cheek upon her palm.
“Goodnight, Rune,” she said.
“You’re not going to stab me in the middle of the night, are you?” He rubbed his side. “Your dagger nicked me back there.”
She grinned again, a grin that showed all her teeth. “No, but I do kick when I sleep.” She gave him a mock kick. “You’re safe from Shari’s fire, but no promises that I won’t kick you to death.”
“Fair enough.” He closed his eyes. “Goodnight, Kaelyn.”
Goodnight, Tilla, he added silently, wondering where she was now, and whether she too had a dry, safe place to sleep.
Goodnight, Father, he thought. He wondered if the old man’s soul had risen to the starlit halls of afterlife… and how crazy Kaelyn was for claiming Wil Brewer hadn’t been his father at all.
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 SHARI
She flew back toward Cadport, shrieking and blowing fire. Her blood pounded in her ears. Her wings beat, bending trees below. Six of her warriors flew around her, metallic dragons blasting fire and howling.
The boy escaped.
Shari screeched and streamed above the city walls.
This backwater will pay.
“I seek Rune Brewer!” Shari screamed to city. She flew above the streets and homes, smoke streaming behind her. “You let the boy escape.”
She swooped, reached out her claws, and slashed at a home. Its clay walls collapsed, and the family inside wailed. Shari rose higher, breathing fire.
“You will bring me the boy!” she cried. “You will bring him to me, or this city will burn.”
She dived over a square and blew fire at another home. Its roof burst into flame. The family inside screamed and fled into the street.
Shari snarled, rage pounding through her. This foul southern city was conniving against her. This was a hive of resistors; she knew it. How else could Kaelyn have smuggled the boy out?
She turned to look at her warriors, six iron dragons who flew behind her.
“Each of you,” she said, “grab two of this city’s vermin. I don’t care who. I don’t care how young they are. Grab a dozen of these filthy maggots and break them upon a dozen wheels.”
The six dragons blasted fire, grinned toothily, and swooped.
Claws slammed into homes. Walls collapsed and people ran through the streets, wailing.
Shari beat her wings, flew toward the hill above the boardwalk, and circled around Castellum Acta, citadel of this city. She screeched orders, voice pealing across the sky. A hundred soldiers streamed out of the craggy fortress, shifted into dragons, and streamed above the streets. The city shook and jets of fire crisscrossed the sky. Homes burned.
“Raise twelve wheels!” Shari howled, wings beating back flames across the city. Smoke filled her throat, and she roared hoarsely. “Raise them outside the courthouse!”
As thousands wailed and fled across the city, her soldiers dragged twelve wagon wheels into the city square, that same square where Shari had spoken to the recruits. Dragons dived and grabbed people from the streets—men, women, and children.
“Break their bodies!” Shari shouted, flying above.
Her six dragons returned and rallied around her. Each clutched two people, one in each claw. They dived, tossed the people onto the square, and pinned them down. Soldiers streamed from alleyways to form a ring around the plaza.
Shari landed upon the cobblestones and blasted fire skyward. She roared so the entire city could hear.
“Break them!” she cried. “Shatter their bones and hang them here. I want the city to hear them scream!”
The twelve, selected randomly from the thousands, squirmed and tried to flee, but they could not escape the claws that pinned them down. One of them, a young man with wide eyes, tried to shift into a dragon, to break the law of Cadigus. Scales began to appear across his body, but the dragon above him, one of Shari’s soldiers, pressed his claws down. The young man below wailed and his magic left him.
“Break them! Bring hammers!”
Soldiers walked forward in human form, clad in black armor and bearing great hammers. The dozen townsfolk wailed, trapped under the claws.
“Please!” one begged, a young girl no older than ten. “Please…”
Another wailed, an old woman with white hair. “Please, my princess, have mercy—”
The hammers swung.
Bones snapped.
The dozen screamed.
Shari stood, snarling and snorting smoke, and laughed.
The hammers swung again. Again. Snapping limbs. Snapping spines. Shari laughed.
“Sling them onto the wheels!” she commanded.
The soldiers dragged the wailing, broken bodies onto the wagon wheels, slung limbs between spokes, and tied the dozen down.
“Hang them on the courthouse balcony!” she commanded, laughing and blasting smoke.
Her soldiers laughed too. Ropes were slung over the balcony, and Shari smiled; had she not met the ropermaker’s daughter at this very place?
The wheels were raised to dangle off the balcony like bloodied wind chimes. Upon each one, a shattered body twitched and wept. Shari stood in the square, still in dragon form. She was tempted to blow her fire, to roast these wailing bodies and taste their flesh. But no, she thought. No. She would let them linger here. She would let them scream a while longer.
She flapped her wings and rose high above the square. The city rolled around her. From up here, she could see Castellum Acta upon the hill, the boardwalk lined with rotting shops, the docks that stretched into the sea, and the abandoned lighthouse upon the breakwater. In the north, beyond the city walls, stretched the forest where the boy had fled.
Shari roared her cry, making sure every soul in Cadport heard.
“I seek Rune Brewer!” she shouted. “You let him flee this city. This is your punishment. These bodies will hang until they rot!” She blew fire down at homes, torching roofs. “You will bring me information about the boy. You will tell me where he fled. Or next moon, I will break a hundred bodies, then a thousand, then ten thousand, until none are left alive.” She screamed so loudly her eardrums thrummed. “You will bring me Rune Brewer or you will die!”
People streamed into the square below her, weeping and wailing and reaching out to those dying upon the wheels. They were the families of the broken, Shari realized, and her grin widened.
Good, she thought. Let them see their beloveds suffer. This city sheltered an Aeternum. She shrieked and blasted fire. They will suffer greatly until he’s mine.
She spun and flew away. Once she had crossed the city walls and flew over the forest, a chill claimed her belly, overpowering the fire of her rage.
She had told her father she would return the boy.
She had vowed to drag Relesar Aeternum back to the capital, he a broken wretch and she a glorious ruler. She had promised her father this gift within the moon.
Frey Cadigus, she knew, was not one to take disappointment well.
She howled, thrashed her tail, and blasted fire.
“You will pay for this, Kaelyn!” she roared. “I will break you too, and I will break the boy, and I will break this city, and the world itself will weep until Relesar is mine.”
With fire and roars, Shari flew north, heading to the capital, to her father… and to the rage of an empire.
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 LERESY
He flew on the wind, a red dragon snorting fire, and licked his maw. He saw it below, rising glorious from the forest.
“My birthday present,” he hissed, and smoke curled from between his teeth. “It’s mine. My own.”
He was eighteen today, a grown man, and his first fortress—the first of many he would command—shone below. Obsidian tiles covered its limestone foundations, reflecting the winter sun. Its four corner towers rose like skulls upon scraggly necks, their tops snowy. Their banners flapped in the wind, hiding and revealing the red spiral, sigil of his house. A fifth tower rose above the grand hall, twice as tall as the others. Upon it ticked a great clock, its four dials as large as dragons, the hands shaped as blades.
“Castra Luna,” whispered the red dragon. “The oldest standing fortress in Requiem. My birthright.”
As he flew over the forest toward the castle, Leresy Cadigus, prince of the empire, grinned and breathed his fire.
The forest streamed below him, pines and oaks bending under the flap of his wings. When Leresy drew closer to the fort, he saw hundreds of soldiers in the courtyard, mere scurrying ants from here. He narrowed his eyes and found himself salivating.
Yes, he thought. Yes, lots of new recruits here—young, afraid, and female. He licked drool off his maw. So much flesh to claim. So much to taste, to savor, to conquer.
Some in the capital had wondered, Leresy knew, why he had demanded Castra Luna for his birthday gift. His older sister Shari had scoffed.
“You could have any fort in Nova Vita!” she had said. “You could command knights, seasoned warriors, and garrisons of legend. And you choose… a training outpost halfway across the empire?”
She had laughed, and Leresy had only stood before her, silent, a small smile on his lips. So little she understood. So little she knew of what lurked here in Castra Luna, this distant southern pile of stone.
Here lurked real power, more than Shari could imagine in her small, petty mind, the mind of a warrior.
“You think like a fighter,” Leresy whispered into the wind. “Like a brute. Like the mindless killer that you are. But I want more than the glory of war, dearest sister. When I am done here, I will have such power that you will kneel before me.”
Flames exploded within him. He clenched his jaw and blasted fire skyward. Shari thought herself so mighty, so proud, so powerful. As Leresy circled above the fortress, he roared his rage, a shriek that could tear through human eardrums.
You might be heir to the empire, Shari, but soon even you will quake before me.
He now flew directly over Castra Luna, the ancient fortress that had been guarding southern Requiem for seven hundred years. He dived toward the courtyard and flew so low the soldiers below—fresh meat just carted in from the backwaters—had to duck. With a grin and howl, Leresy blasted fire across the courtyard, then soared again. His wings stirred dust below, and he shrieked to the sun.
He rose high above the courtyard and blew fire. He had seen enough of the soldiers below to whet his appetite. Half were frightened, pale farm boys no older than himself—fools for him to crush under his heel. The rest were ripe females, and Leresy snorted and grinned and felt his pulse quicken.
I will savor them, he thought. This fort is mine, and they are mine. I own these bricks, and I own this flesh.
He flew toward the command tower, the tallest among them, a great spire of obsidian. It rose hundreds of feet tall, flaring into a capital like a flanged mace. Its clock ticked upon it, a masterwork of black and red gears that clanged the noon hour as Leresy approached.
He flew between towering black spikes, each taller than a dragon, and landed upon the tower roof. He snapped his teeth and grinned. Below him spread the fortress, barracks and armories and courtyards, and beyond them the snowy forests rolled into haze. He blasted fire upward, a beacon of his dominion, and shifted into human form.
Wind whipped him, trying to tear off his cloak. The rooftop spikes towered around him. When he peered off the roof, the height seemed dizzying. For an instant Leresy faltered, and his heart leaped, and he was sure he would fall to the courtyard below. He gritted his teeth, clutched his sword, and trudged across the roof.
A trapdoor lay below him, carved of bronze. Leresy grabbed the knob, pulled the door open, and found a ladder leading into a chamber. He entered, closed the trapdoor above him, and descended the rungs.
Once his feet touched the floor, he cursed.
The room was bare, cold, and utterly distasteful. Disgust washed Leresy, and for a moment, he wondered if he had made a mistake flying here. Only one wall held a tapestry, and even that tapestry was plain, black fabric emblazoned with the red spiral—cheap dye. The furniture was bare pine, and no gold or jewels adorned it. The bed’s mattress was stuffed with straw, not feathers; Leresy could tell just by looking. The chamber did sport a stained-glass window, but even its design was simple—it showed a dragon atop a red spiral—compared to the majestic stained glass of northern palaces.
Leresy’s lips twisted and he snarled.
“At least they have a proper mirror,” he said and stepped toward it.
The mirror rose taller than a man, and Leresy admired his reflection. Whenever he felt sour, his reflection could lift his spirits.
He was remarkably good-looking, he thought. He placed his hands on his hips, raised his chin, and felt his mood improve. His hair was woven of purest gold, short enough to look like a soldier’s hair, but long enough to shine. His eyes were blue as sapphires. His cheeks were smooth, his lips full and pouty.
Some said he looked like his twin, the filthy traitor Kaelyn, but of course, Kaelyn would be wearing rags now and crawling through the mud. Lersey’s dress was immaculate. Not a scratch spoiled his armor of black steel and gold. Not a single errant thread marred his fine cloak of crimson wool and fur. An apple-sized ruby clasped that cloak, and ancient stones—each one taken from the grave of a great hero—embossed his scabbard.
But his greatest treasure, greater even than his jewels and blades, was his punisher. Leresy’s lips peeled back. Delicately, he drew the rod from his belt and held it before him. The finest, softest leather wrapped around its grip. Upon its rounded head, red lightning crackled and flared. Leresy’s breath quickened and his eyes narrowed. He could already imagine the flesh he would burn with his tool, the screams he would hear, and the trembling females he would break and tame and invade.
“My birthday gift,” he whispered, holding the punisher before him; it throbbed in his hand. “My birthright. My—”
A creak sounded behind him—the trapdoor being opened.
Leresy spun to see a burly old man descending the ladder into the chamber.
The man wore leather armor studded with iron bolts—the crude armor of the outposts. White scruff covered his cheeks, and snow and mud stained the hem of his cloak. A longsword hung at the old man’s side, but no jewels adorned it; it could have been taken off a dead mercenary. Leresy’s lips curled in disgust.
“Lord Raelor,” he said, letting that disgust suffuse his voice. “Look at your garb. I’ve seen farmers dressed finer. Look at your beard. I’ve seen cleaner hair on seaside whores. And you call yourself a lord?”
The burly old man sucked in his breath. His eyes widened and he knelt.
“Prince Leresy,” he said gruffly, head lowered. “You surprise me with your visit, my lord.”
Leresy snarled, stepped forward, and grabbed the man’s collar.
“And I suppose you don’t like surprises, old man,” he said with a sneer. “If you knew I was coming, would you have improved your appearance? Would you have shaved your scruff, or washed that fleabag of a cloak, or prepared this room for a prince?” He spat on the floor. “Castra Luna is the oldest standing fort in the empire. Did you think you could allow it to rot, and the capital would sit by idly? Stand up.”
Raelor rose to his feet, his armor and joints creaking. His eyes were small, blue, and cold, the eyes of a hardened warrior, but Leresy saw fear in them too, and that pleased him.
“My prince Leresy,” he said. “Aye, it is a gruff life here in the south, far from the northern comforts of the capital. If you are tired from your flight, however, we have strong wine in our cellars, and—”
“Do I look tired?” Leresy narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying I look tired, old man?”
Raelor stiffened. “My apologies, my prince, I merely—”
“But I will have some wine.” Leresy turned away from the man and stomped toward a table; a jug of wine stood there by a pewter mug. “Have you no servants here to pour your drink? Truly, this is a cesspool of a fort. Things will change around here.”
Lips curling, Leresy poured his own wine. It was the first time he’d had to pour his own drink. He sipped, swished the liquid in his mouth, then spat it onto the floor.
“Pig piss!” he said. He spun back toward Raelor and glared. “Do you drink pig piss here in the south, Raelor?”
The old man’s eyes hardened; Leresy could see the hatred and fear locking horns behind those eyes.
“If the wine is distasteful to you, my prince, we can order other vintages shipped in. We receive shipments every moon, and—”
“You won’t be around for that, Raelor,” Leresy said. He pulled the scroll from his belt and tossed it forward. “A letter for you. Read it.”
Raelor stared at Leresy for just an instant longer, just a heartbeat, but in that space of a breath, Leresy saw the man’s well of hatred… and he grinned.
Good, he thought. Good—hate me, old man. It will make this all the sweeter.
The scroll bore the emperor’s official seal, a red spiral surrounding the initials F.C. — Frey Cadigus. When Raelor looked at the seal, he sucked in his breath and blanched.
Leresy’s grin widened. A letter from the emperor is rarely good news, he thought and licked his lips.
With stiff fingers, Raelor broke the seal, unrolled the parchment, and his eyes darted as he read. His skin grew paler, and a drop of sweat rolled down his temple. He rolled the scroll back up and looked at Leresy.
“My lord prince,” he said. “If I have failed in my duties, allow me to mend them. My family has ruled Castra Luna for generations. We have served the empire loyally. We—”
“You,” said Leresy, “are relieved of command, Lord Raelor. Oh, I’m sorry… but you are not a lord anymore at all, are you?” He tsked his tongue. “That makes you… nothing. Nothing but an intruder in my fortress.”
More sweat rolled down Raelor’s face. His fingers began to tremble. “Please, my prince. My family… allow me to…” His lips shook, his throat constricted, and he could speak no more.
Leresy allowed mock concern to soften his eyes. He stepped toward the larger man and placed his hand on his shoulder.
“Your family is safe in the capital!” Leresy said. “Do not worry, my good man. The empire remembers your loyal service. And your family will remain safe; we will not harm them. Not if you relieve yourself of duty honorably. The empire allows you this great, final honor.”
Raelor’s neck bobbed as he swallowed. He stared at the floor, and his teeth ground, and his forehead glistened. When he looked back up at Leresy, red rimmed his eyes.
“Why?” he whispered. “Why, my prince? How have I failed?”
Leresy shrugged. “Because it’s my birthday. And this is what I wanted.” He gestured at the dagger on Raelor’s belt. “Go on then. Do it. Just… not on the rug.”
Raelor raised his chin. “And my family…?”
“We will make it painless,” Leresy said. “Do this now, and they will not suffer. It will be in their sleep.” He snorted. “I would have preferred to watch them broken and hear them scream—perhaps the rack or an old-fashioned quartering—but my father is more merciful than I am. Well, go on then! Don’t test that mercy.”
Tears dampened Raelor’s eyes, but he managed to keep his chin raised. He gave a final salute, slamming his fist against his chest.
“Hail the red spiral!” he said, stepped back, and drew his dagger. With a gasp and blinking stare, he shoved his blade into his neck.
Leresy stood above the dying man, watching him writhe and bleed out onto the floor and rug.
Damn it, he thought. I told him not to stain the rug.
The blood seeped and ran between the tiles. Leresy sighed. This damn tower—the whole stinking fort—would need to be scrubbed and remodeled before it was fit for a prince.
A voice spoke behind him.
“Same old Leresy… still not killing his own enemies.”
Leresy spun around and saw her there.
He grinned.
“Nairi,” he said.
A backdoor stood open by the tapestry, revealing a staircase that plunged lower down the tower. Nairi stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. A crooked smile played across her lips.
Leresy felt his blood heat; stars, he had missed her. Her short blond hair had grown a little longer, just long enough to fall across her brow and ears, but her green eyes still shone with the same old mockery. When she walked toward him, the sway of her well-rounded hips still stirred his loins. She too was dressed crudely—she wore tan leggings, a steel breastplate, and muddy boots. She carried a rough sword across her back—it wasn’t even jeweled—and a punisher hung at her waist. Only the black rose engraved upon her breastplate, sigil of her house, denoted her nobility.
When she reached him, she placed a finger under his chin and closed his mouth.
“Careful, my prince,” she said. “There’s blood on the floor, and your tongue nearly rolled that far.”
With a snarl, he reached behind her, cupped a handful of her backside, and squeezed.
“Why kill my enemies myself?” he said to her. “My blade is far too fine to dirty with the blood of pigs. And you, Nairi, you too are a pig.” He sniffed. “You stink of oil and dirt, and you’re dressed like a peasant’s daughter. Do you forget who you are? Did life here in this outpost turn you into a commoner?”
Nairi raised an eyebrow and gave him a mocking smile. “It’s true. My clothes are dirty and foul; the clothes of a warrior. Why don’t you remove them from me? I can see that’s what you want.” She patted his cheek. “Such a refined prince does not dirty his dagger…” She reached down to his breeches and grabbed him. “…or any of his blades.”
He snarled and shoved her back. He walked toward the table, grabbed the wine, and drank deeply, pig piss or not. After slamming the mug down, he walked toward the bed, sat on the mattress, and stared at Nairi. She stood with one hand in her hair, smirking at him.
Stars, the woman drips sex, he thought.
“Well?” he said to her. “Go on. Get those clothes off.”
“Somebody’s impatient!” she said. She pouted and began unbuckling her breastplate.
Leresy leaned back and breathed deeply. Perfection, he thought as he watched her undress. Exquisite perfection. Piece by piece, she tossed aside her garments and armor, and Leresy’s smile widened. The young woman was sex in boots, and her father…
Leresy licked his lips. Her father is the most powerful, feared man outside my family. He couldn’t help but snort a laugh. Once Nairi and I are wed, even my brutish sister will fear my might.
Nairi pouted, naked before him, and crossed her arms across her breasts. “You laugh at my naked body?”
“No,” Leresy said. He stood up, approached her, and grabbed her waist. He dug his fingers into her and snarled. “I claim it. Your body is mine. Today is my birthday, and I take this castle, and I take you.”
He shoved her facedown onto the bed. When she tried to flip onto her back, he pressed her down.
“Ler—” she began.
“Lie still. Don’t talk.” He mounted her. “Scream if you like.”
He reached under her torso, grabbed her, and took her roughly, and she screamed. Stars, he made her scream, and Leresy smiled and drooled above her.
“You are mine,” he hissed into her ear. “Don’t you forget that, Nairi. I am your prince, and you belong to me.”
With a grunt, he rolled off her and lay at her side. The mattress creaked beneath him.
I was right, he thought as he stared at the ceiling. The mattress is stuffed with straw. Raelor, you bloody peasant. I should torture your family after all. I’ll start by making them sleep on this mattress.
He turned to look at Nairi. For once, no mockery shone in her eyes or twisted her lips. She looked almost shy, almost demure. He had hurt her. Good. He had made this feel like the first time, and in his bed, she now felt like a newly deflowered maiden.
And in this bed I will deflower many more, Leresy thought. As soon as I replace the mattress, that is.
“Soon we will be wed,” he told her. “I haven’t told my father yet. I will when the time is right; I’ll fly to the capital and let him know in person. I will tell your father too.”
Fire coiled through his chest, and his fingers trembled. Yes. Nairi’s father. He was perhaps an ugly bastard, all bald and lumpy skin—not nearly as intoxicating as his fresh young daughter—but he was powerful, and if Leresy craved anything more than female flesh, it was power.
His lips curled.
Soon you will fear me, Shari, he thought. When I’m married to Nairi, the son-in-law of the Axehand Order’s commander, you will fear me. Once I’m wed into the Axehand, even you will be unable to hurt me. Even you will shiver when I approach, dearest sister. You’ve tried to kill me so many times. Don’t think I don’t know this, Shari. But soon, very soon, the tables will turn.
“I would like that,” Nairi said, her voice small. She propped herself up on one elbow. “Would we fly and tell them together? I haven’t been to the capital in a year now. I would like to return.”
He spun toward her and frowned, disgusted. “The capital?” He snorted. “What do you want to visit the capital for? Nova Vita is a cesspool, all politics and rules and…”
And Shari trying to kill me, he wanted to say, but bit down on the words. No. It was best Nairi did not know about that. In the capital, there was his father, his sister, and motley nobles with daggers forged for stabbing backs. But here… here in the south there were perhaps crude mattresses, bare chambers, and peasant armor, but there was also dominion. Here, Leresy was lord.
Once I’m wed to Nairi, I can return to the capital as a lord as well. Once Shari is killed, I will be heir.
“Never mind that,” he finished. “The capital will be ours in time. Get up. Get dressed. Don’t you have recruits to train?”
Some of the fire returned to her eyes. “Don’t you have a floor to mop of blood?” She rose to her feet, lifted her clothes, and began to dress herself. “To answer your question, yes. There’s a new shipment of fresh meat rolling in today—six hundred recruits from a southern backwoods called Cadport.” She hopped on one leg, tugging up her leggings. “Cadport! What a ridiculous name. Why does your family insist on naming everything after itself?”
He scoffed. “I’ll do the same to you, wench. Nairi Cadigus you’ll be when I’m done with you.”
And yet his belly tightened. Cadport, Cadport… where had he heard that name? He sucked in his breath, realization hitting him. Bloody Abyss. His sister had said something about flying down to Cadport; she had taken that brute Beras with her, a halfwit she had hired a few years back. Were these two events connected?
What are you up to, Shari? She had flown to the southern port, and now hundreds of its youths were arriving here, where Leresy was staking his claim. He ground his teeth. Stars damn it, his sister was up to her own schemes; he felt it in his gut.
I’ll have to marry Nairi soon. I’ll have to grow close to her father. He clenched his fists. And then my sister will die.
Nairi fastened the last buckle on her breastplate, then slung her sword across her back. She nodded down at Leresy, who still lay abed.
“Come see them roll in, my prince,” she said and grinned. “Lots of fresh meat for you to terrify. You should enjoy that.”
Oh, but I will enjoy their fresh meat, he thought. Though not the way you think.
He had spent his love only moments ago, yet already Leresy felt his blood heat again. Yes, he would break in many of those recruits—with sword, with whip, and here in his bed. He wondered briefly whether Nairi would like to join him in his conquests, then decided against it. It was best not to share this with her; at least, not until after he wed her and killed Shari.
He left the bed and smoothed his robe.
“Are there any servants in this pile of bricks?” He nodded down at the corpse. “The thing stinks already.”
She strapped her punisher to her hip; it was clad in the blood-red leather of a phalanx commander.
“Come, my prince,” she said, “and don’t worry; I’ll send up a recruit or two to dispose of the corpse. We have no servants here, but we have thousands of youths to break, to train, and to command. They will do your dirty work. Come, let’s go introduce them to the great Prince Leresy Cadigus.”
She patted his cheek, winked, and turned to leave the room, hips swaying with reclaimed swagger. Leresy stood a moment, admiring the view, then followed.
They climbed back onto the tower’s roof. They stood in the wind, looking down at the fortress. The smaller towers, the courtyard, the grand hall, the armory, the kitchens—they all looked like stone blocks from up here. Around them rolled the forests. A single, cobbled road snaked across the land, leading from the camp’s gates down south. Leresy was a child of the north; to him, Castra Luna was as south as he could imagine. But the empire stretched even farther from this outpost, all the way to the Tiran Sea where Cadport lay, and beyond that sea to the endless deserts.
My birthright, he thought. Once my father and sister are dead, all these lands will be mine.
Movement caught his eye. A convoy was moving north along the road, heading toward the camp. Leresy counted six carts, each one wide enough to house a phalanx of recruits. A dragon tugged each cart down the road, and smoke plumed from their nostrils.
“Here they are!” Nairi said, standing beside him. The wind ruffled her short blond hair, and she smiled crookedly and clutched her punisher. “The fresh meat rolls in. Let us go greet them.”
Her lips peeled back in a hungry grin, and she shifted. Gray wings burst out from her back. Her fangs shone. She took flight as an iron dragon, roared, and blew fire at the sky.
Leresy followed suit. He shifted into the red dragon, roared a spray of fire, and flew after her. They circled above the fort, howling their flames, and waited for the recruits to roll in.
As Leresy flew, he grinned and licked his chops. His chamber perhaps was bare, and the mattress rough, but Leresy thought he would enjoy his eighteenth birthday after all.
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 TILLA
The cart trundled forward, and they were close now. Dragons shrieked ahead, fire crackled, and Tilla could feel it. After ten days in the wilderness, they were nearing their destination.
What fort will it be? she wondered, standing in the dark cart as a hundred other girls pressed against her. She tried to remember all the forts she knew within ten days of Cadport, but there were too many. It would have to be one for training recruits—seasoned soldiers didn’t share forts with recruits—but that only narrowed it down by a couple of forts.
She went over all the names she had heard soldiers speak of. This could be Castra Nova Murus, a great fortress in the east; that would be good fortune, Tilla thought, for soldiers said a benevolent lord commanded Murus. Or it could be Castra Alira, a dilapidated fortress in the west; Tilla remembered soldiers saying the rooms there were rough, but the training light.
Or it could be… Tilla swallowed and twisted her fingers. She did not want to be grim but had to consider the possibility. They could be rolling toward the infamous Castra Luna.
Tilla clenched her jaw, remembering the stories. They whispered that Luna was not only the cruelest fortress in the south, but in the entire empire. They said obsidian tiles covered the old bricks of Castra Luna, as black and cold as the heart of its commanders. They said recruits were broken there—physically and mentally. Tilla had once met a soldier who had, they said, trained in Castra Luna; the man had been a mute, grim killer, a demon in human flesh.
Her own brother had trained at Castra Luna. He had never come home.
Tilla sucked in her breath.
No, she thought, the odds are against it. It won’t be Luna. Please, stars of my fathers, don’t let it be Luna.
She moved through the crowd of girls, heading toward a cart wall. Two days back, the cart had overturned, and a crack now opened in the wall, too high for the other girls to peek through, but just the right height for Tilla. She jostled her way forward. The other girls moved aside, mumbling prayers. Tilla reached the crack, stood on her toes, and peered outside.
Her heart sank.
A snowy forest rolled around her, the trees bare and dark. Above the branches, still about a mile away, Tilla saw black, glimmering walls.
Obsidian. Castra Luna.
A hand tugged at her sleeve.
“Tilla, what do you see?”
Tilla turned to see Mae peering up at her. The baker’s daughter bit her trembling lip. Other recruits gathered around and peered at Tilla, all whispering.
“What do you see?”
“I hear dragons flying, are we close?”
“Tilla, where are we?”
In darkness, Tilla thought. At the gates of pain. In a world we might never escape.
She raised her hand.
“We’ve reached a fort,” she began.
“Which one?” demanded Erry Docker. The scrawny waif’s short, brown hair lay in tangles, her knees were skinned, and her eyes flashed. “Tell us the bloody fort’s name, Tilla.”
“Are we at Castra Murus?” called another girl. “My brother trained there.”
Mae Baker began to weep. “But I want to go home! I don’t want to go to any fort. I want to go back to Cadport… Please… My father will be so angry, he’s going to come save me…”
Tilla had to shout over them all. “Be quiet! Don’t make noise or Beras will hear. You know he hates noise. We’ve reached the fort of Castra Luna.” The girls began to whisper and weep, and Tilla raised her hands and spoke louder. “You will be safe here! I promise this to you. I know men who trained at this fortress, and I will protect you.”
“How will you protect us?” Erry said and spat onto the floor. “You’re just a pissant recruit like us. Bloody bollocks, I could take you in a fight, I reckon.”
“No you couldn’t, Erry!” said Mae, tears in her eyes. “Tilla is stronger than us, and she’s about twice your height, so be quiet. And stop cussing; my mother said a girl should never cuss. Princess Shari liked Tilla too, you all saw it, and even Beras was a little afraid of her.” She clung to Tilla and her lips wobbled. “Tilla is going to look after us here.”
Erry rolled her eyes and groaned.
The shrieks of dragons grew louder, and Tilla peered out the crack again. She cursed under her breath. Two dragons were circling above the fortress, blowing pillars of fire. One was red, male, and long of fang. The other was female, and her scales were an iron gray. Both sported gilded horns; these ones were nobility.
And they are cruel, Tilla thought. I can see it in their fire. They will try to break us. She clenched her fists at her sides. But I will not be broken. Whatever horror awaits here, I will survive it. I will see Cadport and Rune again.
The cart kept trundling, and the black walls grew closer. Cannons lined their battlements, and soldiers in leather armor manned each gun. Tilla had seen cannons before, long and narrow things along Cadport’s boardwalk; not far from the Old Wheel stood the oldest cannon in Requiem, a rusted sentinel watching the sea. But these cannons dwarfed Cadport’s like greatswords beside daggers. Each gun was long as a dragon; she could have climbed into the barrels.
She swallowed. These cannons were not built to blast ships, she thought. They were built to slay dragons.
“Tilla, bloody dog dung, what do you s—” Erry began, but Tilla hushed her and kept staring outside.
The gates of Castra Luna rose ahead. From where she stood, Tilla could only see half of one door. That door loomed twenty feet tall, its oak engraved with carvings of the red spiral. The sigil also appeared upon black banners that draped the walls and fluttered from the tower tops.
But Castra Luna hadn’t always been a Cadigus stronghold, Tilla knew. She thought back to the old, banned books Rune kept hidden under the Old Wheel’s floor. Once this had been a castle of House Aeternum. The great Princess Mori Aeternum had raised this place from a small, southern outpost into a great castle, and many princes and princesses of Aeternum had ruled here, a beacon of southern light. In old drawings, Tilla had seen a castle of bright bricks, of green-and-silver banners sporting Aeternum’s two-headed dragon, and of justice and light. Today… today she saw a prison of darkness.
The doors creaked open, revealing lines of soldiers. A chill ran through Tilla. Each soldier stood stiff as a statue, clad in leather armor studded with iron. Each bore a longsword. Helms hid their heads, bowls of black steel. They seemed to her not human, but automatons of metal, leather, and cruelty.
This will be me soon, Tilla thought. I will no longer be Tilla Roper of Cadport. I will be one in a line, a soul broken and remolded into a killer, nothing but a machine—no more alive than the cannons upon the walls.
Several carts rolled ahead of her own. They vanished under the archway, and Tilla’s cart soon followed.
And so we enter the long, cold night, she thought and her throat tightened. She missed Rune so badly her belly clenched. Perhaps, she dared to hope, when he was drafted in summer, he would be sent to Castra Luna too. Would Tilla still be stationed here then? And if so, would Rune even recognize whatever demon they molded her into?
Six carts rolled into Castra Luna’s courtyard. Through the crack, Tilla saw the brutish Beras lumbering about. He was howling, banging on cart walls, and unlocking the doors. Saliva sprayed from his mouth as he shouted.
“Out, vermin!” He growled and spat. “We’ve carried you maggots for long enough. Out, you miserable lot of bastards and whores!”
When the brute reached Tilla’s cart and tugged the door open, the light nearly blinded the recruits inside. A few whimpered and covered their eyes. They had not seen daylight for ten days now, not since leaving Cadport, aside from what little light fell through the cracked wall.
Cadport’s youths stumbled out into the courtyard like prisoners from dungeons, pale and blinking and frail in the sun. The sky was white, and the small winter sun reflected off the fort’s obsidian walls. Tilla blinked and struggled to steady her limbs. Throughout the journey, they had been fed but scraps—old bread, burnt sausages, and some moldy cheese. Their training had not even begun, and already Tilla felt weaker than she’d ever been.
She looked around her, trying to focus her eyes. The recruits stood in the courtyard, still wearing the same tunics and leggings they had worn when leaving Cadport. A thousand other youths surrounded the square, but these ones were not weak. They did not tremble or blink or whimper. They stood in armor, silent, faces blank.
Tilla looked beyond them to see walls and barracks, all carved of the same obsidian, all bearing banners of the red spiral. A tower rose above them, the tallest she’d ever seen; it must have stood three hundred feet tall. It sported a great clock as large as a wagon; its hands were shaped as swords, ticking in an eternal battle. A hall stood below the tower, large enough to house a thousand men, and upon its walls perched two dragons, red and gray.
The red dragon stared directly at her, and Tilla felt as if an icy fist punched her.
Lust filled that red dragon’s eyes—lust for her flesh, for her blood, and for her very soul. The beast stared into her, licked his chops, and snarled. Smoke rose between his teeth, and Tilla tore her eyes away. Her heart thrashed and her fingers trembled.
“Form ranks!” Beras bellowed, lolloping around the courtyard. “By the Abyss, if you embarrass me now, I’ll flay your hides. Form ranks, sons of whores!”
Standing beside Tilla, Erry smirked. “He still walks like he got a stick up his arse. I bet he stick ‘em there good himself.”
Tilla glared at the skinny ragamuffin. “Don’t you ever stop talking? Come on, form ranks; stand behind me.”
Cadport’s recruits shuffled together, forming ranks as Beras and his fellow soldiers barked orders. They had formed ranks every night for ten days, and they moved faster now. The girls stood in lines to one side, the boys to another. As always, Erry Docker stood to Tilla’s right, smirking to herself, and Mae Baker stood to her left, biting her wobbling lip.
When they all stood in three lines, Beras stared at them in disgust.
“Miserable maggots,” he said and spat again. “Bloody waste of time, you are. Good riddance to you. I deliver you now to your new masters. My only regret is I won’t be here to see you broken.”
He marched down the lines, huffing and thumping his boots. When he walked by Tilla, he paused and turned toward her. His beady eyes narrowed and he snarled. His breath wafted between his crooked teeth, scented of rotting meat.
Tilla stood stiff and frozen before him, chin raised. Her heart pounded, but she dared not say a thing, not even breathe.
“Oh, I’ll miss you, child,” Beras said, voice rough as his face. “I’ll be seeing you again, don’t you doubt it. You’ll spread your legs for me yet.” He spat onto her face. “You’ll be mine, whore.”
With that, he stepped back, shifted into a bronze dragon, and took flight. With a few flaps of his wings he was gone, leaving only a wake of smoke.
Tilla stood, knees weak and nausea rising in her. Belas’s foul spit clung to her face, but she dared not wipe it off. The last recruit who’d moved in formation had been dragged off, hung from a tree, and beaten until his ribs snapped. And so she stood, breathing hard and struggling not to gag as the saliva dripped down her cheek.
“Recruits!” rose a female voice above. “Face north!”
Around the courtyard, a thousand soldiers spun upon their heels, slammed their boots down, and faced the grand hall. Fumbling and glancing around, Cadport’s recruits followed, a breath late. Tilla and the others stood facing the hall. Upon its walls, the two dragons—red and gray—glared down at them, smoke pluming from their nostrils.
The gray dragon blasted fire skyward, then shifted. She stood upon the walls in human form, hands on her hips and a smirk on her face.
She was a young woman; she looked not much older than Tilla herself. Her yellow hair was just long enough to fall across her brow, and mockery filled her eyes; Tilla could see that even from here. She wore tan leggings, tall boots, and a breastplate engraved with a black rose. A sword hung across her back, and a she held a punisher in one gloved hand. Its tip crackled.
“Welcome to pain!” the young woman shouted. “Welcome to blood, to tears, and to death. Welcome to Castra Luna! I am Lanse Nairi, but to you, I am a goddess, I am a mother, I am a tyrant, and I am your savior.” She smirked. “To me you are worms to crush.”
Lanse. Tilla had heard that word before. It was a rank, she remembered. Tilla knew little of rank; she did not know how lofty a lanse was.
Lofty enough to command me, she thought. But then again, that is probably everyone here other than my fellow recruits.
“Today,” Nairi continued, “we have a new lord in Castra Luna. Kneel, servants of the red spiral. Kneel before Prince Leresy Cadigus!”
Nairi gestured toward the red dragon, who snorted fire and shifted into human form.
The recruits below gasped, paled, and knelt.
The red dragon now stood as a young, golden-haired man. A smirk played across his lips. Unlike the others in this fort, Prince Leresy wore no crude leather. The finest steel plates formed his armor, each filigreed with golden dragons. A cloak hung across his shoulders, the crimson fabric lined with fur and probably worth more than all the coins in Cadport. A sword hung at his belt, its pommel shaped as a dragonclaw, its scabbard jeweled. A red spiral, shaped of rubies, shone upon his breastplate.
Shari’s younger brother, Tilla thought, glancing up at him as she knelt. Ten days, and I’ve met two of the emperor’s children, and I don’t know which one frightens me more.
“He’s looking right at you,” Erry whispered from the corner of her mouth; the urchin knelt beside her. “The prince. Bet he wants to thrust right into you with his royal rod, and I don’t mean his punisher. Not bad-looking, he is. Bloody bollocks, Tilla, but all the menfolk stare at you. I also need to grow a pair of big—”
“Shush!” Tilla whispered.
Terror froze her, but it seemed nobody had heard the exchange. She glanced back up at Prince Leresy. He stood on the wall, looking down upon the courtyard, and again he met her eyes.
She shivered. She had heard of Leresy’s cruelty; everyone in Requiem had. They said that every week, Prince Leresy walked through the capital, seeking a woman he fancied. They said he favored mothers. When he found one, he would slaughter her family before her eyes, take her to his palace chambers, and force himself upon her. In the morning, they whispered, servants would collect the woman’s battered corpse from the courtyard outside Leresy’s window.
And now this prince—this monster—stared right at her across the crowd. His smirk grew, and he gave her a wink. He licked his lips—slowly, luxuriously, as if savoring the taste.
Tilla forced her gaze away. Her belly twisted and her heart pounded. She released her breath, only now realizing she had held it.
I must never stare at him again, she thought. He is the most dangerous man in Requiem.
“Children of Requiem!” the prince cried. He had the high voice of a youth, but carried it with the arrogance of a man. “I welcome you to my home. Rise.”
The recruits rose to their feet, those newly arrived and those already armored.
“Hail the red spiral!” Prince Leresy shouted and slammed his fist against his chest.
“Hail the red spiral!” shouted thousands of recruits below, and thousands of fists thumped against chests.
To her left, Tilla heard Mae whimper. To her right, she heard Erry smirk and whisper something about sneaking into the prince’s bed. But Tilla only stood still and silent, and though she had vowed to never look at the prince again, she could not help it. She found herself once more glancing his way.
He met her eyes and stared. The stare seemed to last forever, and in his eyes Tilla saw haughtiness, lust, and unending malice.
Without another word, the prince spun on his heel and stepped away from the battlements. He vanished, leaving Tilla feeling as empty and violated as a ransacked home.
“All right, you miserable lot of filthy maggots!” Nairi shouted above. She shifted back into a gray dragon and took flight. “It’s time to sort your useless arses into phalanxes. A bloody waste of time, if you ask me.” She blasted a pillar of fire. “Commanders, to the courtyard! Fresh meat!”
With roaring fire and thudding wings, five dragons appeared, rising from behind the grand hall. Fire and smoke filled the air. Scales clanked. Orders rang. Soldiers rushed about the courtyard, goading recruits with crackling punishers. Welts rose on flesh and recruits screamed.
Tilla moved with the crowd, her belly knotting.
Her life in Castra Luna began with fire, smoke, and pain.
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 RUNE
They climbed the hill, cloaks billowing in the wind, and beheld a landscape of ruin.
Rune stood for a moment, frozen, and softly exhaled. At his side, Kaelyn nodded and took his hand.
“My father’s cruelty,” she said. “Here it lies below us. Here we hide. Here we fight him.”
They had been traveling through the wilderness for ten days now, keeping off the roads. At least, Rune thought it was ten days; it all blurred into one long, confused dream of hiding in holes, scurrying between trees, and living off dwindling supplies of dried meat, rough cheese, and stale bread. He had fled Cadport wearing everyday clothes—old boots, woolen pants and a tunic, and a warm cloak—and the journey had worn them into tatters. He was down one notch in his belt already, and he felt about a day away from losing another notch.
And here… here they reached the end of their journey, and Rune realized: He would miss the long days in the wilderness.
“Why this place?” he said, a chill tingling his spine. He turned to look at Kaelyn. “In the entire empire of Requiem, with all its forests and mountains and swamps and deserts, why hide here?”
She stood watching the ruins. The wind ruffled her golden, wavy hair and pinched her cheeks pink. She held her sword’s hilt, and suddenly she seemed so sad to Rune, sadder than he’d ever seen her. Years ago, a wandering bard had traveled to Cadport, entered the Old Wheel, and played a song upon his harp. Men had wept to hear the music of old forests, ancient kings, and starlight upon marble columns. Rune had never forgotten that song, that sadness of longing and beauty; today he saw the same song in Kaelyn’s eyes.
“It is safe,” she said softly. “Imperial dragons fly here, but they don’t land. No one but the Resistance walks among these ruins. We can hide here, survive, arm ourselves… and dream.” She turned to look at him, and her eyes glistened with tears. “This place reminds us. Everywhere you look here, you will see my father’s evil. It keeps us strong. And one day, his collapse will begin here—in this place that he crushed.”
Rune looked back at the fallen city.
Confutatis, he thought. He knew of this place. He had seen its maps and cityscapes in the books hidden under the Old Wheel’s floor. Only twenty years ago, this had been the capital of Osanna, a kingdom east of Requiem, a land whose people could not shift into dragons but rode horses, wove silk, studied the stars, and honored ancient alliances with the Vir Requis. In the old pictures, Rune had seen spires scraping the sky, temples with silver domes, thousands of homes and streets, and white walls topped with banners. It had been a place of life, science, and creation.
Today he saw a place of death, ash, and shattered stone.
The white walls lay fallen. The streets and homes lay shattered. The stems of towers rose like broken ribs, barely taller than men. The city spread for miles; a million souls must have lived here. Today Rune saw no life but for crows that circled above.
All who lived here—dead, he thought. Cadigus killed them all.
“Why?” he whispered. “Why would your father kill so many, crush an entire city?” He spun toward her, eyes stinging. “These people had no magic; they could not become dragons, could not defend themselves. Why, Kaelyn?”
“Because he is proud,” she replied, looking upon the city. The wind billowed her blue cloak. “Because he is cruel. Because he is hurt.” She sighed. “My father… when he was younger, he trained to be a priest, did you know?”
Rune frowned. “A priest? Your father? I’ve met priests; they tend to be meek, humble, and kind. I’ve seen statues of your father. He doesn’t exactly seem the priestly type.”
“He isn’t,” Kaelyn agreed. “But he was born into poverty, the son of a logger. His father beat him, and priesthood was an escape. A temple could give him food, shelter, and most importantly—books. My father had always craved knowledge.”
“He doesn’t seem the bookish type either,” Rune said, remembering the man’s statues. Even carved in stone, Frey Cadigus scared him. The emperor was a tall, powerful man—or at least sculpted that way—clad in armor and bearing weapons. Yet the statue’s eyes would always frighten Rune the most. Those eyes stared, cold and always watching, from a hard, lined face. Those eyes seemed crueler than the man’s sword.
“Books contain knowledge, and knowledge brings power.” Kaelyn tightened her cloak around her. “He spent years in temple libraries, reading every book he could find. He especially craved histories of battle; even then he lusted for blood. He read how the people of this land, of Confutatis, enslaved the griffins, rode them to war, and toppled the halls of Requiem. That was a thousand years ago, but to a skinny boy in a dark temple…” She shook her head sadly. “I think those stories stabbed him like griffin talons. He left the priesthood. He became a soldier, an officer, and finally a general powerful enough to take Requiem’s throne. And then… then he became a killer.” She gestured at the city. “Then he took his vengeance. Deep inside, he was still that boy in candlelit libraries dreaming of slaying Requiem’s enemies. But now this boy had an army of dragons. And still this death lies before us.” Kaelyn snarled and gripped her sword. “And here, Rune, here his own death rallies.” She began walking downhill. “Come. I will take you to Valien.”
Ash swirled around their boots. Charred trees and skeletons, their flesh picked cleaned, littered the hillside. Kaelyn squeezed Rune’s hand. Her grip was warm, and when he looked at her, she stared back with huge, somber eyes.
At the foothills, the ruins spread around their feet. The shells of houses stood blackened, roofs gone, walls chipped like teeth in smashed jaws. Bricks, shattered blades, and cloven helms littered the streets, so thick Rune had to wade through them. Inside the homes, skeletons still lingered—soldiers grasping rusted swords, children hiding in corners, and mothers huddling over babes. Dragonfire had burned them; the bones were charred.
Rune could barely breathe. His throat constricted. His fists trembled. He wanted to reel toward Kaelyn, to shake her, to yell at her.
Why didn’t the Resistance bury them! he wanted to demand. How could you just let your father’s victims lie dead here?
Yet when he looked at Kaelyn, prepared to shout, he saw tears on her cheeks. She did not tremble. She did not weep. She walked tall and proud, clutching her sword and bow, a warrior. Yet tears for the fallen, even these strangers of a different kingdom, shone in her eyes. Rune felt his rage ebb, and sadness replaced it.
Requiem was once a noble, peaceful kingdom, he thought, looking around at the destruction. This is what the Cadigus family has made us. Killers. Monsters. Demons of fire.
They stepped over a pile of bricks. A doll’s hand peeked from between them. A crow sat upon a smashed keystone, pecking at a human jawbone. Half a tower rose to their right, ending with a shattered crown; inside, Rune saw skeletons in rusted armor. Looking upon this death, Rune remembered the Old Wheel burning and Shari clutching his father’s body, and tears stung his eyes.
The Cadigus family had done the same to his home and family. The dead of Confutatis were his brothers now, bonded in grief. His eyes stung and his breath shook.
I don’t want any of this, he thought. He climbed over half a child’s skeleton; the legs were missing. I never wanted this! All I wanted was to live quietly, to see Tilla again, to help Cadport cling to hope. Not this death. Not this war.
He lowered his head. He missed home. He missed his father, his dog, his books, and everything else. The pain filled his belly like ice.
Kaelyn squeezed his hand. He looked up to see her gazing at him softly.
“I’m sorry, Rune,” she whispered. “I’m sorry you have to see this.” She touched his cheek. “But you need to. You need to see everything Frey Cadigus has done. And you will need to remember this.” Her eyes hardened. “You will need these memories when you face him.”
He laughed mirthlessly. “Face Frey Cadigus? After seeing these ruins, Frey is the last person I want to confront.”
“I know,” she said. “Yet you are the heir of Aeternum, and he seeks you. He will find you. He will want to slay you himself. And you will have to fight him. And when you do, remember this place.” She looked around her. “Remember why you fight.”
Rune sighed, shook his head, and kept walking. He could not get rid of that lump in his throat.
“You’re mad, Kaelyn,” he said. “Mad! I joined you only because Shari burned my home. But to fight your father? The emperor himself?” He barked another humorless laugh. “I’m only a brewer. Not a warrior.”
“You were a brewer,” she whispered. “A warrior you will become. Valien will teach you. We are near.”
They kept walking through the ruins. They walked across a wide, cobbled square strewn with hundreds of skeletons still clad in sooty armor. They passed a shattered temple; its dome was cracked open like an egg, skeletons slung across its shattered rim. They were walking down a street littered with bricks, shattered shields, and bones when a shriek tore the air.
A dragon shriek.
Rune bent low and scurried for cover. Kaelyn leaped at his side. They landed in a ditch, scuttled under a fallen statue, and huddled deep in shadow.
They had run for cover so many times over the past ten days. Rune’s knees and elbows were skinned from a hundred dives under logs, brambles, or tangled roots. Yet in the forest, the leafy canopy had offered extra concealment. Here in these ruins, the sky was clear; peering from under the fallen statue, Rune saw the dragon in all its wrath and flame.
The beast had copper scales, white horns, and great black wings like curtains of night. It shrieked to the sky, then swooped and blasted fire across the street. Walls of flame roared before Rune, heat blasted him, and he cursed and grabbed his sword.
“Bloody stars!” he hissed. “I thought you said this place was safe, Kaelyn.”
She knelt beside him in the shadows. The fallen statue stretched above them, forming a roof. Kaelyn’s face glistened with sweat. She clutched a dagger in her hand, bared her teeth, and breathed sharply.
“Hush!” she whispered. “Keep your voice down. This dragon hasn’t seen us. If he had, we’d be dead. They patrol these ruins several times a day.”
Rune rolled his eyes. “And you chose your hideout here? Where your father’s dragons patrol daily?”
She tightened her cloak around her. “Forests can be uprooted. Towns can be toppled. Forts can be crushed. This place is already dead—lots of places to hide, nothing left to tear down.”
Perhaps Kaelyn was right, Rune thought. The forests had seemed to offer no more safety, and as for Cadport, well… Rune’s chest still ached to remember Cadport. Perhaps no place was safe anymore from Frey Cadigus. Once this had been a distant kingdom; now it lay ruined. Now there was just this, just the empire, as far as they could go.
And Kaelyn thinks we can topple it!
Rune wondered if he was crazy to even be here. He could grow a beard to disguise his face, he thought. He could take up a false identity, move to a new town, and find work. He didn’t have to fight this war. He didn’t have to walk through death.
He had thought this many times over the past few days. And yet he had kept following Kaelyn through forest, field, and ruin. Why? Was it Kaelyn’s big eyes and her body pressed against his? Or had he simply gone mad?
I can’t keep doing this, he thought. I’ll listen to what this Valien has to say. I’ll tell him I’m not the man he’s looking for. And then I’ll leave this place and forget about the whole damn rebellion.
Finally the dragon shrieks faded into the distance. Kaelyn released her dagger and began crawling back onto the street.
“Come on,” she said and looked over her shoulder at him. “Follow me. Another dragon won’t be back for hours.”
Rune sighed. “So said half the skeletons on this street, I reckon.”
Yet as she walked down this street of death, he followed. In the distance, he could see the dragon flying into the southern horizon, a mere speck blowing a thread of fire. Crows replaced it in the sky; a few dipped down to pick at old ribs.
They reached a wide, cobbled boulevard that looked wide enough for a hundred men to walk abreast. This must have been the main street of Confutatis. Along its sides, the iron frames of chariots rusted, and the skeletons of horses lay shattered. The stems of lost columns, the shells of burnt towers, and crumbling walls lined the roadsides in a palisade of destruction. Far ahead, past mist and shadow, the path led to a shattered palace, its pocked walls rising from ash and ending in ruin. Even the crows did not fly above this street, as if they feared it.
“What is this place?” Rune whispered.
“Welcome,” she said, “to the Boulevard of Bones. It leads through death. It leads through old fire. It leads to hope.”
They began to walk down the street. The skeletons at their sides seemed to stare at Rune. The skull of a horse grinned. Ash carpeted the cobblestones; it muffled their footfalls and stirred around their boots. Rune was looking at the burnt skeleton of a child, a sword piercing its ribcage, when movement caught his eye.
He spun sideways, clutched his sword, and drew a foot of steel.
“Kaelyn!” he hissed.
An archer stood in the broken tower, peering through a crack in the wall. The man wore a gray cloak smeared with ash, and gray paint covered his face; he blended into the tower’s bricks. Rune snarled and prepared to dive for cover, but Kaelyn gripped his arm.
“It’s fine, Rune!” she said. “He’s one of ours.”
She pushed Rune’s sword back into its scabbard and nodded at the archer. She raised her left hand, holding her index and middle fingers pressed together. Inside the shattered tower, the archer returned the gesture and lowered his bow.
As they kept walking down the boulevard, more movement stirred. Rune looked from side to side and blew out his breath. Dozens of archers hid here, each one cloaked in gray, the color of the ruins. They peeked from broken towers, from behind shattered walls, and from under fallen statues. As Kaelyn walked by, they each raised their hands in salute, index and middle fingers pressed together.
“Welcome, Rune,” Kaelyn said softly, “to a voice of hope, to a light in the dark, to courage in an empire of fear.” She gave him a sad look that spoke of her childhood, of countless deaths, and of hope almost lost under pain. “Welcome to the Resistance.”
They kept walking down the Boulevard of Bones. All around among the broken towers, walls, and halls they hid—warriors of the Resistance. As Rune walked, his head spun. Every year in Cadport, soldiers of the Regime would speak of the resistors’ evil and might. Every year, they would draft all those turned eighteen, cart them off to forts, break and mold them into soldiers, then send them off to fight the Resistance. Rune had always imagined hosts of demonic beasts mustering with fire and steel. But this… this was just a rabble. Here were only a few men—Rune doubted he saw more than a hundred—clad in rags and dust, their blades chipped.
This isn’t an army.
The Cadigus Regime had been lying to its people, Rune realized. With fiery speeches and military terror, they had turned a toothless pup into a rabid beast. The wars against the phoenixes, the griffins, and the wyverns had ended years ago. With Requiem’s external foes defeated, Frey Cadigus needed a new enemy, Rune realized. He needed a new way to terrify his people, to rally them around a threat. How else would a soldier keep his power? How else could Cadigus maintain his iron grip, if not with fear of monsters?
This Resistance is nothing but a ghost of a threat, Rune thought. They cannot win. Not with me here. Not with ten thousand more men. This is a hopeless war. They only serve to give Frey Cadigus the enemy he so desperately needs.
They continued down the Boulevard of Bones, this vein of destruction Cadigus had carved. With every step, they drew nearer to the fallen palace of Confutatis. Soon its ruin rose before them.
In one of the books Rune had hidden under his floor planks, he had seen an illustration of this palace. Its dozen towers had risen into the clouds. Banners had streamed upon its walls. Soldiers bearing red, green, and yellow standards had ridden horses through its gates. All of that was gone now. The towers lay broken. A single archway rose in a crumbling wall; its doors had burned away. A few walls still stood, and a few archers still manned their arrowslits, but that was all. If this was the heart of the Resistance, Rune thought, it was barely beating.
“Is Valien in there?” he asked.
Kaelyn tightened her cloak around her; it was flapping in the wind. She nodded and clutched her bow tight to her chest.
“He is in there,” she said. “Our leader. Our guiding star. Valien Eleison, leader of the Resistance.”
Rune shook his head. She treats me like a child, he thought, yet she speaks of this Valien as a god. How mighty could this Valien be if he dwelled in ruin? Was this truly a man to speak of in awe? Judging by Valien’s home, they were going to see not a great leader, but a ragged outlaw barely better than those who roamed the forests, seeking travelers to rob.
They walked toward the archway. Several haggard men stood alongside it, their cloaks the same gray as the bricks, their faces ashy. When they saw Kaelyn, they lowered their bows and heads.
“My lady Kaelyn,” one said.
“Welcome home, my lady,” said another.
She nodded at them, the wind in her hair. She stepped through the archway into shadow. With a last look at the skeletons that littered the boulevard, Rune followed into the darkness.
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 TILLA
Six soldiers surrounded the square, standing on pedestals and shouting names from scrolls.
“Yar Potter!” one soldier shouted, a portly man with a dark beard.
“Sana Tanner!” shouted another soldier, a muscular woman with a thin nose and cold, black eyes. “Sana Tanner!”
Tilla stood in the square with the other youths of Cadport. As every name was called, that recruit moved to join the summoning soldier. As Tilla stood, waiting to be summoned, she squinted at the six soldiers crying out the names. Each wore a black breastplate and pauldrons. Upon each shoulder, they sported a red spiral.
“Lanses,” Tilla whispered. “That is their rank.”
When speaking from the walls, Nairi—the soldier with the short yellow hair—had called herself a lanse. The young woman now stood upon one of the pedestals, also shouting names from a scroll.
The lanses seemed young—Tilla guessed them little older than herself—but lofty and well groomed. Each displayed a different sigil upon his or her breastplate. Nairi sported a black rose; other lanses displayed red skulls, dragon heads, towers rising from thorns, and other emblems. These were no brutes like Beras; Tilla guessed them the sons and daughters of noble houses, their blood too pure to serve among the unwashed commoners.
She thought back to Cadport. Soldiers there displayed their rank—one or more red stars—upon black armbands; their shoulders bore no red spirals, and their breastplates sported no emblems. Only the lord of Cadport, a gaunt and dower man, wore red spiral insignia and displayed a sigil—his was a boar—upon his armor.
The lanses are young officers, Tilla understood. Noble born. They wear their house’s sigils upon their breasts. The others are the common soldiers, like I will become once I’m sorted.
Standing on a pedestal, scroll in hand, Nairi shouted. “Mae Baker!” The young lanse looked over the crowd with narrowed eyes. “Mae Baker!”
Tilla looked to her left. Mae stood there, eyes wide and damp, face chalk-white.
“I…” Mae’s lips trembled. “I… I don’t…”
Nairi shouted louder and reached for her punisher. “Mae Baker, damn it, report to me!”
Mae sniffed, feet frozen on the ground. Her body shook.
“Go to her, Mae,” Tilla said. She gave the girl a gentle push. “Go to Lanse Nairi and stand before her. It’s okay.”
Sniffing and looking around, Mae took hesitant steps forward. She looked over her shoulder at Tilla, as if unsure whether to proceed. Tilla gestured her on.
But Nairi was less patient. The officer snarled and leaped off her pedestal. As she marched forward, she drew her punisher from her belt. The tip crackled with red lightning.
“Are you Mae Baker?” the lanse demanded, marching toward Mae. Her every footstep clanked across the square.
Mae stood frozen and nodded, tears in her eyes.
With a snarl, Nairi drove her punisher forward, bringing its tip hard into Mae’s stomach.
Smoke rose.
Lightning crackled across Mae.
The girl screamed, doubled over, and begged. Nairi stood above her, growling and shoving her punisher against Mae’s flesh.
No! Tilla wanted to shout. She took two steps forward. She froze. She winced. Please stop! She wanted to rush forward, to shove Nairi back, to save her friend… yet she only stood staring, eyes stinging and feet frozen.
Finally—after what seemed like ages—Nairi pulled her punisher back.
Mae collapsed against the cobblestones, legs twitching and the last wisps of lightning racing across her before vanishing in smoke. Tears streaked her cheeks and she whimpered.
“Mewling dog,” Nairi said. She spat. “When I call you, you race to me like an obedient pup.” She raised her voice to a shout. “Do you understand me, you flea-bitten mongrel? Stand up, damn it!”
Mae whimpered, still lying on the ground.
“You better stand up, dog,” Nairi said, teeth bared, and raised her punisher. “Do you want some more?”
Finally Tilla could move. She leaped forward, knelt by Mae, and reached under her arms.
“Come on, Mae,” she said softly. “Stand up. On your feet. I’ll help you.”
She pulled the trembling, weeping girl to her feet. Mae stood shaking so wildly Tilla had to hold her up. Burn marks spread across her tunic.
“Well, well,” Nairi said. She laughed mirthlessly, tapping her fingers against her thigh. “Seems like you have a guardian, Mae Baker.”
“Just a friend,” Tilla said quietly.
She stared at the lanse; for the first time, she got a close look at Nairi. Most women were shorter than Tilla, and Nairi was no exception; the young woman had to raise her eyes to meet Tilla’s gaze. But Nairi was strong, far stronger than Tilla; she could see that. This young woman had not shaped her muscles from weaving ropes, but from swinging swords. Her stance, her haughty green eyes, and her bared teeth all spoke of a huntress, a thirst for blood and battle. Her yellow hair was short like a boy’s, but her lips were full and red and cruel, and they twisted in disdain.
“What is your name, dog?” Nairi hissed.
“Tilla Roper,” she answered.
Nairi stared at her, eyes narrowed and burning with green fire. Then she spat again, looked down at her scroll, and smirked.
“Good,” she said slowly, as if savoring the word. “Very good. Tilla Roper—you’re one of mine.” She looked back up at Tilla. “I will enjoy breaking you. Go join the others! Take your pup with you.”
Tilla’s heart sank.
Stars, oh stars, I’ve been sorted into Nairi’s phalanx. She swallowed. The one officer here to use her punisher—and she’s now my commander, and already I’ve angered her.
“Go on, move!” Nairi shouted and snarled. She thrust her punisher, forcing Tilla to leap back.
Clenching her jaw, Tilla began to walk toward the pedestal, helping Mae along; the young baker limped upon shaky legs, and her clothes still smoked. As Nairi kept shouting out names, the two girls reached the pedestal. Several other recruits already stood there. Looking around, Tilla saw Cadport’s youths forming six groups.
They’re called phalanxes, she thought; she vaguely recalled hearing the term. Looking around, it seemed that each phalanx held a hundred recruits. A lanse commanded each group.
Tilla squinted and tried to understand how each phalanx was formed. Who had written the names on the scrolls? Had they been sorted randomly, or was there some method here—farmers to one phalanx perhaps, tradesmen to another? All Tilla saw was that male lanses led three phalanxes; they took command of Cadport’s boys. Women commanded the remaining three; the girls of Cadport were sorted into these.
The lanses continued shouting out names. More and more girls kept joining Nairi’s phalanx and crowding around Tilla.
Finally Nairi shouted out the last name. “Erry Docker!”
The slim girl, her short brown hair mussed across her brow, raised her chin and marched to stand among them.
“Well, griffin guts,” the waif said and flashed a grin. “Tilla-bloody-Roper. I thought I was rid of you, I did. Looks like I’m stuck with you.” She shoved her way among the recruits, giving Mae Baker a particularly strong push. “Shove off! Make room.”
Tilla was strangely relieved to see the fiery, foulmouthed girl among them. In Cadport, Erry was known as the city’s chief troublemaker. An orphan, she claimed that her father had been a dockhand, and that she would beat bloody anyone who claimed otherwise. Behind her back, many did claim otherwise; they whispered that Erry was born of a dockside prostitute and a penniless, foreign sailor.
Whoever Erry’s parents had been, they had died or left Cadport years ago. Until her enlistment, Erry had lived alone upon the docks, as feral as a stray cat. A dock rat they called her, an urchin with a filthy mouth, skinned knees, and gaunt belly. Cadport’s girls whispered that Erry herself was a prostitute; half the boys bragged that they had bedded her.
Yet I too have always been an outcast, Tilla thought. At least Erry had some fire to her, which was more than Tilla could say about Mae and the others; they all stood here pale and sniffling.
The sorting was complete. From her height, Tilla could see Cadport’s youths fully divided into six phalanxes—three for the boys, three for the girls.
“Move it, maggots!” Nairi shouted.
The lanse marched between them, shoving them aside, and leaped onto her pedestal. She raised her punisher high; it crackled above her head, incurring several whimpers from the girls.
“Listen up, you daughters of whores!” Nairi continued, holding the rod above her, a beacon of light and pain. “Form ranks—groups of threes! Triple up—now!—or I’m going to shove this punisher down your throats.”
Around the courtyard, the other lanses were shouting similar orders and threats.
Tilla began to move. She grabbed Mae, who was still whimpering, and placed her upon a cobblestone.
“Stand still!” she said. “Form the middle line. Erry, you stand behind her—”
“You will form ranks silently,” Nairi shouted, “or I’ll cut your tongues from your mouths!”
Tilla bit down on her words. Lips tight, she pulled Erry to stand behind Mae, then moved to stand before the baker’s daughter. At her sides, the other recruits scurried into their own ranks, forming three lines before Nairi.
The lanse stood, fists on her hips, and scrutinized the lines with narrowed eyes. Her lips curled in disgust.
“Hail the red spiral!” she shouted.
A hundred fists slammed against a hundred chests. Behind her, Tilla heard Mae sniff and Erry snicker.
Flexing her fingers around her punisher, Nairi marched up and down the front line, snarling and cursing. When she passed by Tilla, she paused, thrust her face forward, and glared.
“Roper,” she said, voice dripping disgust. “You open your mouth again when I’m giving orders, and you will taste this punisher.” She shouted. “Do you understand me, worm?”
Tilla raised her chin and swallowed her pride.
It’s just a game, she told herself. Just a game. Nairi is just like me, just a girl, just somebody sucked into this war. We must play this game for now.
“Yes, Nai—”
The lanse drove her punisher forward, shoving its tip against Tilla’s chest.
Pain exploded.
Fire raced across Tilla.
She clenched her jaw, but a scream still fled her lips. Sweat drenched her. The fire! The fire burned her, twisting in her teeth, in her fingers, burning her bones—
Nairi pulled the punisher back, leaving Tilla gasping. Tears filled her eyes, and it took every last bit of strength to stay standing.
“You will call me Lanse Nairi,” the young woman said, “or you will call me Commander. If you ever call me anything else, I will press this punisher against you all night; by morning you will be begging to die. Do you understand me?”
Tilla could barely stay standing. She trembled. Pain throbbed across her chest.
“Yes, Commander!” she managed in a choked voice.
It’s a game. Stars, let this just be a game. I will play by the rules, and I will survive this.
Nairi spat, left her, and kept marching down the lines. Across the courtyard, the other lanses were doing the same, and punishers crackled, and recruits screamed.
When Nairi reached the end of the line, she growled.
Tilla peeked from the corner of her eye.
The formation ended with a single recruit, a redheaded girl whose name Tilla could not remember. While all the others stood in threes, this recruit stood alone.
“You!” barked Nairi. “I said form into threes. Where are your other two?”
“I…” The girl faltered and sniffed. “There aren’t enough others, Lanse Nairi. I… all the others formed into threes, but there are a hundred of us, and…”
Nairi snarled, grabbed the girl’s throat with a gloved hand, and squeezed.
“Then you are useless,” the lanse hissed.
With her other hand, she drew a dagger from her belt and drove it forward.
Tilla started, winced, and looked away. But she was too late. She had seen the blade enter flesh. She had seen the blood.
Behind her, Mae whimpered and even Erry gasped. The red-haired recruit screamed. She thumped to the floor. She wept and begged.
Tilla glanced over again, just long enough to see Nairi thrust the dagger again, this time into the girl’s neck. The lanse smirked, pulled the blade back, and licked the blood from it. Her eyes burned with hunger, and she bared bloody teeth.
No, this is no game, Tilla realized. She trembled and her chest still ached. Only the strongest will survive here. I must survive this place. I must. I will see Cadport and Rune again.
“The rest of you miserable lot!” Nairi shouted. She cleaned her dagger on the dead girl’s cloak before slamming it back into her belt. “Your groups of threes—these are your flight crews. These are your fellow warriors. From now on, you will remain in these same flights! The two worms with you—they will stick to you like boils to a leper throughout your training. Do you understand me, whores?”
“Yes, Commander!” they shouted together.
Nairi smirked. “Welcome! Welcome to my phalanx. You are now worms serving me. You are now miserable slaves. You now live for one purpose: to obey my commands.” Nairi drew her dark longsword and raised it. “This is the Black Rose Phalanx. This is your new family. This is your new temple. This is your new life. You have no more parents, no more siblings, no more home. Your life is now the Black Rose! Your life is to obey me, your commander. Do you understand, worms?”
“Yes, Commander!” they shouted.
As much as her chest hurt, and as cold as her fear pounded, Tilla was glad to at least make some sense of things. Leaving Cadport, they had been nothing but a mass of frightened youths carted like cattle. But now Tilla had a phalanx and a commander. Now Tilla had a flight—a group of three. Now she finally had some grounding.
There are thirty-three flights in a phalanx, she thought, vowing to remember the numbers. And a hundred troops: ninety-nine soldiers and one officer. She swallowed. The Black Rose Phalanx had one hundred soldiers. One too many.
Tilla still had a thousand questions. Did she herself have a rank—the way Nairi was a lanse? Would her flight have a name too, or did just phalanxes get names? Would her flight have a commander, or was she equal to Mae and Erry? The questions kept bubbling inside her, but Tilla dared not ask. She had never had a chance to learn these things. Her brother had served, but he had died in the war. Those soldiers who did return to Cadport never spoke of their service, and Tilla could now understand why.
A lump filled her throat. If I ever see Rune again, we won’t talk about this either. Her eyes stung. We’ll forget all about this nightmare. We’ll walk along the beach, and he’ll kiss me again, and we’ll just walk there forever and look at the waves.
“Now march!” Nairi shouted. She turned and began walking toward an archway in the courtyard’s wall. “Follow me—three lines! Anyone who breaks formation tastes my blade.”
Mae whimpered. Erry rolled her eyes and smirked. But they all followed. A hundred legionaries of the Black Rose Phalanx snaked out of the courtyard, under the archway… and into a nightmare of blood and pain.
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 SHARI
Shari flew upon the wind, blue scales clanking, and blasted fire. Across field and forest, she saw the distant lights of the capital, and she cursed.
On any other evening, flying toward Nova Vita, the great torch of Requiem, would fill her with pride. Ahead shone the lights of Requiem’s center of power, the mighty city that ruled the world. Ahead shone her birthright, a metropolis of a million souls, the heartbeat of her lineage. Ahead shone might, pride, and strength.
Yet today Shari did not fly home as a heroine wreathed in glory. Today she flew in fear. Today she did not fly leading a battalion of dragons all roaring her name, announcing her return. Today she flew alone in the sky, a single blue dragon in the sunset.
I’ve failed my task, she thought, and fire flickered between her teeth. Today I will face no glory but the wrath of my father.
She streamed over the fields. The walls of Nova Vita rose before her.
These walls snaked for miles around the city, thick limestone bedecked with obsidian tiles and lit with torches. Upon the battlements stood hundreds of cannons, each one as long as a dragon, mounted on gears fast enough to spin, aim, and fire within an instant. At each cannon, three men in armor stood vigil. Between the guns perched dragons clad in armor, their great dragonhelms topped with spikes. Thousands of warriors guarded this city, the jewel of the empire.
During the reign of Aeternum, enemies had attacked and destroyed this place—griffins, phoenixes, and wyverns. But Frey Cadigus swore: Nova Vita would never fall again. All his wrath shone here, a glory of blade and gunpowder and fire.
And tonight, the wrath of this emperor will fall upon me, Shari thought as she flew.
The city sprawled below her, lit with countless lanterns. The streets were arranged like a great wagon wheel, its spokes leading toward the palace of Tarath Imperium, an obsidian edifice whose battlements clawed the sky. Fortresses, amphitheaters, aqueducts—thousands of great structures rose here, monuments to the empire’s might, and Tarath Imperium dwarfed them all. The palace rose before Shari, clawing the sky, its windows burning with fire like the eyes of demons.
I should flee, Shari thought. I should turn around and fly away and—
She scoffed.
And what, live like my sister? Become a forest wildwoman like Kaelyn, fighting my father in a hopeless war?
She shook her head, scattering sparks and smoke. No. Shari was still a proud daughter of Cadigus, still heir to Requiem, the greatest empire the world had ever known. She would face her father. She would take his punishment. And it would make her stronger.
She flew over the great Cadigus Arena, the largest amphitheater in Requiem, and saw prisoners chained as dragons, their maws muzzled shut, forced to fight packs of tigers and wolves. Past the amphitheater, she flew over the Colossus, a gilded statue three hundred feet tall, depicting her father staring with cold eyes, his fist against his breastplate. She flew over the fortress of Castra Academia, its walls and towers bearing the red spiral upon black banners—the great academy that trained the Legions’ officers.
Finally she neared the palace, and fear roiled through her belly like a horde of icy demons.
Four thousand years ago, the stories said, the first king of Requiem—King Aeternum himself—had raised a column here, a pillar of marble and starlight. Requiem became a kingdom that day, and that marble column still stood; ancient magic let no claw, fang, or tail shatter it. King’s Column rose hidden now, a white spine enclosed in black flesh. Frey Cadigus had extended his palace, letting it spread like a growth. Today black walls, towers, spikes, and turrets covered the original marble the Aeternums had raised. Today this was no longer a place of beauty and peace, but an edifice of might—Tarath Imperium, terror of the empire. Dragons in armor perched upon its battlements. Men stood vigil, ready to fire cannons. Torches crackled and the dragons screeched and blew fire.
Black stone. Flame. Death. My home.
The guards upon the walls recognized her blue scales, gilded horns, and dragonhelm that bore the red spiral. They howled in salute. Those in dragon forms blew pillars of fire. Those who stood in human forms, manning the cannons, slammed fists against chests.
“Hail Shari Cadigus!” they chanted. “Hail the red spiral!”
Shari ignored them. The palace, its base wide with walls and barracks, tapered into a great steeple. This tower of obsidian rose a thousand feet tall, crowned with jagged spikes, a black arm clutching the sky in its claws.
Shari flew toward the tower top. Its spikes rose before her, taller than dragons, greater than most homes in this city. Shari flew between them, descended, and landed upon a stone roof. All around her rose the battlements of Tarath Imperium, a crown upon the empire.
The red and black clouds swirled above her, swarming with dragons. Shari shifted into human form. The wind whipped her, billowed her hair and cloak, and stung her cheeks. She snarled and marched across the platform, heading toward a staircase that led into the tower.
Twenty figures stood guarding the staircase, robed in black—men of the Axehand Order. Here were no simple guards; the axehands were elite killers, chosen for their cruelty and strength. Within the shadows of their hoods, they wore iron masks; they were forbidden to ever remove them, not even when they slept. At their waists, they sported the tools of their trade: pincers and blades for torturing their victims. Worst of all, they had no left hands; their arms ended with axeheads strapped to stumps.
They maimed themselves to prove their loyalty, Shari thought and shivered. They lifted those axes, chopped off their own hands, and strapped the blades to the stubs. They are fanatics. They are ruthless. They are the only men I fear.
The Legions fought Requiem’s wars—a vast army hundreds of thousands strong. The Axehand Order was smaller, but far more dangerous. Its men were as much priests as warriors; they worshiped Frey as their god, and they spread fear of their lord across the empire.
Shari feared them too.
Seeing these men, shivers ran down her spine. She did not trust the Axehand Order; they were too fanatical. Soldiers in the Legions were broken, molded, and shaped into mindless warriors; all they knew was to serve. Shari had broken enough recruits herself to know that. But these axehands… they were too strong. Their order had gained too much power. Their commander, Lord Herin Blackrose, had grown too mighty.
Shari snarled as she walked past them, heading down into the tower. Someday, she thought, she might find an enemy not only in the Resistance, but here at her very doorstep.
As she descended dark stairs, heading deep into the tower, she left such thoughts behind her. Today she had greater concerns. Today she might find her greatest challenge not with the Resistance, not with the Axehand Order, but with her father.
She reached the end of the staircase, opened a door, and walked down a hallway lined with braziers. Her boots thumped. Shari snarled and clutched the hilt of her sword, as if that could save her now.
“You little whore, Kaelyn,” she muttered. She drew her sword and swung it as she walked. “You and your boy will taste this blade.”
Guards lined the walls, saluting their princess, fists slamming against breastplates.
“Hail the re—” one guard began.
With a snarl, Shari drove her sword into his neck. Blood flowed down the blade, and Shari growled as she twisted it. The guard gurgled, hanging upon the sword, blood in his mouth.
“This will happen to you, Kaelyn,” Shari hissed. “This will happen to you, Relesar Aeternum.”
She yanked her blade back with a gush of blood. The guard clattered to the floor. The other guards stood still and pale, fists still held to their breasts.
After several more halls and staircases, Shari reached tall iron doors. She paused outside them, for a moment frozen.
Father’s chambers.
Frey Cadigus maintained a throne room in the base of the palace. It was a chamber an army could fill, a paradise of gold, torchlight, and treasures plundered from around the world. That grand hall mostly stood empty. For all his glory and might, Frey Cadigus was at heart a soldier; he entertained guests in his throne room only several times a year.
Today, Shari knew, she would find him behind these doors in a humbler, darker place. These were the personal chambers of Frey Cadigus, far from his servants, his generals, and his gilt and glory.
Shari took a deep breath, steeled herself, and pushed open the doors.
She entered the wolf’s den.
For a moment she blinked, eyes adjusting. Outside in the corridor, torches and braziers crackled, their light shining off the black tiles. In here, nothing but a few candles lit the darkness.
“Father?” Shari kept her sword drawn and bloody at her side. “Are you here, Father?”
She walked a few feet deeper and saw him.
Frey Cadigus, Emperor of Requiem, Slayer of Aeternum, stood with his back toward her. In statues and paintings, he wore fine black armor filigreed with gold. Here before her, he stood in a tan, bloodstained jerkin. His dark hair was thinning, but his shoulders were still wide and strong. Several meat hooks hung from the ceiling before the emperor. Upon one hung a wild boar, still alive and squirming.
Frey spoke without turning toward her; she could not see his face.
“You come to me, my daughter, with fear in your voice. You come to me alone. I smell fresh blood upon you, not the blood of a corpse.”
Shari gripped her sword and bared her teeth. “I come alone.”
The wild boar kicked and squealed, its cry echoing in the chamber. His back still facing Shari, Frey raised a dagger, grabbed the boar, and sliced its neck. The beast wailed and its blood gushed into a bucket.
“Fresh blood,” Frey said and wiped the blade on his pants. “Ahh! Smell it, Shari. It is a wondrous smell, is it not? Tell me, my daughter. How did it smell when you shed the blood of the Aeternum boy?”
Shari lowered her head, jaw clenched. “Father, I…”
Slowly, bloody dagger in hand, Frey Cadigus turned toward her.
Today he perhaps wore no armor, no fine cloak, and no heraldry like in the paintings. In his bloodstained leather, however, he looked to Shari just as regal and cruel. His strength shone not from any armor or finery, but from the hard lines of his face, from the thinness of his lips, and from the cold, hard stare of his eyes, a stare as sharp and bloodthirsty as his blade.
“You let the boy slip away,” he said.
Shari could not speak. Her throat constricted and fear pounded through her. There were none she feared more than her father—not the Axehand Order, not Valien the Resistor, and not an army of rebels. She lowered her head and nodded silently. Her blade dipped and its tip hit the floor.
Frey turned away. Muscles rippling, he thrust his dagger into the boar’s stomach and pulled down, letting entrails and organs spill.
“I gave my useless son a useless fort,” Frey said. He reached into the boar, bare-handed, and scooped out innards. “I gave him a pathetic pile of stones far south where he can’t get into his usual trouble.” He tossed organs into the bucket with a splash and looked over his shoulder, eyes hard chips. “I gave you a chance for eternal glory. And you let it slip between your fingers.”
Shari glared and hissed. “I will find the boy, Father! I just need more time, and I need more men. He fled into the forests with Kaelyn. I need more dragons, and I can burn down every tree, and dig up every bolt-hole, and—”
“We used to be weak, you know,” Frey said. He wiped his hand on his pants, turned back to the boar, and drove his knife along its flanks. “Not us, not the Cadigus family; we were always strong. But our kingdom. Requiem. We used to grovel before the world, and they would hunt us.” He shoved his fingers into the boar and pulled down, peeling its skin; it came free with a tearing hiss. “Yes. They would relish our blood, and they reduced us to a quivering few. They butchered us like I butchered this boar. The Aeternum family did that to us; they had us kneeling in the mud before griffins, phoenixes, and men.” He tossed the skin aside and stared at Shari. “I made Requiem strong. The boy, the Aeternum heir; he is a relic of that weakness. He is a drop of poison in the pure blood of dragons. If he meets that Valien, that rat and his rabble, the boy could become a figurehead. Valien will dream that he could place the boy on my throne.” Frey snorted a laugh. “The man is a fool. He must be stamped out. Crushed. The boy must be taken from him.”
“I will ta—”
“You will do nothing. You had your chance, Shari, and you failed.” Frey snorted and began flaying more skin. “Maybe I should have sent your little brother on this task. Maybe—”
It was Shari’s turn to interrupt.
“My brother is a fool!” she said and spat onto the floor. “Leresy is as great a fool as his twin sister. The two were always pathetic.” She hissed. “But I am strong, Father. I am strong like you. I will make you proud and crush the Resistance, and I will bring you the boy so you can hang him here, gut him, and peel his skin.”
Frey gave a choked laugh. “Will you now? You say your sister is weak. You say Kaelyn is a fool. Kaelyn is a traitor, that is true, but weak? Foolish? She found the boy before you did. You had one task—to beat Kaelyn to him. And you failed. So who is weak, Shari? Who is the fool?”
Flames seemed to burst through Shari, even in her human form. She snarled, screamed, and raised her sword as if she would strike her father down. He only stood still, staring at her with those hard eyes like granite.
Shari lowered her head.
Tears filled her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Father,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me.”
He stood staring, and no compassion or love filled his eyes. No, Shari knew; her father held no love for his children. He loved only Requiem, only the empire he had vowed to forever lead.
He gestured his head to the side. “The meat hook,” he said. “That one there.”
Shari hissed at him. Her legs trembled.
“I am no longer a child!”
“Today you are barely a worm,” he replied. “Remove your armor. Remove this steel and hold that hook. If you let go, I will hang you there and gut you like this boar.”
Shari wore steel plates; her father wore bloody leather. She held a longsword forged in dragonfire; her father held only a butcher’s knife.
I can kill him now, she thought, snarling. I can drive my sword into him and take his throne, and this empire will be mine. He will be the one to bleed, not me.
Shari looked aside, eyes narrowed.
And Leresy would fly against me with his southern garrison. And that whore Nairi would summon her father, and the Axehand Order would descend upon me. The empire would collapse into war, and the Resistance would seize the chance; Valien would fly against me too, and his dragons would surround this palace.
Shari hissed. She hated her father but she knew: He held the empire together. He was the pillar of this realm, at least for now. If he died today, the world would burn. She would replace him someday, yes. But not with blood. Not with war. The time for her to pluck her fruit of power had not yet come.
So I will take his punishment, Shari thought. I will take his wrath. Every lash will make me stronger. Every blow will stoke my flame.
She removed her breastplate. She tossed it down with a clang. Eyes cold, Frey lifted his whip. Shari walked to the meat hook, held it, and closed her eyes.
Frey beat her. With every lash, Shari clutched the meat hook harder, ground her teeth, hissed, but did not scream.
“You have failed me,” Frey said and his lashes kept falling, tearing through her tunic, tearing into her skin and flesh. “Feel the pain of your failure.”
Shari trembled and smelled more fresh blood, the third spill of the day; this time it was her own.
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 TILLA
“Move!” Nairi shouted, pointing her punisher at an archway. “Get inside, worms. Move your arses or I’ll shove my punisher up them.”
The Black Rose Phalanx marched along a portico of columns, moving toward the archway; it led into a shadowy barracks. As she marched among her fellow recruits, Tilla wondered what lay within those shadows. More pain? More officers who’d burn and cut them? What horrors lurked here?
“Move, damn it!” Nairi screamed, marching alongside them. “Into the darkness.”
At her side, Mae was already weeping. Silent tears streamed down the young baker’s cheeks. Even Erry seemed shaken; her face was pale, lacking its usual smirk, and red rimmed her eyes.
Tilla felt her own eyes sting. She had seen three of Cadport’s youths killed already: young Pery back at home, Jem Chandler along the road, and now the red-haired girl—a girl who had only sinned by being one soul too many.
No. Tilla tightened her lips and kept marching. If I am weak, I am dead. If I cry, I am dead. If I remember home, I am dead. I must be a soldier now, carved of stone, my heart of iron; thus will I survive this nightmare.
“Move!” Nairi shouted and goaded a recruit with her punisher, making the girl scream and scurry forward.
The phalanx marched in three lines, entering the barracks one flight at a time. When it was Tilla’s turn to enter, she clenched her fists and sucked in her breath, prepared for any horror that might lurk inside.
Stifling air, the smell of leather and oil, and shadows awaited her. She blinked and it was a moment before her eyes adjusted. When they did, she breathed a sigh of relief.
“It’s an armory,” she whispered.
The hall was wide, tiled, and topped with a vaulted ceiling. The recruits gathered here. Behind wooden counters, which reminded Tilla of the Old Wheel’s bar, loomed alcoves. One alcove held shelves of helmets. Another held boots. A third brimmed with suits of leather armor studded with iron. The final alcove drew most of Tilla’s attention; inside she saw hundreds of swords hanging upon racks.
Outside every alcove, a gruff soldier stood at the counter like a barman. As the recruits streamed into the main hall, these soldiers shouted out their supplies.
“Helms! Get helms here! Move it!”
“Leather armor—grab your armor!”
“Line up for swords, damn you—swords here!”
Tilla wasn’t sure where to start. Despite the horrors of the day, she found a smile tingling her lips. It soon widened into a grin.
I’m going to get a sword! she thought. And armor! What would Rune think of me now?
Mae sniffed and clung to her arm. “But… Tilla,” the baker’s daughter said, and her lips trembled. “I don’t want a sword.”
Erry was staring around with wide eyes. “Well I do!” said the ragamuffin. “So watch out, Wobble Lips, because if you cry again, I’m gonna slay you right with it.”
“Do you think…” Mae sniffed. “Do you think I can be a baker here too—like I was in Cadport? The Legions need bread too, right? There must be a bakery here somewhere, and maybe I can do that, not fight.”
Erry rolled her eyes and snorted so forcefully she blew back locks of her hair. “Oh bloody donkey piss! Burn me, just grab a damn sword. Your days of baking are over.”
Leaving the two to bicker, Tilla approached the alcove of armor. A grizzled old armorer stood there, cussing and spitting and shouting at the recruits.
“Here, runt,” he said to one short, slim girl and tossed her a suit. “Smallest one I’ve got. Here, this is for you, pig.” He tossed a larger suit at a larger girl. “Merciful stars, but you’re going to need a leather sail. You! You—you with the big teats—bloody Abyss, how are you going to fit into a breastplate?”
A few of the girls smirked. Others retreated with their armor in tears. When it was Tilla’s turn at the counter, the armorer gave her a shrewd look, scratched his chin, and nodded.
“Aye, you’re a tall one,” he said. “I like that. How about instead of suiting up, you suit down and slip with me into the shadows at the back?” He spat onto the floor. “I’ll do my own slipping into a dark place.”
Tilla rolled her eyes. “Well, haven’t you just charmed me? Does that line ever work? Fetch me my armor, and maybe I’ll forget to visit you again once I get my sword.”
Behind her, she heard Erry snicker. Briefly, Tilla wondered if she had crossed a line; would she taste the punisher again for her words? And yet this gruff armorer wore no punisher or blade, and he bore but a single red star upon his armbands; Tilla guessed him too low ranking to threaten her.
All that matters in this place, she thought, is your rank. Upon her shoulders, Nairi bears the red spirals of an officer; she is death in boots. This man wears the red stars of a lowborn soldier; he is what boots like Nairi’s tread upon.
Her suspicions were confirmed when the armorer grunted, scratched himself, and fetched her a suit of armor.
“Try this,” he said. “Tall and slim; should be a bit tight on you, but that’s how I like it.” He licked his lips and hissed.
Tilla lifted the pack of leather and bolts—it was bundled together with straps—and retreated toward a bench where some recruits were already donning their own armor. After claiming a bit of bench, Tilla unwrapped the bundle.
She found a breastplate studded with iron rings, its boiled leather hard, brown, and tough as wood. This was no fine, steel breastplate like the one Lanse Nairi wore, or like the breastplates Tilla had seen soldiers in Cadport wear—but it was real armor, and it would protect her. Tilla rubbed her chest where Nairi had held a punisher against her, and she wondered if this leather breastplate would protect her from further abuse.
Along with the breastplate, she found tan leggings and a white undershirt, vambraces and greaves for her limbs, thick gloves, and even pauldrons of the same tough, brown leather. She was disappointed to see no armbands bearing insignia; even the armorer wore armbands.
I’ll have to earn those ranks, she thought. She wondered how long it took to rise from recruit to soldier. She would not be a real soldier, she knew, until she had armbands with red stars.
“Suit up!” Nairi was shouting across the hall. “Damn it, cockroaches, suit up—fast!”
Tilla nodded, took a deep breath, and removed the woolen tunic and leggings she had worn all the way from Cadport. They were threadbare by now and smelled of mud and sweat and oil. The other recruits were undressing around her; after ten days in a cramped cart, all modesty had left them.
Tilla wriggled into her new leggings, then donned her leather breastplate. Unlike a corset, this breastplate had its straps in the front—three leather belts with iron buckles. When Tilla tightened her armor, she gasped for breath. The damn thing was too tight. Tilla considered returning for a larger suit, but Nairi was screaming that she would slay anyone too slow, and the armorer was shouting while he handed away the last breastplates.
Well, I’ll have to lose some weight in this camp, Tilla thought, the armor squeezing her. I have a feeling that it won’t take long in this place. I’m already thinner than I’ve ever been.
Mae and Erry approached her, each clad in their own leather armor.
“Merciful stars!” Erry said. She admired Tilla with wide eyes. “You look like a real warrior. That armor is skintight. Burn me, even I’d take you to bed in that suit.”
“Don’t be disgusting,” Mae scolded her. New tears filled her eyes. “She looks awful. And I look awful in this suit. And… and… this whole place is awful.”
With that, the baker covered her face with her palms and cried silently. Erry only rolled her eyes.
“Come on, girls,” Tilla said. “Let’s get some boots and helmets.”
“And then swords,” Erry said and grinned.
Tilla was immensely relieved to find boots her size. She thought that she could handle armor too small, but boots were one thing she needed to have fit well—and these fit beautifully. To be sure, the leather was as hard and unyielding as her armor, but Tilla thought that she could work it in. The boots rose tall above her leggings, ending just below her knees, and their toes were tipped with steel. As Tilla walked around in them, for the first time in her life, she felt powerful—a warrior.
I’m no longer helpless, she thought, and this was a new feeling for her. Back at Cadport, she had always felt lowly, outcast, hopelessly crushed under the weight of the Cadigus Regime. But here, wearing this armor and these boots, Tilla felt strong. She felt like a soldier.
And it feels good, she thought, and the thought surprised her.
At a third alcove, she found a round, steel helmet that fit nicely and left her face exposed; lined with wool, it strapped under her chin with a buckle.
“And now,” she said to her flight crew, “we grab swords.”
Erry grinned and whooped.
Mae, however, only sniffed. “Why do we even need swords?” she said and her lips trembled. “Aren’t we supposed to fight as dragons? Why can’t we just use our claws and fire?”
“Because,” Erry said with an eye roll, “you’re not always going to fight in the sky! Stars, Wobble Lips, but you are slow, aren’t you? The Resistance hides in tunnels and caves and such. How are you going to fit in there as a dragon?” She grinned. “But we can get to them with swords. I’m going to stab them real good.”
Nairi’s shouts flowed over them.
“Back outside!” The lanse stood at the doors, shoving recruits outside, then glared at Tilla and her flight crew. “Grab your swords, you daughters of dogs, or by the red spiral, you’ll taste my sword.”
Tilla nodded, remembering the sight of Nairi’s dagger thrusting into the red-haired girl. With her flight crew, she hurried toward the alcove of weapons. Most of the blades were already claimed. A soldier stood at the counter, balding and gaunt and blinking; he reminded Tilla of a giant ferret.
Erry banged her fist against the counter, as if ordering ale.
“Three swords please!” she said. “And make it snappy.”
Tilla sighed. “When unarmed, Erry, never order around a man with swords.”
The weaselly soldier grumbled under his breath, retreated to the back of the alcove, and returned carrying three blades. He delicately laid them on the counter.
“Take care of these,” he said and gave them a longing pat. “Dragonforged, they are. Northern steel.” He glared up at the recruits. “If you scratch em, I’ll stick em into your guts.”
“Well, why don’t you just take them to bed with you?” Erry said with another roll of her eyes. When she lifted a sword, those eyes widened, and her lips peeled back into a grin. “Bloody stars, now this is a sword.”
The scrawny, dockside orphan drew her blade and swung it, forcing Tilla and Mae to leap back.
“Be careful!” Mae said. She reached for her own sword hesitantly, as if reaching for a venomous snake, and her lips wobbled again.
Tilla lifted the third sword and hefted it. The blade was sheathed in a black, leather scabbard attached to a belt. She slung the belt around her waist, tightened it, and let the sword hang against her left hip. It felt light—lighter than she had expected—but just heavy enough for comfort. She closed her hand around the hilt, squeezing and releasing, but did not draw the blade.
My own sword, she thought.
Since leaving Cadport, Tilla had felt afraid, naked, and alone. But gripping this hilt comforted her. She had a weapon now. She was armed. She was a soldier. For the first time, Tilla felt that maybe the Legions were not a nightmare world. Surely, this was a violent place, and a dangerous one, but there were rules to it. If Tilla played by these rules, she could grow strong here.
Maybe someday I can be strong like Nairi, she thought, and wear an officer’s insignia upon my shoulders. I could command with justice, not cruelty, with pride rather than malice.
Nairi was shouting again and herding recruits outside. Tilla hurried back out into the sunset. The rest of her phalanx crowded around her, all clad in leather armor and bearing swords.
“Form ranks!” Nairi shouted.
Perhaps it was the pride of armor and blade; this time, the recruits took formation faster than ever. Three lines formed. Boots slammed together.
“Hail the red spiral!” Nairi cried, and hundreds of fists slammed against hundreds of breastplates.
Tilla stood, chin held high. The sun was finally peeking through the clouds. She dared to feel a sliver of hope.
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 RUNE
They entered the wide, shadowy hall of Valien’s crumbling palace.
Limestone pillars rose in palisades, supporting a vaulted ceiling. Dust, grooves, and holes covered the tiled floor and brick walls. Two lines of braziers crackled, forming a corridor of light. At the end of this corridor, a man sat in a chair, his head lowered and his face shadowed. A sword lay upon his lap; the man stared at it, not looking up.
A silent, dark majesty filled the hall, Rune thought. The kings of Osanna had once ruled from this place, presiding over courts of light and life. This man ahead, Rune thought, seemed a different sort of king—a king of death and darkness. He had no golden throne, only an old wooden chair. He wore no armor, only the garb of a forester. And yet Rune thought: He exudes his own regality, as strong as those true kings who had once sat here.
Rune looked at Kaelyn. She stood at his side, still and silent, but a light seemed to fill her eyes—a light of comfort and hope, hearth light shining at the windows for a weary traveler returning home.
She looked at Rune and a smile touched her lips. She held his hand and guided him forward. They walked across the hall, moving down the palisade of braziers and columns, and approached the shadowy man.
“Valien,” Kaelyn said softly. “I’ve returned.”
The man did not look up. He was polishing his sword, Rune saw, moving an oiled rag back and forth along the blade. Rune had a feeling that blade had been polished to perfection hours ago. His own father, when troubled, would polish the Old Wheel’s bar over and over for hours, lost in thought. This man was polishing his blade with the same weariness.
Rune could still not see Valien’s face, but what he saw of the man spoke of haunting memory, of pain, of a weight too great to bear. Valien’s hair was long and untamed, hanging loose about his face; it must have once been a great black mane, but now white streaked it. The man’s shoulders, though wide and strong, slumped as if bearing an invisible yoke. Valien’s clothes had once been fine, Rune thought; they were made of thick wool and tanned leather. Yet years of age had worn them; the fabrics were now faded into mere memories of lost glory.
Seeing this man, Rune did not know how to feel. Many in Cadport, including his father, would whisper that Valien was a hero, the only man brave enough to stand up to the Cadigus family. Others said that Valien was a ruthless killer, that he had slain many soldiers from Cadport, including Tilla’s brother. Standing here today, Rune did not know whether to feel awe, hatred, or fear.
“Lord Valien Eleison,” he said softly. “The lost knight of Requiem.”
Valien’s hands stilled upon the blade. His body tensed. He still did not look up. After what seemed an eternity of silence, Valien snorted.
“Lord Valien Eleison?” he spoke in shadow, and Rune started, for that voice was rough and worn like beaten leather. “I haven’t been a lord in many years, boy. And the House Eleison has fallen; I am its last survivor. You may call me Valien now; titles are nothing but a memory of light in darkness.”
Rune wasn’t sure how to respond to that. The Regime called this man a demon; others call him a hero. Standing here, Rune saw neither. He saw only a tired, broken man, the ghost of somebody who might once have been great.
“Valien,” he said. “Just Valien then. And I’m just Rune.”
For the first time, Valien looked up… and Rune nearly lost his breath.
He had seen hard faces before. Frey Cadigus, in paintings and statues, bore a face that Rune thought could wilt flowers. Tilla’s face, when she was angry, was hard as granite. But this man…
Valien’s face seemed carved of beaten leather stretched over iron. Grizzled stubble covered his cheeks. Grooves framed his mouth. But worst of all were his eyes. Those eyes were dark, deep, and haunted as windows in temples of ghosts. They sang of old pain and battles as clearly as tales in books or poems. He couldn’t have been much older than forty, Rune thought, but his eyes seemed more ancient than those of old men.
“Just Rune,” Valien rasped. “Is that so? Do you think you were brought before me because you are just Rune?”
Again, Rune was struck by that gruff voice. Valien spoke like a man being strangled. His voice was but a hiss, a scratch, a deathly gasp.
“Some might think me more than that,” Rune said. “I’ve heard what Kaelyn believes. I come here to tell you: She is wrong.” He shook his head. “I’m not the one you seek.”
Valien snorted again. “Aren’t you now?” He coughed and hissed like a man hanging from a noose. “I smuggled Relesar Aeternum out of the burning palace of his father, slaying Cadigus men as I held the babe. I brought the child, last heir of the dynasty, to an old tavern in an older port. I gave him a new name. I know you better than you know yourself, Rune Brewer. I’ve known you all your life, and so has Kaelyn.”
The young woman, hearing her name, walked over to Valien and placed a hand on his shoulder. She leaned down, kissed his cheek, and whispered soft blessings.
When she straightened, she said, “Valien, I barely saved the boy in time. Shari arrived in Lynport the same day. I fought her. I wounded her. I smuggled Rune out moments before her men stormed the tavern.” Kaelyn lowered her head. “She burned that tavern down, and she killed its keeper. I’m sorry, Valien; I did not mean for any blood to spill. I flew too slowly.” She raised her head again, and her eyes shone with tears. “But he is here now. The heir to the throne. He will rally the people against Cadigus; he will bring us hope.”
A lump filled Rune’s throat. His eyes burned. Thinking about the Old Wheel still pained him so much he could barely breathe.
“Wait a moment!” he said, his voice too loud; it echoed in the chamber. “I will not be some figurehead for your Resistance. I hate Frey Cadigus too, but… I’m only a brewer. I’m not who you think I am. I—”
“You,” Valien said, “were kept safe. We made damn sure of that. I’ve been protecting you all your life, Relesar, though you never knew it. I was in the Old Wheel many times, in shadow, watching you grow from a babe, to a boy, to a man. I made sure you never knew your true parentage; not until you were old enough. You were safe in the Old Wheel.” He sighed. “At least, safe until you went ahead and started looking like your father.”
“Wil Brewer is my father—” Rune began.
“Your father was the last King Aeternum,” Valien said. “I should know; I fought for him. And you, Rune, look exactly like him, damn you. The Regime noticed. And so… now you are here. You can no longer hide. The time has come, Rune, for you to accept your true heritage… and to take arms against the man who slew your family.” Valien reached out and clutched Rune’s arm, digging his fingers like an iron vise. “The throne of Requiem is yours. With your help, we will slay the tyrant and place you upon that throne.”
Rune laughed.
He turned away.
He could not stop laughing. His laughter echoed through the hall, and tears stung his eyes, and he clutched his belly but could not stop. Valien and Kaelyn were looking at each other grimly, but that only made Rune laugh harder.
Tilla, his best friend, the woman who had kissed him—gone into the Legions. His father—dead. His tavern—burned. His life—torn apart. And now this! Now this ragged shell of man who ruled over ruins and bones—this disgraced knight—called him the heir of Aeternum. Rune paced the hall, tears streaming down his face as he laughed. As his world burned, as all hope for life faded, as everything he’d ever known crumbled around him, what else could he do but laugh?
“Rune,” Kaelyn said slowly. “Rune, I know this is a lot to take in.”
He tossed back his head, only laughing harder.
“Do you think so, Kaelyn?” he said. “I only just waded through skeletons to meet your grizzled old friend here—who looks barely better—and was told you want me to dethrone Frey Cadigus. Did I miss anything?”
Kaelyn stepped toward him and took his hands. “You don’t have to dethrone him yourself, Rune. It needn’t be your hand that slays him. But yes, you will sit upon his throne once we kill him.”
He wiped tears from his eyes, chest still shaking with laughter. “Well, there’s a relief. And tell me, even if I am this… heir of Aeternum… even if my true father was the king… who cares? Kaelyn, you’re Frey’s daughter. Kill the bastard and you take the throne.” He pointed a shaky finger at Valien. “Or you, old knight. You’re supposedly a great warrior. If one soldier could start a new dynasty, why not another? Why not you—”
Valien rose to his feet and roared.
Rune’s laughter and voice died.
He had not imagined this weathered man, a wreck who coughed and talked in a wheeze, could roar. And yet Valien now howled, and the cry—the cry of an enraged beast—filled the hall, echoed, and pounded in Rune’s ears.
“Silence!”
Valien stomped forward so violently that Rune stepped back, but the man reached him and grabbed his collar. The fallen knight thrust his face close and snarled.
“I’ve not carried you through fire and blood to hear you mock me,” Valien said, voice gruff as old leather cracking under stones. “You know so little. All your life has been sheltered. I made sure of that. You speak of things you do not understand.”
Rune’s laughter was gone now. Instead he found rage pounding through him, an inferno rising from his belly to sting his throat and eyes. He raged for Tilla leaving, for his father dying, for being taken to this place. He glared back at Valien with burning eyes.
“Is that my fault? You claim to have been watching me all my life. You kept me in the dark! And now you want to use me in your war as some… some figurehead? Look around you, Valien!” He swept his hands around the hall. “Look at this place. A shattered hall. Look at the city you dwell in! A ruin of skeletons. Look at your men! A few hungry souls with chipped swords and no armor. You speak of killing Frey Cadigus? Your war is hopeless.”
“Then it is hopeless!” Valien howled. He shoved Rune back, and his eyes burned. “Then we will die! Then we will die like the rest of them—like your parents, like your siblings, like the knights of my order, like my—”
Valien froze.
His face paled.
His lip trembled.
The gruff man stepped back, whispering and staring at Rune.
Then, with a hiss, he spun around and marched into the shadows. He disappeared into the back of the hall, a door slammed shut, and Valien was gone.
Rune’s heart pounded, his fingers shook, and his breath rattled his ribs. He turned toward Kaelyn. She stood by the empty chair, eyes sad like birds left to die in an abandoned cage.
“What was that all about?” Rune demanded. “Why did he just… leave like he saw a ghost?”
Kaelyn heaved a sigh. She looked over to the shadows where Valien had vanished.
“Because he did see a ghost,” she whispered. “He saw her again.”
Rune too looked toward those shadows, but Valien was gone and did not return. The room seemed to grow colder, and Rune hugged himself. He had just met the leader of the Resistance, the supposed hope of Requiem, the only man who had ever stood up to Frey Cadigus, raised his head, and said to him: This land is not yours.
And I saw only a broken, haunted wreck, Rune thought.
“Who was she?” he asked. “The woman he lost.”
Kaelyn placed a hand on his shoulder. “Come, Rune. Evening falls. Let’s go find a meal and a place to sleep. Valien needs to be alone this night.”
She took Rune through a doorway, down a flight of stairs, and into a cellar filled with bookshelves, jugs of wine, and a bed. Several candles stood on a table, and Kaelyn lit them with her tinderbox. A painting hung on one wall, showing a woman with golden hair and sad eyes.
“Another gopher hole?” Rune asked.
Kaelyn smiled softly. “No. This one is a Kaelyn hole. My home—if any place can be called my home anymore. You can share it for now.” She glared at him and jabbed a finger against his chest. “At least until we figure out what to do with you.”
He frowned at the room and his stomach sank. “There’s only one bed.”
“Of course there’s only one bed!” She bristled. “We’re not running a tavern here, Rune Brewer. You will be quite comfortable sleeping on the floor. Well, I lied. You’ll be cold and stiff, but you’ll be alive, and that’s all I care about.”
With that, Kaelyn turned away. She hung her bow, quiver, and sword on pegs. When she doffed her cloak, remaining in only her leggings and tunic, Rune was struck by how fragile she looked. Armed and cloaked, Kaelyn had seemed a warrior. Now he saw only a slim girl, barely half his size. Her golden hair cascaded down her back, and her skin shone orange in the candlelight, and despite himself, and despite all this death and horror, Rune’s blood heated.
She’s beautiful, he thought. He found himself imagining what her body looked like under her clothes. With how snugly they fit, he didn’t have to imagine much. His mouth dried.
She looked over her shoulder and glared.
“What are you looking at?” she said. “Stop standing there like a useless lump and get some food.” She nodded at a shelf. “There, you’ll find some bread and cheese. Slice us a meal.”
Rune shook his head and blinked, banishing those warm, ticklish, disturbing thoughts. Kaelyn was a menace! She was bossy, she had dragged him from his home, and besides—he had Tilla. He had sworn to find her someday; he would stick to that vow.
They sat on her bed and ate a cold dinner. Rune wanted to demand more answers: about Valien, about this shattered palace, about what they planned next. But weariness tugged him so strongly he could barely chew his meal. When they were done eating, Kaelyn nudged him off the bed.
“Go on,” she said. “There’s a nice comfortable floor for you. I’m not sharing my bed with you yet.”
“Yet?” he asked.
She gave him another one of her famous glares. “Not ever, but I thought that, for tonight, I’d give you just a bit of hope to help you sleep.” A wan smile touched her lips, and she mussed his hair. “Get some sleep, Rune. Tomorrow we continue the fight.”
When he lay on the floor, wrapped in his cloak, he looked up to see Kaelyn lying in the bed. She pulled a blanket over her and wriggled. A moment later, she kicked her leggings and tunic outside the bed, letting them drop to the floor.
Rune swallowed.
She’s naked under that blanket, he thought, and again his blood began to boil. Stars, he could imagine her body there, warm and lithe and—
Stop it, he told himself. He turned away from the bed, so that he lay facing the wall. He closed his eyes and thought about Tilla instead. He remembered all those times they had walked along the beach, whispering or just walking silently. He remembered their kiss. He remembered her smooth, black hair that fell to her chin, and her dark eyes, and the rarity of her smile.
We will walk along that beach again, Tilla, he thought.
Sleep found him, and he dreamed of her at his side, sand under his feet, and waves under starlight.



 




15
 TILLA
Tilla wasn’t sure how she ended up being the standard-bearer.
Arriving in Castra Luna that morning—stars, it seemed like ages ago!—she had wanted to keep a low profile. This was hard enough to do with her height; she towered above the other girls. Now, marching ahead of the Black Rose Phalanx, bearing its standard while shouting out time, she stuck out like, well… like a tall, awkward girl in ill-fitting leather, shouting while waving around a huge banner.
It was night, but even that didn’t help conceal her; braziers and torches crackled across the fortress grounds, their light falling upon her. Tilla sighed.
“Three, two, one!” she yelled, marching ahead of the other recruits. Their boots thudded behind hers in unison.
She hefted her standard; the damn thing was damn heavy. The pole rose ten feet tall. Upon its crest rose an iron rose inside a ring—sigil of the Black Rose Phalanx.
And of Nairi’s house, Tilla thought sourly as she called cadence. Tilla herself was a commoner, her surname merely her trade, and she had no fine sigil of her own. Yet Nairi Blackrose was the daughter of nobles, and she bore the dark rose upon her breastplate, her sword, and now upon her phalanx.
Tilla looked over at Nairi. The young lanse alternated between marching ahead of the phalanx, leading its way around the fort, and falling back to inspect the marching troops. Her narrowed eyes stared at every thudding boot. Whenever a single soldier stepped out of time, Nairi swooped in, lashed her punisher, and a scream rose.
“You will learn to march as one!” Nairi shouted. “Or I will burn it into you.”
Tilla kept calling time and marching. The standard was so heavy her arms ached, but she dared not lower it; the one time she had let it dip, Nairi’s punisher had driven into her ribs.
I’m nothing but a tool to serve her, Tilla thought, watching the young noblewoman.
She wondered if commoners could ever rise in the Legions’ ranks. Upon her shoulders, Nairi wore the red spirals of an officer, but she was nobleborn. Every lowborn soldier Tilla had known—back home and here in Castra Luna—only wore red stars on armbands; they fought and died, but did not command.
Could I become an officer too? Tilla wondered. Could lowborn wear red spirals, or does my common blood doom me to a life of obeying orders and suffering the burns of punishers?
She didn’t know. Yet as she kept shouting—”Three, two, one!”—Tilla vowed that if commoners could rise somehow, she would find the way.
I will not serve as Nairi’s standard-bearer forever.
As they marched, Tilla got to see more of Castra Luna. It was a sprawling complex, larger than she had first thought. They passed by the armory, a smithy where hammers rang, kitchens pumping smoke from a dozen chimneys, towering walls where dragons perched, and barracks of mossy bricks.
As they walked, Tilla wondered which building she would live in. They passed many structures, some squat and dank, others rising tall and topped with towers. Soldiers moved behind their windows. How many would share her room, and would her bed be clean, and would she have a little space to herself? Like it or not, this would be her home for several moons of training. Every building they passed, Tilla looked up nervously and wondered: Will I be living in this one?
Nairi led them toward a towering wall. Dragons stood upon its battlements between cannons. Oaken doors stood open in an archway, revealing a forest of barren trees and shadows. Patches of snow covered the forest floor, and a lone coyote fled, eyes golden in the night.
We’re leaving the fort, Tilla realized and her stomach sank. As bad as Castra Luna was, she did not relish time in that dark forest. Beyond the gates, the trees creaked and swayed like lecherous old men, their branches hoary with snow. It was a place of shadows and whispers.
Nairi stepped through the gates, and Tilla reluctantly followed into the forest.
“Three, two, one!” she kept shouting, her voice hoarse, and heard her fellow troops marching behind her. She kept her standard raised high.
They left the fortress behind and walked down a gravelly road. Torches lined the roadsides, crackling as snow fell. The trees rose around them, reaching out branches to snag at Tilla’s arms. Crows circled and cawed above. Cold wind blew, fluttering wisps of snow around her boots.
The road curved ahead. Nairi led them around the bend, and when Tilla followed, her stomach sank even further.
So here is my new home, she realized.
 A great clearing lay ahead, nearly as large as the fortress grounds. Dozens of tents rose here, their cloth black and unadorned. A palisade of sharpened logs surrounded the camp, and troops patrolled it. Between the tents, more recruits marched and shouted in reply to barking officers.
It was harder than ever to hold up her standard. Tilla had not hoped for much—a roof over her head, walls around her, and a fireplace for the cold nights. Here, it seemed, she would have none of those.
Nairi led them through the camp, and Tilla looked around. Hundreds—maybe thousands—of recruits marched around her. Tilla recognized some faces from Cadport; other recruits were strangers, probably drafted from other towns. All these faces were pale, their lips blue and shivering, their breath frosting. Finally, after walking across half the camp, Nairi led her phalanx to a long black tent. It was barely larger than the cart that had brought them here.
“Halt!” Nairi barked.
Tilla slammed her standard down and her boots together. Behind her, her fellow recruits froze.
“Form ranks!” Nairi shouted. “Move it, maggots.”
Tilla stepped back, still holding her standard. She formed ranks along with her fellow troops. Mae and Erry, her flight crew, fell in line behind her. Boots thumped down, and ninety-nine troops stood still and stiff.
Nairi nodded in satisfaction.
“This will be your home until spring,” she said. “You will keep this tent clean. You will keep yourselves neat. You will all partake in guard duty, at least an hour a night—every one of you. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Commander!” they shouted together.
Nairi nodded. “You are my soldiers now. You will make me proud. You will keep your swords oiled. You will keep your boots polished. You will keep your armor neat, your fingernails clipped, your hair tied or braided, your bodies clean and groomed. I will inspect you every morning before dawn. If any of you break these rules…” She drew her punisher and raised its crackling head. “…you will taste this. Do you understand?”
They shouted their understanding.
“Good,” Nairi said. She looked them over, one by one. “This is the Black Rose Phalanx. This is my phalanx. That means you will become the finest troops in this fortress—in the entire Legions. If any of you let me down, I will personally slice you open and drink your blood.” She snarled. “You will find rations and supplies in your tent. I suggest you get some food and sleep. I will be back before dawn, and your training will begin.”
With that, Nairi shifted into a dragon, took flight, and crashed past the forest canopy and into the sky. She disappeared into the night.
Everybody started talking at once.
“Pig’s puke, what a royal pain in the arse that Nairi is!” Erry exclaimed and spat.
“Do you mean… we have to live here in the forest?” said Mae and whimpered. “I don’t want to live here. I’m scared.”
Other recruits were talking about seeing the prince, or how older relatives had served in Castra Luna too, or how Nairi was the daughter of Herin Blackrose himself, lord of the Axehand Order. A dozen other conversations rustled like leaves.
Tilla did not feel like talking. This had been the longest day of her life. Her muscles ached and her belly cramped with hunger; she could not remember the last time she’d eaten.
“Come on, girls,” she said to Mae and Erry. “You’re my flight crew; stay with me and let’s find some food.”
She stepped into the tent, and one by one, the other Black Rose recruits followed.
At first Tilla wondered if this was the wrong tent. There were no beds here, no chairs or tables, nothing but a great wooden chest and a few blankets on the ground. With a sigh, she realized she’d miss the wooden walls of the cart.
“Tilla,” Mae said and sniffed back tears. “Tilla, where are the beds?”
“I don’t think there are any,” she replied, and surprising herself, she placed an arm around the baker’s daughter. “Come on, let’s see if there’s food at least.”
Erry beat them to it. She leaped toward the chest in the center, lifted its lid, and whooped.
“Battle rations!” she said with a grin. She pulled out bundles of leather and began tossing them toward the others.
Mae and Tilla grabbed a bundle each, unwrapped them, and found a wafer, a wheel of cheese, and a strip of dry meat. Tilla had not eaten all day, and this was not nearly enough; it was barely worthy of two bites.
“Not bad!” Erry said, slumped down to the ground, and began chewing on her meat, looking like some wild dog gnawing a bone. “Bit chewy. I’ve had worse.”
Mae glared at the waif through her tears. “Of course you’ve had worse! You… you just used to live along the docks at Cadport. You probably lived off fishbones and garbage. But I was a baker.” She sniffed at her wafer. “I can’t eat this.” She grimaced at her dried meat. “And I don’t eat animals either.”
“Well, starve then, Wobble Lips!” Erry said. “We’ll be rid of your whining, at least.” She stuffed the cheese into her mouth and chewed lustfully.
The rest of the phalanx, ninety-nine of Cadport’s young women, sat on the ground and began to eat.
“Make some room,” Tilla said to Erry, nudging the urchin aside with her boot.
When Erry had squirmed over, Tilla sat beside her and began to eat too. Even Mae, sniffing tears, finally sat down and nibbled a few bites. With everyone seated, they covered the tent floor; a mouse would’ve had no room to scurry between them.
“I miss home,” Mae said. She leaned her head against Tilla’s shoulder. “Tilla, do you remember home?”
Tilla laughed. “We haven’t been gone a moon yet. Of course I remember home.”
“Do you remember the smell of baking bread from my bakery?” Mae inhaled through her nostrils as if she could smell it. “I do. And I remember your shop too, Tilla. My father bought a rope there once. Oh—and do you remember the Old Wheel?” Light filled Mae’s eyes. “I remember how we used to sing there sometimes—you know, the old songs of Requiem. Jem and I used to sing together, and…” Tears filled her eyes. “Oh Tilla… he just… he just died like that, in the forest, alone.”
Tilla felt ice trickle down her spine, and guilt rose through her belly. She had been rolling her eyes at Mae all day, but of course the girl was teary; Beras had butchered her lover not days ago.
“Oh Mae,” she whispered, pulled the baker’s daughter into an embrace, and smoothed her hair. “Do you know what the old priests used to say?”
Mae sniffed and shook her head. “What did they say?”
Tilla held the girl close. “That when we Vir Requis die, our souls rise to the Draco constellation. A starlit palace rises there, the columns all white and glowing. The souls of our fallen drink, sing, and dine there forever.” She kissed Mae’s cheek. “Jem is there now, Mae, and he’s at peace.”
Mae looked up with teary eyes, holding Tilla and trembling. “Really?”
Tilla nodded. “Really. I promise.”
“I like that.” Mae closed her eyes, leaned against Tilla, and mumbled. “Thank you, Tilla. I’m sorry for crying so much. I’ll be a good soldier. I promise. Just don’t let me go yet.”
Tilla nodded and kept stroking the girl’s hair. When she looked to her other side, she saw Erry watching them. For once, the scrawny dock rat had no quip or smirk, and ghosts filled her eyes.
Erry chewed her lip for a moment, looked down, and suddenly blurted out, “My father wasn’t really a dockhand.”
Tilla turned toward her; the girl was furiously staring at her feet, her face was pale, and her fists were clenched.
“Erry,” Tilla said softly, “you don’t have t—”
“He was just a sailor!” Erry said, and now her eyes dampened, and she blinked them madly and punched her thighs. “He wasn’t even Vir Requis. He was some… some soldier from southern Tiranor—my mother didn’t even know his name—and… he paid for my mother at the docks. She was a prostitute, Tilla.” Erry looked up, tears in her eyes. “I just lied to people. I didn’t want them to know. I was ashamed of my mother and my mixed blood. I’m nothing but… but a bastard, halfbreed, whore’s daughter!”
Mae gasped, eyes wide.
“Oh, Erry, that’s all right…” Tilla said and tried to embrace her, but Erry shoved her off.
“I don’t need no hugs!” Erry knuckled her eyes. “And I don’t need no stinking pity. I’m strong. I’ve been strong and fighting all my life on the docks. I’m just… a little less strong here. But like it or not, we’re stuck in this damn place now, and three of us already died, and… I just need to be honest here. I need to tell the truth, at least to you and Wobble Lips.” A crooked grin managed to creep through her tears. “But just to you two, so don’t go telling anyone else, or I’ll shove my sword so far up your bottoms, I’ll use the blade to clean your teeth.”
Mae scrunched up her face. “Oh, Erry, that mouth of yours. It’s horrible.”
Erry opened that mouth wide and stuck out her tongue at Mae. Then, with a mischievous gleam, she grabbed Tilla’s arm.
“Now what about you, Roper?” Erry grinned at her. “While we’re all sharing secrets, what’s yours?”
Tilla laughed. “My secrets? I have none.”
“Everybody has secrets,” Mae said. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I’m agreeing with Erry. Tell us, Tilla!” She tugged at Tilla’s other arm. “Tell us your big secret.”
“Secret! Secret! Secret!” Erry chanted, bouncing up and down on her bottom.
“All right, all right!” Tilla said, laughing. “Settle down first.” The two girls fell silent and stared with eager eyes like puppies awaiting treats. Tilla continued. “Do you remember Rune Brewer?”
Erry gasped. “You… you bedded Rune Brewer!” She began to laugh hysterically. “Did the boy even know where to stick it?”
“Erry, your mouth!” Mae scolded, then turned back toward Tilla. “Oh, Tilla, did you… really?”
“No, no!” Tilla held up her hands. “I just kissed him, that’s all.” She sighed. “It was the night before we were drafted. On the beach by Ralora Cliffs.”
“So…” Erry said slowly, “he didn’t know where to stick it.”
Tilla roared and shoved her, and Mae squealed, and soon all three were shoving one another and laughing.
In the distance, the clock tower of Castra Luna chimed. Tilla fell silent, cocked her head, and listened. The tower was far, and soldiers still talked around her, but she managed to count twelve chimes.
“Midnight,” she said and stretched. “This has, quite officially, been the longest day of my life. What say we get some sleep, girls? I have a feeling tomorrow will be just as long.”
Tilla wriggled out of her new armor, breathing in relief as her body was freed from the tight, hard leather. She grabbed a blanket, wrapped it around her, and lay down. The blanket stank, and mold spread across it; at once Tilla’s skin and throat began to itch. And yet she was so tired, sleep tugged at her at once. All around, the other soldiers were lying down to sleep too, pressed together like snakes in a pit.
“Goodnight, Erry,” Tilla whispered. “Goodnight, Mae.”
The two were already sleeping beside her, wrapped in their own moldy, tattered blankets. Ignoring her itching skin, Tilla closed her eyes and slept.
“Wake up, girls!” shouted a voice. “Damn it—guard duty! We ain’t staying up all night waiting for you.”
Tilla opened her eyes, blinked, and vaguely heard the distant clock tower chime again. Was it morning already? No, it was still dark. She counted only a single chime.
“It’s one in the morning!” Erry mumbled beside her, wrapped in her blanket. “Frothy griffin snot, who’s making that racket? By the emperor’s hairy arse, I’m going to cut out their tongue.”
Tilla rose, rubbed her eyes, and saw a young recruit—he wore no insignia upon his leather armor—standing at the tent entrance. She had seen his face in Cadport—he was a grocer’s son—but she couldn’t remember his name.
“Come on!” the young man called. “You girls going to get up, or do I have to walk around kicking?”
Tilla rose to her feet, realized she was wearing nothing but her underclothes, and wrapped her blanket around her.
“What are you on about?” she demanded. “Get lost before I do my own kicking.”
He pointed at her. “Wear your damn armor, not a blanket. This is the Black Rose Phalanx, right? It’s your guard-duty shift. You walk around the camp palisade three times, then wake up Red Blade Phalanx.” He grumbled. “There are bloody siragis patrolling all over this place, so don’t think of weaseling out. They got punishers. Now put on some damn armor!”
With that, the grocer’s son turned and left the tent.
Bloody siragis. Tilla cursed. She had heard of these soldiers before; veterans back in Cadport would mutter about them. The sons of commoners, they wore three red stars upon their armbands, denoting several years of service. The siragis didn’t have the noble blood for command; they were the officers’ pet brutes. Tilla’s body still ached from the wounds Nairi, a young woman like herself, had given her. She did not relish a confrontation with the siragis, hardened warriors.
“All right, you heard him!” Tilla said and clapped her hands. “Into your armor, grab your swords—quickly.”
A moment later, the Black Roses emerged from their tent, tugging on boots and buckling swords to waists. When Tilla blinked in the night, she saw a men’s phalanx outside their tent. Its soldiers were dropping bulging sacks; they thudded onto the ground.
“What the Abyss are those?” Tilla demanded.
The young grocer scowled. “Cannonballs,” he said. “You carry them around the palisade.”
“We what?”
“Three walkarounds!” he said, then showed her his arm; a welt rose across it. “If you drop your sack, the bloody siragis burn you. The bastards are patrolling all over the place.”
His phalanx, ninety-nine young men of Cadport, turned and limped back to their tent, rubbing their shoulders and cursing. Ninety-nine sacks lay on the ground.
“Oh, piss and blood!” Erry said, trying to lift a sack. “Thing weighs more than I do.”
Tilla peered into a sack. It held three cannonballs, each one nearly as large as her head. She lifted the sack with both hands. She grunted, slung it across her back, and nearly collapsed. The sack must have indeed weighed more than Erry. The other Black Roses were lifting their own sacks and cursing.
When Tilla stared ahead at the palisade, she saw the siragis standing there, watching. There were three of them, tall and burly men in black steel. Upon their arms, their three red stars gleamed in the torchlight. Their punishers crackled in their hands. Tilla shuddered. These men craved to burn flesh; she felt their bloodlust like heat waves.
“I can’t… carry this!” Mae said, wobbling under her sack. Her sword swung between her legs like a tail.
“Oh, come on!” Tilla said and began walking, the sack across her back. “Three loops and we can get back to sleep. Black Rose! Follow me. Three, two, one!”
She began to march, gritting her teeth. Her back screamed under the weight. Her boots drove deep into mud. She reached the palisade that surrounded the camp, hefted the sack, and began her first loop. Her fellow Black Roses groaned and cursed and walked behind her.
“This isn’t fair!” Mae said, jaw clenched as she trudged forward. “Why do we have to carry the same weight as the boys? They should make it lighter for the girls.”
Erry spat and glared. “Dog dung. I can carry just as much as any boy.”
Mae moaned. “Why do we need to carry cannons balls on patrol anyway? It’s not like we even have cannons here! What, if an enemy attacks, are we to toss these balls at them?”
“You could just whine them to death,” Erry said. The poor slight girl—the smallest one in the Black Rose—was wobbling and barely trudging forward. “Shag-a-dog, these things are heavy.”
“Language!” Mae said, then squealed as she slipped.
Tilla could not guess the diameter of the palisade, nor how long it took to complete the first round. All she knew was: By the time they started their second round, her legs howled with agony, her toes felt ready to crack, and her spine creaked. She had to rest. She had to stop for just a moment—to catch her breath, to find some water, to let her heartbeat slow.
She paused for just a moment, let the sack fall, and wiped sweat off her brow.
Shadows leaped.
A siragi, burly and clanking in armor, lunged toward her. His punisher lashed out. Tilla cursed and leaped back, trying to dodge the weapon, but was too slow. The punisher drove into her side, and lightning shot across her. She screamed.
“Keep moving!” the soldier barked and pulled his punisher back, leaving Tilla’s armor smoking. “Damn it, you stop again, I’ll burn every last inch of skin off your flesh.”
Tilla gasped and shook. “I—”
He raised his punisher again.
Heart thudding and fingers trembling, Tilla grabbed the sack of cannons balls, hefted it over her back, and began her second patrol.
Behind her, the other Black Roses trudged along, no longer speaking. Tilla heard only grunting, wheezing, and the odd whimper. She wanted to talk to her friends, but had no breath for words. She kept walking, step by step, inch by inch. All around in the camp, the other troops slept in their tents. Tilla envied them more than she had ever envied anyone else. Sleep—pure, beautiful sleep—was now her greatest lost love, greater than Rune, greater than her father, greater than home.
By the time she finished her second round, she was limping. Her back twisted, and her shoulders felt ready to dislocate. Sweat drenched her, and her throat blazed with thirst; she could not remember the last time she had drunk. It felt like every bone in her feet had cracked. When she looked over her shoulder, she saw the others looking the way she felt; their faces were pale, their hair damp with sweat, their lips tightened.
She wanted to rest, but the siragis raised their punishers. Tilla grunted and began her third round.
Pain.
Pain leaped through her bones and ground her spine.
Pain twisted her feet, clutched at her chest, and burned through her lungs.
Behind her, she heard a soldier fall, then smelled smoke as punishers burned flesh. Tilla turned to help the girl rise; punishers thrust her way too, and Tilla screamed. She kept walking, sack slung over her back. Step by step. Inch by inch.
Think only about every new step, she told herself, sweat blinding her eyes. Don’t think about anything else; just the next step, one after the other, and it’ll be over.
When finally the nightmare ended and the Black Rose completed its third round, Tilla’s head spun. She dropped her sack to the ground, doubled over, and felt fire racing through her bones. The other Black Roses gathered around her, bedraggled and drenched in sweat.
“Come on, girls,” Tilla said and wiped her brow. “Let’s drag these sacks to the next phalanx and get some sleep.”
Finally—it must have been close to two in the morning—Tilla lay back in her moldy blanket. She was too tired to even itch now. Everything hurt. Vaguely, she saw the other Black Roses collapse around her.
There are still a few hours until morning, she thought. If I can only get a good, solid five or six hours of sleep, I…
Her thoughts trailed off.
Sleep welcomed her into a deep, black embrace.
“On your feet!” The shout pierced the night. “Black Rose Phalanx—inspection! Form ranks!”
Tilla blinked. Her muscles cramped. Her bones ached. Somebody was shouting at the tent entrance. When Tilla rubbed her eyes, she thought that she saw Nairi there, a torch in her hand. Darkness still covered the world.
“Hairy horse dung,” Erry cursed at her side, sitting up. The clock tower began to chime in the distance, and Erry counted on her fingers, then cursed. “It’s only four in the morning!”
Nairi was still shouting. “Out, Black Roses—morning inspection! Move!”
The recruits stood up and shivered. Tilla’s teeth chattered. It felt cold enough to freeze liquor.
“Armor!” Nairi screamed. “Swords! Move!”
The Black Roses moved in a daze, strapping on armor with numb fingers. Swords rattled and pale, numbed feet thrust into boots. They stumbled out into the darkness, ninety-nine souls half frozen, eyes blurred and breath fogging. Outside the tent, they formed ranks and stood shivering.
Nairi stared at them in disgust. Her torch crackled in her hand.
“Pathetic,” she said and spat. “If we were under attack, you’d be dead by now.” She began to pace along the lines, staring at each recruit as if staring at flies upon her dinner plate. “Buckles unstrapped. Boots covered in mud. Half of you are missing your helmets. Not a single sword is oiled.” Her voice rose to a howl. “You are a disgrace!”
Standing behind Tilla, Erry muttered under her breath. “That woman needs a few cannonballs dropped onto her head.”
Nairi did not hear, but kept pacing along the lines, cursing.
“Not one of you is properly armed and ready. I thought of letting you eat dinner today. I thought of letting you sleep a full five hours next night.” She shouted so loudly her face turned red. “You will eat nothing, and I will let you sleep only three hours next night, and this will continue until you can pass morning inspection!”
Erry muttered again. “Next night? Morning? Tonight? I have no idea when’s what and who’s who. Is it morning or night now? Bloody stars.”
“Shh!” Tilla said; Nairi was marching back toward them.
“Back into your tent!” the lanse shouted. “You have one minute. I want to see a proper inspection now—boots shining and swords oiled. Go, go!”
Nairi waved her torch, showering sparks and goading the recruits back into the tent. Outside, the lanse counted down the seconds. Inside, the recruits rummaged through the chest for oil. Finally—it must have been several minutes—they stumbled back outside.
“Second inspection!” Nairi shouted. “You are late. You have failed. You will not sleep for two more nights. Go, back inside! One minute. Again!”
Tilla sighed.
With pain and darkness and bitter cold, her second day at Castra Luna began.
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 KAELYN
She entered his chamber, her fingertips tingling and her throat tight. She took a deep breath, steeled herself, and spoke softly.
“Valien?” Her voice shook. “Valien, it’s me.”
He sat hunched before a hearth, his back to her. The firelight outlined his form but left him in shadow. He said nothing. He did not move. He could as well have been a statue.
Kaelyn sighed. Valien was in one of his moods again. Lately these dark spells had been coming more frequently. When they hit, Valien could brood here for hours, eating little, drinking much, and try as she might, Kaelyn could shine no light into his darkness.
It was a small room, hardly the chamber of a great warrior. In the stories Kaelyn’s father told, the cruel Valien Eleison sat upon a throne of bones, commanded a hall of demons, and drank from goblets of children’s blood. But this chamber was no larger than Kaelyn’s own. Half the shelves bore books: ancient bestiaries, histories, and epic poems. The other shelves bore jugs of the spirits he drank, overpowering rye that made Kaelyn’s eyes water and Valien’s memories fade.
In Kaelyn’s chamber, she kept a painting of her mother, the dearest woman she had known. Valien too had lost someone, yet no memories of that woman were allowed in this chamber. No paintings. No mementos. Just mentioning Marilion, his fallen wife, was enough to send Valien so deep into darkness he would not emerge for days.
“Valien,” she tried again. “We must discuss the boy.”
Still facing the fire, Valien grunted. “He is not who I thought he was.”
Kaelyn gasped. “Valien! You said he’s the spitting image of King Aeternum. You said—”
“I know what I said.” His voice was raspier than ever, the death croak of a hanging man. He turned toward her, eyes red in the firelight. “He is the flesh and blood of Aeternum, that much is true. But he’s not who I thought he was. He’s not strong like his father. He’s not brave. He’s not wise.” Valien grumbled. “The boy is a fool.”
Kaelyn sighed. “He is young.”
“So are you.” Valien reached for a mug and took a swig of rye. “You’re eighteen. You’re his age, or only a year older.” He snorted. “I was eighteen when I first joined the Legions, then the knighthood soon after. Yet this one…” He drank again. “Rune Brewer is nothing but a spoiled, soft city boy.”
“He’s not yet been hardened,” Kaelyn agreed. “But I traveled with him for ten days. He knew where he was going. He stayed with me.” She took a step forward and held Valien’s shoulder. “That shows some strength. He will learn. Teach him.”
Valien leaped to his feet so violently he knocked his chair back. It clanged to the ground, and Kaelyn started.
“The boy will not learn.” Valien paced the chamber, teeth bared, face red in the firelight. “The boy brought us death and misery from the first day. I was wrong, Kaelyn. I was wrong to think he could bring the people hope.”
He brought his mug to his lips and drank deeply. His cup held strong spirits—Kaelyn had tried a sip once and nearly choked—yet Valien drank down this liquid fire like water.
“Valien!” Kaelyn said. She stepped toward him, held his arm, and lowered the mug from his lips. “Valien, look at me. Please. Listen to me.”
He looked at her. His eyes were wild and bloodshot. In them Kaelyn saw his pain, his memories, and his loss.
When he looks at me, she knew, he sees her. She too was eighteen. She was my age when she died. When he looks at me, he sees his wife. When he looks at Rune, he sees the babe he saved while she died.
He panted, breath raw, and Kaelyn embraced him.
He needs me now, she thought. He needs me more than he needs Rune. He needs me more than his memories.
“It’s all right, Valien,” she whispered into his ear as she held him. “Don’t lose hope now. We have more hope than ever before.” She touched his cheek. “And I’m with you, as I’ve been for two years now. I fly at your side—through fire, light, or blood, whichever will fall upon us.”
You are weary, she added silently. You are broken. And you are drunk. But you are our leader, and you are the greatest man I’ve known. And you will lead us home.
He wrapped his arms around her, great arms that even now, even here, made Kaelyn feel safe and small; each of those arms was nearly as wide as her body. She laid her head against his chest and felt his heart beat against her cheek.
“I cannot guarantee that he will live,” Valien said. “If once more we face the fire, and I must choose between him and another… I cannot guarantee his life.”
Kaelyn looked up at him. Those old ghosts circled in his eyes like crows around a gallows tree.
“I know,” she whispered. “He might die. So might the rest of us. For now, let him be a beacon of hope to the people. Let him be a torch in the shadow my father cast upon this land.” She gave him a twisted smile. “Am I not the same? I’m the daughter of the emperor, a voice rising in defiance. Am I too not a symbol for your uprising?”
He grabbed her arms so roughly that she gasped.
“You are more than a symbol, Kaelyn.” He snarled at her. “You are a bright blade. You are a lioness. You are—”
“—the daughter of Emperor Frey Cadigus,” she said. “I am a statement and a banner of rebellion. Rune will be one too. You lead us, Valien Eleison, and you will lead us to victory. But the people… the people will rally around Rune.” It was her turn to snarl. “I fly at your right-hand side. Let Rune fly at your left. Together—the last knight of Requiem, the daughter of Cadigus, and the son of Aeternum—we will topple this regime, kill my father, and place Rune on the throne.”
Valien turned away from her. He walked to the hearth, placed his great hand—wide as a bear paw—against the mantel. He looked into the flames, head lowered.
“If I have to choose again, Kaelyn… if I…”
His voice died, and Kaelyn felt her eyes water. Valien rarely spoke about that night, but Kaelyn had heard the tales whispered in countless taverns and halls. Seventeen years ago, when Frey Cadigus had stormed the capital and slain the royal family, Valien had fought him; he still bore the scar of Frey’s blade across his chest. That night, Kaelyn knew, Frey had given him a choice. Valien had but moments to flee before more of Frey’s troops swarmed the palace—just long enough to save the babe, the last heir of Aeternum… or to save Marilion, his young wife.
Valien fled the palace that night with a babe in his arms.
His wife burned.
Tears stung Kaelyn’s eyes, and she approached her leader, embraced him from behind, and laid her head against his back.
“You will not have to choose,” she whispered.
He spun toward her, teeth bared, cheeks flushed red. He clenched his fists.
“When fire rises, we will all burn!” he said, eyes blazing like a rabid animal’s. He clutched Kaelyn’s arms, and his voice rose into a torn howl. “I will not lose you! I will not see you burn, Marilion, I—”
Kaelyn gasped and stared silently.
Valien’s eyes widened. He shut his mouth. His face whitened. He looked aside and blinked and his fists trembled.
“I’ve had enough to drink this night,” he rasped. “Leave me, Kaelyn. Leave me.”
She touched his cheek with trembling fingers, and tears filled her eyes. “Valien—”
“Leave me!” he roared, waved his arms, and tossed his mug across the room. It smashed against a shelf, and more mugs fell and shattered, and Kaelyn turned away. She fled the room, eyes stinging and legs trembling.
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 RUNE
They flew in the night, a black and green dragon, two shadows under the clouds.
As Rune glided, the cold wind felt heavenly in his nostrils. Whenever he went only a few days without flying, the magic tingled inside him, and he lashed out, grumbled, and felt as if ants were crawling through his bones. He would fly with Tilla many nights above the water.
And now I fly with Kaelyn.
He looked at her. She flew to his right, the hint of fire in her nostrils like two embers. She gave him a sad smile and tapped him with her tail.
“What did you want to show me out here?” he asked.
“Be patient!” she said. “I’m taking you there. And be quiet; imperial dragons still patrol these skies.”
They glided silently. Forests and plains streamed below and clouds hid the stars. Dragon eyes were sharp—sharper than his human eyes—but Rune could barely see more than smudges in this darkness. Some distant lights shone—fortified outposts of the Regime—but otherwise the land lay in shadow and mist. A drizzle began to fall, and Rune allowed just a little more fire to fill his belly, crackle in his mouth, and warm him.
He tried to imagine that these forests below, rolling shadows in the night, were the waves back at home, that those distant lights were Cadport waiting on the shore. He missed those waves. He missed the cobbled boardwalk with its shops, rusted cannon, and Tilla walking beside him. He missed the Old Wheel, he missed Scraggles, and he missed his father.
I miss home, he thought. But what was his home now? And who was his father? Rune did not know, and so many questions still burned inside him like the fire. As he glided through shadow and rain, ice filled his belly along with the flames. He looked at Kaelyn, and she met his gaze, and he saw the same sadness in her eyes.
“There,” she said and gestured below. “There’s an old ruined temple on the hill. Do you see it?”
Rune squinted. He could discern only vague shapes in this darkness. He thought he saw pale columns, some only broken stems, rising upon a hilltop.
“A temple,” he said. “An old temple to Requiem’s stars.”
Kaelyn nodded and began diving toward it. “It was a temple. Priests used to worship the Draco constellation here. My father…” Kaleyn sighed. “He didn’t like that.”
Rune descended beside her. Wind and rain stung his face. A temple of marble columns had once stood in Cadport; Rune had heard the city elders whisper of it in awe. They said priests and healers would play harps there, sing to the Draco stars, and bless the city. Today that temple was a courthouse, its walls draped with banners of the red spiral, its marble columns stained with blood.
But there was no use for a courthouse here in the wilderness, and as Rune descended toward the ruins, he marveled at the columns. Their marble shone like moonlight. Some columns lay shattered upon the hillside, but others still stood, forming a rectangle. The roof they had once supported had fallen; its bricks lay strewn across the grass, pale lumps in the night.
The two dragons landed upon wet grass. Above them loomed the temple columns, two hundred feet tall at least. Rune tried to imagine this temple standing in its glory days—back when the Aeternum Dynasty had ruled. He could almost see priests’ white robes fluttering between the columns, almost hear their harps.
When he looked above, Rune gasped to see the clouds part. The Draco constellation shone between them, the holy stars of Requiem.
“Our people used to worship these stars,” he said softly. “My father would pray to them at night. He thought I couldn’t hear. Many of Cadport’s elders would still pray secretly, knowing that if any soldiers heard, they would be broken upon the wheel. Do you think those stars have any real power, Kaelyn?”
She stood at his side, a slim green dragon, and watched the constellation with him. The starlight glimmered on her wet scales.
“I’ve never doubted it,” she said. “My father hates those stars. How he would rail against them! He would shout that these stars had never protected Requiem, that under their light, so many of our people died. He claimed that only he could defend this land, that only he was worthy of being called godly, not some lights in the heavens.” Kaelyn blasted smoke from her nostrils. “Anything he hates so much must have power, Rune. And so I believe.”
She shifted into human form. The rain dampened her hair, and her clothes clung to her. She smiled, spread out her arms, and twirled in a circle.
“Oh, you’re one of those horrible people who loves dancing in the rain, aren’t you?” Rune said.
He shifted into human form too, then hugged himself as the rain chilled him. Grinning, Kaelyn grabbed his hand.
“Dance with me,” she said. “Join us horrible people for one night.”
He tried to tug his hand free. “Bloody stars, Kaelyn, did we fly all the way here for this—to dance in the rain? I’m cold and wet.”
“Poor baby.” She pouted at him, then grinned again. “The stars shine between the clouds! The old priests would always dance when rain and stars met.”
She began to skip around him, tugging his arm.
“You made that up,” he said.
Yet she was tugging his hand too powerfully—damn it, the girl was strong for her size!—forcing him to spin around.
“Come on!” she said and danced around him, the rain drenching her. “It’s fun.”
He sighed and gave a quick, sarcastic jig. “Happy?”
“Not nearly enough.” She placed both arms around him and pressed her body against his. “Just… do like this. Sway a bit. That will be an easier dance for your clumsy feet. Now go on! Put your hands on my waist—like this. Don’t stand there like a block of wood!”
She grabbed his hands and placed them against her waist. Rune held her awkwardly. Even through her cold, wet tunic, he felt the heat of her body. She placed her arms around him, laid her head against his shoulder, and swayed gently. Her hair smelled of grass and flowers.
Rune rolled his eyes and allowed himself to sway with her.
“This is hardly the time to dance,” he said. “Not here in the rain and darkness.”
She looked up at him. “It’s always time to dance, especially in the darkness.”
Fast as a squirrel after a nut, she broke apart from him, grabbed his hand, and tugged him.
“Now come on!” she said. “I want to show you something. Follow me. Come on!”
She laughed and tugged him toward the temple columns. With a sigh, he allowed himself to be pulled. They leaped over a fallen column and raced between two standing ones, entering the ruins of the temple. Only the moon and stars, shining between gaps in the clouds, lit their way.
Bricks and shattered columns littered the grass here, lumps of white upon black. Kaelyn scurried around the ruins like a dog seeking a scent. Finally she approached the fallen capital of a column, its marble carved as leaping dragons, and tapped the ground with her boot.
“Here!” she said, leaned down, and pulled a rope from the grass. She tugged open a trapdoor.
“Another gopher hole,” Rune said.
Kaelyn smiled. “My favorite one.”
They walked down a rough, wooden staircase and into a chamber. Kaelyn scurried around the room, lighting candles that stood upon shelves. Orange light fell upon jars of preserves, jugs of wine, racks of swords and bows, and…
Rune gasped.
“It’s… me?”
Upon one wall hung a painting, life-sized, of himself clad like a king. Rune rubbed his eyes and stared. His doppelganger wore a crown, a green cloak embroidered with silver birch leaves, and a golden broach shaped as a two-headed dragon—sigil of House Aeternum. The painted king held a wide longsword, its dragonclaw pommel clutching polished amber the size of a chicken egg.
It’s Amerath, Rune realized. The Amber Sword. It had been the sword of the Aeternum kings for a hundred years.
Kaelyn came to stand beside him. She placed a hand on his shoulder.
“You look just like him,” she said.
Rune tore his eyes away from the painting. He frowned at Kaelyn.
“What kind of joke is this?” he said.
She smiled sadly. “This used to hang in the royal palace. You gaze upon Ardin Aeternum, King of Requiem, the man my father slew.” She looked at Rune. “Your father.”
Rune could not believe it. Could not! Surely Kaelyn had found some painter to trick him, or used dark magic, or… Rune clutched his head. Wil Brewer was his father! The Old Wheel was his home! He was only a brewer, not a prince, not…
“Oh stars,” he whispered.
Kaelyn approached a rack of weapons. A dozen swords hung there, the rough and simple blades of soldiers. Among them hung a bundle of green cloth embroidered with silver dragons. Kaelyn lifted the bundle, brought it toward Rune, and held it out.
“It’s yours now,” she said solemnly. “It’s time you raised your father’s sword.”
Her eyes shone with tears. She pulled back the green fabric, unveiling Amerath, the Amber Sword of Aeternum.
It was the sword from the painting; every detail was the same. The candlelight danced along the black scabbard. The platinum pommel, shaped as a dragonclaw, clutched the amber stone. It was a large sword, at least four feet long, its hilt built for two hands. It looked heavy enough to chop down trees.
To Rune’s surprise, Kaelyn knelt before him, holding the sword upon her upturned palms.
“My prince,” she whispered.
Rune wanted to laugh. Her prince? Stars, she was an emperor’s daughter! Yet he found no mirth upon his lips. Amerath beckoned to him, and Rune reached for the hilt and wrapped his fingers around it. The black leather was warm, soft, and worked in by many hands.
“The kings of Aeternum have wielded this sword for generations,” he whispered.
“Draw the blade,” Kaelyn said, still kneeling before him. Her tears shone in the candlelight. “Let its light shine in a temple of Requiem.”
Rune took a step back. He drew Amerath, and its blade caught the firelight and shone, golden and red and white—a shard of memory and light. Despite its size, the sword was surprisingly light; it felt lighter than the Old Wheel’s broom. Rune raised the blade and saw his reflection within. He held it side by side with the painting before him.
My father and me, he thought. The same face. The same sword. The same blood.
“It’s true,” he whispered. “Stars, it’s all true, isn’t it Kaelyn?”
She rose to her feet. “You loved Wil; I know it. He was a father to you too, more so than the king. This will not diminish your love for Wil Brewer or cheapen your memories of him. But now you have drawn Amerath, the Amber Sword of Requiem. Now the light of Requiem shines again in the darkness.”
Rune sheathed the sword.
“Well,” he said. “Lovely blade. Lovely painting. I do think I’ll need a better cloak now, and maybe some fancy doublet and jewels, but overall, not bad.” He looked around. “There’s only one more thing missing.”
“What’s that?” Kaelyn asked
“A chair. I really need to sit down.”
He stumbled to the corner, slumped down onto his backside, and leaned against the wall. His head spun, and he clutched it. Kaelyn sat beside him and patted his shoulder.
“No chairs here, but how about a strong drink?” she asked.
“I would love a strong drink.”
She nodded, rushed to a shelf, and grabbed a bottle. She yanked the cork out with her teeth, sat back beside Rune, and passed him the drink.
“Here,” she said. “It’ll help.”
Rune drank. It was strong rye—southern brew, he thought, possibly even from Cadport. The spirits burned down his throat and through his head. Stars, it felt good. He passed Kaelyn the bottle.
“I think you deserve a drink too.”
She took a swig, then wrinkled her nose. “Horrible stuff. I don’t know how Valien can drink it.”
“It’s fantastic stuff,” Rune said. “And I reckon it’s from my hometown or very near it. We would serve this in the Old Wheel.” He sighed. “But the Old Wheel is gone now. And Wil is gone. And this sword is here.”
Kaelyn leaned over and kissed his cheek. “And I’m here. I’m here to help you, Rune. You’re not alone.”
His cheek blazed; her kiss shot through him, stronger than the spirits. Rune drank again and Kaelyn leaned against him. He placed his arm around her and found himself stroking her hair—soft, golden hair like silk. Her breath fluttered warm against his neck, and she placed her hand on his thigh. They huddled in the dark and cold, passing the bottle back and forth.
“I don’t like any of this,” Rune said. “And I never wanted this war. I hold no love for your father, but I never wanted to pick up a sword and fight him. But yes, my home is gone now. My best friend is a soldier, and my family is dead. Like it or not, this is my life now.”
“You have a new family,” Kaelyn whispered. “You have me, and Valien, and the rest of us. You will never be alone. Will you fly with us?”
She was looking up at him, her eyes large and her lips parted.
“I will fly with you,” he said. “I’m no warrior; I don’t know how to wield this sword. But I can fly as a dragon and roar fire, and however I can help you, I will, Kaelyn. I will fly by your side.”
She smiled tremulously and touched his cheek, and her tears fell.
Rune kissed her. He did not mean to. He did not want to. Yet he stroked her hair, and he kissed her, and her tears mingled in their kiss. It was warm and soft and wet, and it tasted of spirits, and Rune never wanted it to end. He held Kaelyn in his arms, and she was so small, a delicate doll held against him, and at that moment Rune loved her—loved this woman who had dragged him from his home into shadow and fire.
He pulled away from her, leaving her breathing heavily, her cheeks flushed.
I can’t, he thought. I have Tilla. I can’t. This is wrong.
Kaelyn leaned against him, wrapped in his arms, and smiled softly. She closed her eyes and slept in his embrace.
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 TILLA
Tilla stood in the square, arms pressed to her sides and chin raised. Her helmet topped her head. Her leather armor still squeezed her, so tight she could barely breathe. She kept her fist around the hilt of her sword.
Nairi stood before the phalanx, face twisted like a woman staring at dung upon her boot.
“Listen up, maggots!” the lanse shouted. “You are now divided into flights of three. These flights are your life! In tunnels and halls, you will swing swords in threes. In the skies, you will roar fire as three dragons. Every flight will have one leader—one attacker!—and two defenders. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Commander!” Tilla shouted along with the others.
It was the only acceptable answer, of course. One recruit, only an hour ago, had dared to ask a question. Nairi had driven her punisher into the girl for so long her flesh had cracked.
Flight commanders, Tilla thought and sucked in her breath. She knew that dragons flew in threes—two defending one attacker—but not how the attacker was determined.
I’m going to find out now.
“First flight!” Nairi shouted. “Forward.”
Three recruits—those who formed the left flank of the formation—stepped forward. They glanced around nervously and clutched their swords. They were the daughters of farmers; Tilla vaguely remembered them selling eggs, fruits, and grains in harvest fairs. Today they wore armor and bore blades.
Nairi snarled at the farm girls.
“If you ask me, all three of you are worms. You should be squirming under my boots, not standing before me in armor.” The lanse raised her voice. “The last one among you standing will eat and sleep tonight! The two who fall first—you will spend the night cleaning the outhouses. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Commander!” the three answered, faces pale.
“Your swords are blunt,” Nairi said, “but they will still bruise flesh. Swing them! Last one standing will lead your flight.”
The girls glanced at one another, hesitating.
Stars, oh stars, just swing your blades, Tilla thought.
Yet the girls did not move.
With a snarl, Nairi drew her punisher. She drove the crackling rod into one girl.
The recruit screamed. She fell into the dust. Her body convulsed, and Nairi knelt above her, growling and shoving her punisher against the girl’s belly. The girl doubled up, weeping and begging and smoking.
Finally, after what seemed like ages, Nairi withdrew her punisher and rose to her feet. She spat onto the fallen girl.
“This one is out,” she said. She looked up at the two recruits who still stood. “Go on—fight each other! Or I’ll burn another one.”
The two recruits swallowed, drew their blunt blades, and began to swing at one another. Steel clanged.
“Faster!” Nairi screamed. “Harder! Beat her bloody.”
The steel kept clashing. Finally one girl disarmed the other, slamming blade onto wrist.
“Finish her!” Nairi ordered. “Beat her down.”
The armed girl’s eyes were damp, yet she obeyed. She swung her blunt sword against her friend’s legs, sending her falling.
Nairi spat in disgust. “Useless cockroaches, you are.” She snarled at the last girl standing. “You lead your miserable trio of worms. Drag the other two back to formation.” She turned back to the ranks. “Next flight—you three, forward!”
The next flight stepped forward.
More blades swung.
As Tilla stood, watching each trio fight for leadership, she heard wings thudding overhead. She looked up to see a red dragon descend into the square, fire streaming between his teeth. Tilla sucked in her breath and her heart thrashed.
Prince Leresy.
The dragon landed before the phalanx, shook his head, and scattered curtains of smoke. He shifted into human form, placed his hands on his hips, and smiled. His plate armor shone in the dawn, black steel bedecked with gold. His golden hair shone just as bright.
Whispers and gasps flowed across the ranks, and Tilla’s heart thudded. Smiling thinly, Prince Leresy stared directly at her—into her—and winked.
“Hail Prince Leresy!” Nairi shouted and slammed her fist against her chest. “Kneel before your prince.”
Nairi knelt, fist clutched to heart. The rest of her phalanx, Tilla among them, repeated the salute and knelt too. Tilla kept her head lowered, daring not look up, but she could feel Leresy still staring at her.
Stars, why does he look at me among everyone? she thought. She only wanted to be a good soldier here, to fit in and fly low. And yet wherever she went, it seemed, she attracted trouble like flowers attracted bees.
“Back on your feet!” rose his voice; it was smooth and melodious and still carried the high pitch of youth. “Carry on, please. I’ve only come to watch my troops, not interfere.”
Tilla made the mistake of glancing back at the prince—just a glance—and caught him staring at her. His lips peeled back and he licked his teeth. She looked back at Nairi… just in time to hear the lanse shout her name.
“Tilla Roper!” Nairi pointed her crackling punisher at her. “You and those two dogs of yours—forward! Let’s see who among you will sleep tonight, and who will clean nightsoil from a ditch.”
Heart pounding, Tilla stepped forward, leaving the formation of her phalanx. The square seemed to spin around her. She felt hundreds of eyes watching her—her fellow recruits, her commander, and her prince. She glanced over her shoulder to see Mae frozen, her face pale, and Erry trying to shove her forward.
“Roper, bring your two whores forward, or you’ll taste my fire!” Nairi screamed.
It took some tugging from Tilla, and more pushing from Erry, to bring the trembling Mae out of formation and into the dust of the square. The three recruits stood together, trapped between the rest of their phalanx, Lanse Nairi, and Prince Leresy.
“Draw your swords,” Nairi ordered.
Tilla drew her blade. She gave it a few quick swings. It whistled as it sliced the air.
Whenever Tilla had seen soldiers carrying swords—especially wide longswords like this one, their hilts large enough for two hands—she had thought them crude weapons for hacking and slashing. Yet this sword, even blunted, was light and agile. It felt no heavier than waving a sprig of holly. The blade was long and wide but flexible, and despite herself Tilla smiled. For the first time, she thought of soldiers not as brutes hacking with crude chunks of metal, but as artists mastering an ancient dance.
 At her side, Erry was waving her sword around, slicing the air. The slim girl seemed just as impressed; her eyes shone, and her lips peeled back in a smile. Mae, however, wasn’t even testing her blade; she merely held it before her, and it wobbled like her lip.
I think I’ll only have one contender here, Tilla thought.
Nairi took a deep breath, opened her mouth, and seemed ready to order the duel start. Before the lanse could speak, however, the prince interrupted.
 “A moment,” he said, raising his hand.
Again he was looking straight at Tilla, and her heart thudded. He walked toward her, and Tilla stood frozen before him, sword in hand, not sure if to salute, kneel, or simply stand still.
When Prince Leresy reached her, his lips peeled back in a smile, but it looked hungry, the smile of a wolf. His eyes scanned her from top to bottom; they lingered against her breasts, which pressed against her leather armor. He reached out, fast as a viper, and clutched her wrist.
Tilla gasped.
He’s going to kill me, she thought. Stars, I did something wrong, and he’s going to kill me now—just like his sister Shari killed the girl back at Cadport.
But Leresy only turned her wrist, adjusting her grip on the sword.
“Here,” he said. “Like this. Hold your right hand a little higher on the hilt. Now place your left hand beneath it near the pommel—like that. Give the blade a swing—from top to bottom.”
 The prince stepped back, and Tilla dutifully swung her sword. Leresy’s face split into a grin, and he clapped.
“Splendid!” he said. “Now here, move your left hand to the base of the blade—just above the hilt. Don’t worry, it’s not sharp. This is called half-swording—a different grip. Give it a try.”
Leresy stepped back again, and Tilla gave the blade a few more swings. Holding the sword this way, her thrusts were shorter but more powerful.
“Good!” Leresy said. “You use this one for piercing armor. A strong soldier can break steel this way. Shorter range but tougher punch.”
He stepped toward her again and reached between her legs. Tilla gasped, but Leresy only winked and moved her thighs apart.
“Don’t get all flustered,” he said. “I’m just fixing your stance. Here, like this—legs parted, right leg forward. Try again! This time strike my blade.”
He drew his sword and Tilla’s eyes widened. His was a beautiful blade. Its dark steel shone with ripples like midnight waves. Its golden, dragonclaw pommel clutched an egg-sized ruby. Tilla hated to attack such a beautiful weapon—what if she chipped it?—but Leresy beckoned her, and so Tilla swung her blade.
He parried. The two swords rang.
“Excellent!” Leresy said. He slammed his sword back into its scabbard. “What’s your name, soldier?”
“Tilla,” she said. “Tilla Roper.”
Leresy nodded. “I’ll remember you.”
But there was no pride or kindness in his voice; there was only lust. Tilla had served tables at Rune’s tavern when she could not sell enough ropes; she had seen such lust in the eyes of many drunkards.
He cares less for blades of steel, she thought, and more for the blade between his legs—one he would thrust into me.
Leresy clutched her shoulder and looked over at Nairi.
“This one is a warrior!” he announced.
Tilla glanced over at her commander… and what she saw chilled her more than Leresy’s lust. Pure, blazing fire filled Nairi’s eyes. Her cheeks flushed red. Her teeth ground. She stared at Tilla with a look of such unadulterated hatred that Tilla felt herself blanch.
But… but it’s not my fault! she wanted to shout out. I didn’t ask the prince to speak to me, I…
For the first time, Nairi did not shout. She spoke in a low, venomous hiss, and it seemed to Tilla more cruel than all the screams in the Abyss.
 “Let us see the great warrior in action,” she said. “Fight!”
Immediately, Erry roared and launched into a wild attack.
Tilla gasped and raised her sword; Erry was charging like an enraged badger disturbed from its den. Yet Tilla parried only air. Erry wasn’t attacking her; the diminutive urchin swung her blade against Mae Baker.
Mae squealed. She raised her sword in a useless attempt to parry. Erry’s blunt blade slammed against Mae’s chest, thudding against the leather armor.
Tears budded in Mae’s eyes. She fell to her knees, and her sword thumped into the dust.
“I yield!” she cried and covered her head with her arms. “I yield!”
Roaring, her face red, Erry turned and came charging toward Tilla. Her sword swung in mad arcs.
“Bloody stars!” Tilla cursed and swung her blade.
She had never parried a sword before; she had to learn fast. Her blade checked Erry’s onslaught. The short, brown-haired girl barely seemed fazed. She leaped back, then charged again, thrusting her sword. All around, the other troops gasped and a few cheered.
Tilla parried again. Stars damn it! Erry was no taller than her shoulders, yet the little beast seemed unstoppable. Her blows kept flying. It was like a rabid rodent attacking a wolf.
The blades clanged. Erry screamed. Her sword swung. The blade slammed down onto Tilla’s shoulder.
Pain exploded. Erry’s sword was blunt, and Tilla’s leather pauldron stopped the blade, but the damn thing hurt. Agony shot down to her fingertips. Erry’s blade swung again, and this time Tilla managed to parry, then attack.
Her blade swung. It slammed into Erry’s hand.
The dock rat screamed, her fingers opened, and her sword fell.
Tilla kicked the fallen blade; it flew across the square. She breathed raggedly. She lowered her own sword, thinking the battle was over.
She was wrong.
Howling, Erry leaped onto Tilla and clung to her. The little demon bit Tilla’s wrist.
“Erry, stars damn it!” Tilla shouted. Her own sword fell into the dust. “Get off.”
Erry still clung to her, biting and clawing at her armor, trying to reach her face. Tilla fell to the ground. Erry fell upon her, scratching and screaming, her eyes wild.
“Fantastic!” Prince Leresy called somewhere in the distance.
“Abyss damn it!” Tilla said.
She lay on her back, Erry atop her. This dockside orphan was perhaps half her size, but fast and wild and strong. With a grunt, Tilla kicked and managed to flip herself over. Now Erry lay on her back, Tilla atop her.
“Damn it, Erry!” Tilla said.
The girl squirmed and screamed below her. Tilla cursed and finally managed to pin her down.
“Get off me!” Erry shouted, face red.
“Calm yourself,” Tilla said. “Stars, Erry, I’m bigger than you and I have you pinned down. Do you yield?”
Erry stopped struggling. She lay still for a moment and scrunched her lips. She looked from side to side, as if deep in thought, and bit her lip. Finally she flashed a toothy grin.
“All right!” she said brightly. “I yield. Good fight. Now get off me, you lumbering mule, before I bite your face off. You’re bloody heavy, you are.”
Tilla grabbed her sword, rose to her feet, and helped Erry up. She then approached Mae, who still lay mewling in the dust, and helped her stand too. Tilla felt pride well up inside her. She raised her chin and thrust out her chest.
I won! she thought. I’m flight commander! I’ve only been a soldier for a few days, and I can already command two others.
She turned toward Nairi, expecting to see the officer give her a grudging nod. But Nairi was still glaring, hatred blazing in her eyes. That glare was so strong Tilla took a step back and swallowed.
She wanted me to lose, she realized.
“Splendid!” Prince Leresy said. He approached and clasped Tilla on the shoulder. “I must be a good teacher. I’ll be keeping an eye out for you, Tilla Roper.” He leaned down and whispered into her ear. “Perhaps someday you will visit my chamber, and I can give you some private lessons.”
Tilla stood stiff and still. Her knees trembled only the slightest. She looked over at Nairi; rage still flamed in the officer’s green eyes, but pain dwelled there too, and Tilla understood.
She loves the prince, Tilla thought. Oh stars damn it, Nairi and the prince… and me in the middle. She wanted to shout out. This isn’t my fault! I didn’t ask for Leresy’s affections!
“Well!” the prince said. “I’ve seen enough for one day. Lanse Nairi, keep up the good work. You’ll whip these girls into warriors yet.”
With that, the prince shifted back into a red dragon, took flight with a cloud of smoke, and disappeared over the walls.
When the smoke and dust settled, Tilla turned back toward Nairi, hesitating. She gasped to see the lanse draw her punisher, snarl, and come marching toward her.
“Lanse Nairi,” Tilla began, “I—”
Nairi drew her sword, slammed Tilla’s blade aside, and drove her punisher forward.
Pain exploded across Tilla’s chest.
She couldn’t help it. She screamed and fell to her knees.
“You were to fight with swords,” Nairi said through clenched teeth, shoving her punisher against Tilla. “I teach swordplay, not wrestling, you seaside scum.”
Tilla gasped for breath. Lightning flowered across her. She screamed again. She tried to clutch at Nairi’s wrists, to push the punisher back, but her arms felt rubbery like loose skin.
“Please!” she tried to say, but screams drowned her words.
Tilla fell onto her back and writhed in the dust.
“Please, no!” somebody called behind her.
“Lanse Nairi, please!” cried another soldier.
Tilla could barely hear them. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Nairi knelt above her, snarling, twisting her punisher as if trying to shove the rod through Tilla’s chest. Smoke rose from her. Tilla’s eyes rolled back. Darkness, pain, and fire flowed over her world.
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 RUNE
“Again!” Valien barked and thrust his wooden sword.
Cursing, Rune tried to block the attack. His own practice weapon blocked Valien’s. A second thrust flew. Rune checked the blow; the two wooden blades clanked. The third thrust slammed into his chest, and Rune gasped and fell back two steps.
“Dead again,” Valien said in disgust. “If I were Frey Cadigus, you wouldn’t last five heartbeats.”
Valien Eleison, leader of the Resistance, stood clad in a steel breastplate, tan breeches, and leather boots. Sweat matted his grizzled hair and clung to his stubble like dew to grass.
“If you were Frey Cadigus,” Rune said, “I would shift into a dragon and burn your arse.”
Rune wiped sweat off his brow. He wore a breastplate too, but Valien’s thrusts—even with a wooden sword—left his chest aching. He imagined that bruises spread beneath the steel.
Valien spat into the dust. “Dragon? Frey Cadigus dwells deep in his fortress; its corridors are too small for dragons. You’d have to fight his guards foot by foot, man by man. I doubt you’d slay one before they captured you.”
The ruins of Confutatis sprawled around them, a hodgepodge of fallen columns, the shells of towers, crumbled walls, and countless bricks strewn across dead grass. It was a tapestry all in whites, tans, yellows, and grays. Men and women of the Resistance, clad in robes the colors of these ruins, stood upon what remained of the walls and towers. They bore swords of real steel, and they clutched bows. They said nothing. They only watched.
Rune growled, raised his wooden sword, and swung it at Valien.
The older man scowled, knocked the blow aside, and slammed his wooden blade against Rune’s shoulder.
“Stars damn it!” Rune cursed.
Valien snarled and whacked Rune’s shoulder again. “Never curse by your stars. Your stars saved your life, boy. That’s more than your skill with the sword would do, it seems.”
Rune tossed that sword down, spat, and glared at Valien.
“It isn’t fair!” he said. “You’ve been fighting all your life. You were a knight. I was a brewer until a moon ago.”
“Pick up your sword,” Valien said. His eyes blazed and his face reddened. “It isn’t fair? Life’s not fair, boy. Was it fair when Frey slew your parents? Was it fair when he toppled this city? Was it fair when my w—” The grizzled warrior stopped himself and gritted his teeth. “Life is cruel and death is crueler. You can cry about how things aren’t fair, or you can stand tall and make things fair.”
Rune stared at the man. Rage flared inside him like dragonfire. You are why I’m here! Rune wanted to shout. You sent Kaelyn to drag me out of my home, to take me here, to…
As fast as it had flared, his rage dissipated. He thought back to the night with Kaelyn in the rain. That sword—the Amber Sword of Aeternum—stood against a fallen statue only feet away.
Make things fair.
Rune grumbled, reached down to his fallen wooden sword, and lifted it.
“The wooden sword’s too heavy,” he said. “The Amber Sword is light and fast. I could parry assaults with that one.”
Valien’s face softened, and he sighed and nodded. “The wooden sword needs to be heavy,” he said. “It will strengthen you. When you’ve trained with thick wood, thin steel will seem lighter than air. You are right, Relesar Aeternum. Until a moon ago, you were only Rune Brewer, not a warrior, and I’ve been swinging swords for longer than you’ve lived. But now you are a warrior. Now you too will fight. I will bruise you here, Rune, until your body aches so badly, you will even dream of pain. But it will make you strong.” Valien smiled thinly. “When training is hard, the battle is easy.”
“I don’t want to fight any battle,” Rune said.
Valien clasped his shoulder. “Nor do any good men. A brute craves battle. A coward flees from it. The wise man hates war, but will fight to defend what he loves.”
“And what do we defend, Valien?” Rune asked. “What do we love?” He swept his arm around. “A pile of ruins? Bricks and broken statues?”
“An idea,” Valien said. “A memory. A story as old as starlight. We defend the light of Requiem, even as darkness closes in around us. We defend the heart and soul of our people. And that, Rune, is one battle I am willing to fight.”
Rune thought about this for a moment. Valien’s words rang true to him. Rune too wanted to fight for light, for the soul of Requiem, and for justice. And yet… he wondered. Valien’s men—some said Valien himself—had slain Tilla’s brother. The Resistance had slain many legionaries. Those soldiers had not been bloodthirsty worshippers of the red spiral. They had been humble farmers and tradesmen—people like his friends from Cadport—torn from their homes, given swords, and sent to die. Frey was evil and deserved death, but could the same be said for his soldiers, the youths the Resistance killed?
Can light shine in a kingdom so shadowed in death? Rune wondered. Can we ever light the beacons of justice after shedding so much blood?
He did not know. But he nodded. Fighting was something, he thought—fighting was standing up, flying onward, and making a change. That, Rune thought, was still better than hiding in shadows.
Sweat dripped into his eyes, and he wiped it with his hand, then raised his wooden sword again.
“All right, old man,” Rune said. “You’re going to slow down soon, and when you do, I’ll be the one making bruises.”
With a grin that looked almost like a snarl, Valien nodded and lashed his sword, and the wooden blades clattered.
That evening, the Resistance gathered in the fallen hall of old kings, the place where Rune had first met Valien. Candles burned upon the craggy walls. Trestle tables stood topped with bread rolls, smoked meats, dried fruits, cheeses, and nuts. Men and women, their robes and faces dusty, raised mugs of ale and drank deeply. Steam, smoke, and the scents of the feast filled the air.
Hundreds of warriors filled this grand hall. Across the ruins of Confutatis, two thousand others gathered in burrows, abandoned homes, and old cellars. This city had become a place of bones and old blood, but today light and hope shone here again.
“It is the Night of Seven!” Valien announced, standing at the head table of his hall. He raised a goblet of ale. “Tonight is the holiest night of Requiem’s stars. Tonight marks a thousand years since the heroes of Requiem, the seven who survived the Great Slaughter, stood and rekindled the light of Requiem.” Valien raised the goblet higher, and hundreds of mugs rose across the hall, returning the salute. “We live in a time of darkness. Requiem lies cloaked in shadows—the shadows of the Cadigus Regime.” The resistors hissed across the hall, and Valien spoke louder. “Tonight we say: Like the Living Seven, we will fight. We will keep our light blazing. Tonight let us drink for those old heroes, and let us vow to continue their fight.”
Valien drank deeply from his goblet. Across the hall, hundreds of warriors drank from their mugs.
Rune drank too. The ale was bitter and dark, but it flowed well down his throat and warmed his belly. This feast, these candles, and these stories warmed him like the ale. Back in Cadport, soldiers never spoke of the Living Seven, the ancient heroes of Requiem. Soldiers never spoke of the stars. They only hailed the red spiral, worshipped Frey Cadigus, and mostly they hated—they hated the Resistance, they hated the old enemies of Requiem, and they hated the fallen Aeternum Dynasty for its weakness.
“Here there is no hate,” Rune said softly into his mug. “Here there is memory and camaraderie and hope.”
At his side, Kaelyn placed her mug down, wiped suds off her lips, and touched his hand. She smiled softly, and the candlelight glowed in her eyes. Their fingers twined together under the table.
“I’m glad you’re here with us, Rune,” she said and squeezed his hand.
Rune thought back to how he had kissed Kaelyn; this memory too warmed him. When he looked at her now, he could almost feel her lips again. Kaelyn’s hazel eyes shone, her hair cascaded like waves of molten gold, and her smile warmed him more than hearth fire. His hand, which held hers, felt more alive than his entire body.
I want to fly with her again, he thought, to dance in the night, to hold her body against me, to feel her lips against mine. She drew him like heat draws a freezing man, so powerfully he could barely breathe.
With a bolt of pain, he tore his eyes away. He stared at the tabletop.
Tilla, he thought. Tilla Roper. I walked with her on the beach. I kissed her too. I vowed to see her again. His throat stung. How will I find you now, Tilla? Do you too have food, friends, and a warm fire? Or are you cold and afraid, and do you need me?
He felt a hand in his hair. Kaelyn was looking at him, eyes soft with concern.
“Rune,” she said, “you look sad.”
He forced a smile and drank some more. “Are you going to force me to dance again?”
She laughed. “Of course I am! Many more times. For the rest of your life. But not now—now we do not dance. Now we sing.” She stepped onto her chair, raised her mug, and cried out to the hall. “Vir Requis, let us sing the song of our people. Will you rise and sing the Old Words with me?”
They rose across the hall, hundreds of men and women with gaunt faces but bright eyes, with calloused hands but raised heads. Kaelyn stood before them, and she sang, and their voices rang with hers. Rune realized that he knew these words—his grandfather used to sing them on quiet nights—and Rune joined his voice to theirs.
“As the leaves fall upon our marble tiles, as the breeze rustles the birches beyond our columns, as the sun gilds the mountains above our halls—know, young child of the woods, you are home, you are home. Requiem! May our wings forever find your sky.”
They all drank again, and when Kaelyn turned toward Rune, her eyes were solemn, her smile gone.
“The song of Requiem,” Rune said to her. “It is forbidden now.”
She nodded. “My father forbade it, but it is old beyond reckoning; we have been singing this song for thousands of years. We will sing it again in the palace of Nova Vita, and starlight will fall upon us.” She raised her mug again and cried to the crowd. “Blessed be Relesar Aeternum, rightful King of Requiem! Blessed be his name!”
The hall erupted with cries.
“Blessed be Aeternum!” they called. “Stars bless the rightful king!”
Their cries echoed all around. Men and women stood waving their mugs and chanting his name. Rune stood up too, uneasy. Maybe it was the ale, but the room spun around him, a sea of faces and voices and eyes.
“Blessed be Relesar Aeternum, the rightful king!” they cried.
Rune looked around, feeling his face flush and stomach clench. He wanted the ruins to collapse and bury him; never had so many eyes stared at him. He wanted to cry out: But I’m not a king, only a brewer. Not Relesar, only Rune! Yet he remained silent. He had accepted Amerath, the Amber Sword. He had drunk from these men’s brew; if not as a king, then as a brewer, he knew the significance of that. And so he only stood silently. Perhaps it was the best thing he could do now.
They ate, drank, and sang long into the night—a night of light and heat and Kaelyn’s hand holding his.
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 LERESY
He stood above the infirmary bed, looking down at the burnt, wretched girl. A sigh flowed through him.
“By the stars, Nairi,” he said. “You didn’t have to burn the damn girl half to death.”
The young lanse leaned against a wall, arms crossed and face twisted into a scowl.
“Don’t you bloody mention the stars,” she spat at him. “Your father would beat you half to death if he heard you mention them.”
Lersey rolled his eyes. “Oh yes—it’s red spiral this and red spiral that now. Of course. Only you’re forgetting something, my dearest Nairi.” He pointed at her. “You are a lowly lanse, a junior officer not worthy to lick my boots, and I am your prince. Granted, a prince you’re bedding, but your prince nonetheless. And if I want to mention the bloody old gods…” He raised his voice to a shout. “I will!”
Nairi only glowered at him; he could hear her teeth grind.
With another sigh, Leresy turned back to look at the bed. The soldier lay there, her eyes shut, her bandaged chest rising and falling as she slept. Burn marks stretched out from the bandage like cobwebs; they spread across her shoulders, neck, and arms.
A memory pounded through Leresy, making him wince. How many times had he seen Kaelyn lying wounded like this, all burnt and bloody? So often throughout their childhood, Leresy would stand weeping as Frey, or sometimes Shari, beat and whipped and burned his sister. So many times Leresy would kneel over his wounded twin, trying to comfort her, to heal her.
Just be strong, the boy would whisper to his twin. Be strong and they won’t hurt you.
But Kaelyn had always been too weak. Leresy had grown strong and survived; Kaelyn had fled.
And now Tilla too lay wounded. Would she grow strong like he had, or would she shatter and flee like Kaelyn?
“Nairi has done a job on you, Tilla Roper,” Leresy said with a sad shake of his head. “I’m quite afraid that when you do wake up, you’ll be sore for a good moon or two.”
Behind him, he heard leather creak and boots stomp toward him. He turned to see Nairi marching his way, her teeth bared. She drew her punisher and held its crackling tip between them.
“How about I finish the job now,” she said. “I’ll burn that whore into a scarred, twisted freak of melted flesh and sores. But I’ll leave her eyes. Yes. I want to leave her eyes so she can see the monster she’s become.”
“Or,” Leresy said, “you can calm yourself before I demote you from lanse to dung shoveler.” He pulled her arm down. “For pity’s sake, Nairi, put that thing away. You’ve had your fun. The girl fought well. Your job is to train warriors here, to cull the weak and foster the strong, not disfigure the best in your phalanx.”
Nairi snorted a laugh. “So you think her the best in my phalanx? Have you seen them all fight? Or do you simply choose the tall ones with the nice t—”
“Nairi!” he roared. When she fell silent, his voice softened. “Nairi. Are you jealous? Yes, she is tall, and yes, she does have a rather splendid pair of breasts on her. I see them. I like them. I’m the prince of Requiem; I’ll stare at as many splendid pairs of breasts as I like. But the only ones I’ll touch, Nairi, are these.”
He reached for her chest. She glared and slapped his hand away.
“Don’t you touch me, Leresy Cadigus,” she said. “Your father is far from this land. We are in the south here, and the Black Rose is my phalanx—mine to lead! You are a prince, yes, but you do not serve in the Legions. I do. Within the Black Rose, I am ruler, I am supreme.” She hissed. “And if you ever interfere with my command again, and if you ever touch one of my soldiers again, my father will hear of it.” She gave him a caustic grin. “You’re not the only one with great parentage, Leresy Cadigus.”
Leresy opened his mouth to retort, then closed it.
Abyss damn it, he thought. The woman was right. Leresy was perhaps the son of the emperor, but he wasn’t heir to the throne—not until he figured out how to kill Shari, at least. But Nairi… Nairi was firstborn daughter of Herin Blackrose, lord of the Axehand Order. If anyone in Requiem approached the emperor in might, it was Lord Herin.
And isn’t that why you’re here in the first place, Leresy Cadigus? he asked himself. Do not forget your purpose. You’re not here to bed young recruits with large dark eyes—at least, not only. You flew down to this wretched, southern cesspool to woo power. And power means Nairi.
He had the grace to lower his head.
“Nairi, you are right. What can I say? I am a young, foolish man, and my blood is hot, and I think with my pants more than my head. What young man is different?” He placed an arm around the small of her back. “But the only woman I love is you, Lanse Nairi Blackrose. Not common girls. Not seaside soldiers. Just you, Nairi—my rose of Requiem.”
He tried to pull her into an embrace, but she resisted and snapped her teeth at him.
“Do not try to woo me like I’m some common harlot,” she said. “I’ve heard of your conquests in the capital; they say you bedded half the women in Nova Vita. Don’t mistake me for another conquest. I am an officer in the Legions, not one of your courtesans.”
Though she struggled against him, Leresy pulled her close, pressing her body against his. He hissed into her ear between clenched teeth.
“Oh, but I will conquer you.” He slid a hand between her legs. “And you are but a whore. I know it. You know it. And I know that you love it. You are mine, Nairi Blackrose. I am your prince, and you are mine, and I will do with you as I like.” He shoved her toward an infirmary bed, the one beside the cot Tilla lay on. “And I’m going to prove this to you right here.”
She stood with her back to the bed, narrowed her eyes, and hissed at him like a cornered animal. He stepped toward her. Her grabbed her clothes, tore at them, and shoved her onto the mattress.
And he conquered her. And he showed her who she was.
“Who am I?” he hissed into her ear as he thrust into her.
“My… prince,” she whispered.
“I own you, Nairi Blackrose. Don’t you forget it. You do not command me. I am your lord, and I will be your husband.”
As he claimed her and she moaned below him, Leresy looked over to the bed beside them where Tilla still slept.
You will be mine too, Tilla Roper, he thought as Nairi screamed and tugged at his hair.
Moments later, as Nairi was collecting her fallen clothes, Leresy approached a bronze mirror that stood behind the beds. He stared at his reflection and passed a hand through his golden hair, fixing an errant strand. He smoothed his doublet and nodded in satisfaction.
“I’m thinking of returning to the capital when the moon is full,” he said, speaking to Nairi’s reflection in the mirror. “I will announce our betrothal then. We’ve waited long enough, Nairi. I’m eighteen now. I’m of age. I’ll not wait longer. Let us marry here, in my fort, this winter.”
She looked up from tugging on her leggings. Her reflection met his eyes.
“You’ve only just claimed lordship over this fort,” she said. “Already you rush to be wed?”
He turned from the mirror to face her. “I thought you would be glad,” he said. “Were you not complaining of my wandering eye? Marriage sticks a dagger into that eye. Knowing you, you’d make sure of that.” He stepped toward her and held her. “Nairi, I love you. I want to marry you this winter. Not in the spring. Not next year. Not in the capital. But here—in our fort, in our home, in our passion. I will fly to the capital, and I will ask your father for your hand.”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “My father. That would be… my father the commander of the Axehand Order.”
Leresy stiffened. “That is his position, yes. A useful servant to my family.”
“A powerful servant,” Nairi said. “Some would say not a servant at all, but… an ally, maybe even a danger. Sometimes I wonder, Leresy, whose backside you crave more—mine to bed or his to kiss.”
“Can’t I do both?”
It was a mistake, he knew; he regretted those words at once. And yet they tickled him, and he could not stop a grin from spreading across his lips. To his great, great relief, even Nairi’s lips twisted into a small smile.
“My poor, lustful prince,” she said and mussed his hair. “Lustful for flesh and for power; which will win?” She placed a hand behind his neck, craned her neck upward, and hissed into his ear. “I too play this game, dearest prince. I too crave power. And yes, you are powerful, Prince Leresy. You are powerful in my bed and in the courts of your father. Fly to the capital. Ask for my hand. We will wed this winter, here in Castra Luna, and someday I will be queen.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You do know that Shari is heir to the throne.”
She kissed his lips, smiled crookedly, and patted his cheek.
“Not for long.”
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 TILLA
She lay abed, wrapped in pain.
When she opened her eyes, firelight seared them. When she breathed, the air sawed at her throat. She tried to wriggle in bed and froze at once; the blankets rubbing against her skin cut her like blades.
What had happened? Tilla could barely remember. Her mind felt foggy. Thoughts floated like clouds, and she could not grasp them. She recalled only training with a sword, and Prince Leresy touching her legs, and…
Nairi.
The memory thudded back into her.
The pain! The pain had pounded through her for so long, so hot, all consuming; it had rattled her teeth, raised welts across her, and twisted her fingers and toes. Tilla had thought her bones would dislocate and her skin shatter.
It’s not my fault! Tilla had wanted to cry, but she could only scream, beg, weep, and fall into endless agony and darkness.
“Tilla!” a voice said, muffled and distant and echoing, a voice from another world. “Tilla, can you hear me?”
Tilla blinked. Two shadows stood before her, dark blurs upon orange light. It seemed the shadows were speaking, but the voices sounded so distant Tilla could barely hear.
“Stars, Tilla, can’t you hear me?” one shadow said, speaking louder.
“Oh, bloody puke soup, Nairi did a job on her,” said the other shadow. “I swear, I’m going to grab that woman’s punisher and shove it up her fat arse!”
“Language, Erry!” said the first shadow. “I told you to watch your language. You’re not living on the docks anymore.”
“As if this place is any damn better! How about you go eat hairy donkey bollocks, Wobble Lips. Get your mouth dirty for once.”
The two shadows began to shove each other. Groaning in pain, Tilla forced herself onto her elbows and blinked vigorously. Slowly the shadows came into focus, becoming two young women. One was pale and doll-like, her golden hair braided—Mae! The other was scrawny, her short brown hair rising in tangles—Erry! Her two friends didn’t even notice her sit up; they were busy hitting and scolding each other. Oil lanterns lined the wall behind them, lighting a stone chamber with several empty beds.
“Will you two stop it?” Tilla demanded, voice raspy.
“Now don’t you butt in!” Erry said. “This is between me and Wobble Lips, and—” Erry froze and her eyes widened. “Tilla! Sweaty codpieces, you’re awake and talking!”
Tilla fell back into bed and groaned. “Barely.”
At once, the two girls leaped onto her bed and began to bounce and cheer.
“You’re alive!” Mae said and hugged her. “Oh stars, Tilla, I was sure she killed you.”
Erry was bouncing up and down. “I knew our flight commander would live! We’re going to make you strong enough to kill that rat Nairi someday.”
Every bounce of the bed sent pain thudding through Tilla, and she moaned.
“Ow, ow!” she said. “Stop it. Please.”
The two soldiers froze.
“Sorry!” Mae said and gasped. “I… did I hurt you?”
Tilla waved weakly. “Never mind that. Just… sit still and speak quietly. Where am I? How long have been sleeping?”
“You’re in the fortress infirmary,” Erry said and gestured around at several empty beds. “You’re the only one here now. Usually when somebody upsets the lanses that bad, they end up buried, not bedridden. You were damn lucky, Roper. You’ve been here for…” She counted on her fingers. “This is the second night.”
“You need to count on your fingers for only two nights?” Mae said. “Stars, Erry, you are a dumb one.”
“You’re the one who thought the infirmary was the barracks for ground troops!” Erry retorted. “That’s infantry. I told you that a million times, barnacle brain, Tilla was wounded, not drafted into the ground forces.”
Mae sniffed and tears filled her eyes. “Well it’s not my fault. I don’t know all these soldier things. At least I can count properly!”
The two girls began to hit each other again, and the bouncing shot more pain through Tilla.
“Stop!” Tilla said. “Please.” She rubbed her eyes. “How bad is it?”
The girls fell silent and Mae began to weep. Tilla dared to lift the blanket and look down at her body. She closed her eyes.
Stars.
Nairi had indeed done a job on her, as Erry had said. Below the blanket, bruises and welts covered Tilla’s naked body. Her leather armor had perhaps protected her from dulled swords, but not from Nairi’s punisher. She wondered if she’d forever carry these scars.
“It’s… not that bad,” Erry said. “Really, Till. Stars, I got beat up worse on the docks a few times, and I’m still standing.” The waif snarled. “You’re going to keep fighting, Roper, or I’m going to beat you up even worse.”
Sniffing back tears, Mae reached into a pack she carried and pulled out a bundle of cloth. When she unwrapped the fabric, the scents of honey and bread filled Tilla’s nostrils so powerfully her mouth watered, and she couldn’t help but moan. Inside the bundle lay three plump pastries still steaming from the oven.
“Honey cakes!” Mae said. “With raisins in them. We, uhm… kind of… stole them.”
Erry nodded. “It was a daring heist: sneaking out of our tent at night, breaking into the kitchens, grabbing honey cakes, and finally climbing the wall into this place. Forget being soldiers. We should become thieves.”
“Oh, you were always a thief,” Mae said to the girl. “She has a lock pick set, Tilla! Stars, a real one, with a bunch of little skeleton keys and wires and stuff. I bet she stole from at least half the houses in Cadport.”
Erry raised her chin. “More than half! By the way, Mae, nice little doll collection you’ve got in your old bedroom. How old are you again—one?”
The two girls lifted their hands again, ready for more blows.
“Stop!” Tilla had to say. “Fight later. Now we eat.”
“They’re all for you,” Mae said. “All three honey cakes. Erry and I already ate ours.”
Tilla looked at the cakes. Each steaming pastry was larger than her hand. She did not imagine she could eat one, let alone all three. Yet when she bit into the first pastry, it melted in her mouth, rich with butter and raisins and honey. She closed her eyes and let out a sigh. She had not eaten a proper meal since leaving Cadport; she thought this was the best food she’d ever tasted.
“It’s what the officers eat,” Erry said. “Stars, Till, you should see their kitchen! Roast chicken, cakes, fresh fruits, wines…” Erry smacked her lips. “And all they give us is stale wafers, moldy cheese, and slop that’s probably full of rat droppings. I need to be a lanse too someday.”
Tilla finished the first honeycake. Her stomach still rumbled, and she was tempted to eat the remaining two. Instead, she wrapped them back into the cloth and placed them under the blankets. She didn’t know how much longer she’d be here, or how scarce food would be.
“How are things back at the Black Rose?” Tilla asked, trying to keep her mind off her wounds.
“Awful!” Mae said. “We only got three hours of sleep last night too, and we failed the morning inspection. Erry’s boots weren’t polished.”
“And your sword wasn’t oiled!” Erry said, eyes flashing.
“Well, I don’t know how to oil a sword!” Mae sighed. “Nairi said we can only sleep for three hours this night too, and we have to carry the cannonballs again soon. Erry, when did she say we have to—”
The clock tower chimed outside, cutting her off. Four chimes. Four in the morning.
“Wormy dragon vomit!” Erry said and leaped off the bed. “It’s our night patrol time. If we’re not there…” She made a beeline to the window, placed one foot upon the ledge, then looked back at Tilla. “Get better soon, Till. We need our flight leader back.”
With a wink and a grin, Erry leaped outside into the darkness. Sniffing back tears, Mae followed; Tilla heard the baker’s daughter thump against the ground outside and wail. Then their boots thudded and disappeared into the distance.
Weariness tugged on Tilla. She closed her eyes and slept.
It was another two days before the infirmary nurse, a severe woman with muscles like the ropes Tilla would weave, deemed Tilla healed. Tilla did not feel healed; bruises and welts still covered her, and when she tried to walk every step hurt.
“If you can walk, you can train,” the nurse said, a scowl twisting her wrinkly face. “Now out! Return to your phalanx, soldier, and by the red spiral, stay out of trouble this time.”
Tilla left the infirmary clad in her leather armor, which rubbed against her welts so powerfully every movement made her wince. Her sword hung upon her hip, her helmet topped her head, and fear gripped her heart.
What if Nairi hurts me again? she wondered as she stepped into the courtyard. Snow dusted the cobblestones and glided before her. What if Leresy speaks to me, and Nairi gets jealous, and…
Suddenly Tilla wanted to flee. She stood alone in this courtyard, the nurse still in the infirmary, her phalanx in the forest.
I can shift into a dragon, Tilla thought. I can fly away from this place—back to Cadport, back to Rune.
She stood alone in the snow and looked at the southern wall. No, she could not fly back home, she knew. If she fled the Legions, she would be an outlaw; the Cadigus Regime would hunt her down and slay her.
I can join the Resistance, she thought, if I can find them. Yet the stories she had heard returned to her: stories of the Resistance slaughtering babes, snatching children and forcing them to fight, burning farms and killing peasants simply to punish the emperor. As bad as Nairi was, surely the Resistance was worse. Even if Tilla could find the resistors, would she only stumble into a den of monsters? Would they kill her like they had killed her brother?
She sighed. No. There was nothing over those walls—Cadport was now banned to her, the Resistance frightened her, and Tilla did not fancy a life on the run, hiding in caves and forests.
All she could do now, she decided, was survive this training. Nairi would not command her forever. If Tilla completed her training, she would advance in the ranks. She would be assigned to a better fortress. She would become a warrior, a proud legionary of the empire, clad in steel and glory. Surely that was better than living as a filthy, frightened outlaw.
I’m going to show Nairi. She clenched her fists, and marched across the courtyard. I’m going to be the best damn soldier in Castra Luna.
She marched out the gates, took a deep breath, and headed back to her tent.
The clock chimed.
The snow fell.
Day and night molded into a blur of pain and weariness.
Every night, as the clock chimed one, the Black Roses emerged from their tent to carry their cannonballs around the camp. Every morning, as the clock chimed four, Nairi woke them with screams, threats, and thrusts of her punisher.
They fought with blunted swords, then sharpened ones.
They ran through the forest for hours, tasting the punisher when they fell.
They ate scraps. They slept shivering in moldy blankets. They drank melted snow when they could steal it. They were always hungry, always thirsty; they would fight for the last slice of stale bread.
Castra Luna brought them to the edge of humanity. The Black Roses did not bathe; they stole snow, melted it in their tent, and shivered as they rinsed their grime. They had no outhouses or chamber pots; when Nairi looked aside, they sneaked into the forest and dug holes, praying that Nairi would not shout and order them back into formation. Whenever the young lanse slept or ate, she left with them the hulking siragis, and they were worse; they thrust their punishers with glee, and once they whipped a recruit until she passed out.
More than the hunger and thirst, and more than the pain, Tilla longed for sleep.
I can live without food, she thought during the endless runs, marches, and swordplay. I can live without water to drink or bathe in. But sleep… sleep I long for with every aching fiber in my body.
And yet sleep, this most precious of lovers, was only allowed brief visits. An hour here, two hours there; that was all.
“Whenever they march us,” Tilla whispered to her fellow soldiers, “I want to sit down. Whenever they sit us down, I want to stand and march.”
Marching was agony—it was blisters upon her feet, cramping muscles, aching breath, and her spine twisting under the sacks of cannonballs. Whenever she marched, she prayed for it to end. She prayed only for rest—to sit, to rub her feet, to breathe again.
Yet whenever Nairi ordered them to sit—while they ate, while they listened to her speeches, while she demonstrated new sword thrusts—Tilla prayed to please, please stars, only to stand up, only to walk. Sitting down meant a visit from her greatest foe: weariness.
Whenever she sat, sleep leaped onto her at once, tugging more powerfully than all the ropes Tilla had ever woven. Blackness began to spread across her. Invisible demons tugged at her eyelids, forcing them down.
Sleep, Tilla, voices whispered. Sleep, sleep…
One time, sitting with her fellow Black Roses to hear Nairi praise the emperor, Tilla could not help it. Her eyes closed—just for an instant, barely more than a blink.
At once, Nairi pounced upon her. The punisher drove into her chest. Lightning crackled.
“You will not sleep as I speak, dog!” the lanse shouted and pulled her punisher back, leaving Tilla gasping. “Anyone who closes her eyes, I’ll cut off her eyelids!”
And so whenever they sat—or even stood—Tilla bit her cheek, dug her fingernails into her palms, and used every bit of strength to stay awake, to keep her eyes opened.
Every time they sat or stood, a few eyes closed. A few recruits screamed under the punisher. Twice recruits fell asleep while marching, a feat Tilla had thought impossible; Nairi’s punisher burned them.
How long had it been? A moon now? Two moons? Three?
Whenever we marched, we wanted to sit. Whenever we sat, we prayed to march.
That was how, Tilla knew, she would remember her training for the rest of her life—marching in pain and hunger, sitting through the agony of forbidden sleep, one or the other, again and again, day after day. A dreamscape. A blur. A nightmare of weariness, hunger, thirst, dirt, chiming hours, and endless pain.
During these moons, Tilla found comfort only one hour a day—her favorite hour of the day, the hour that kept her going, that made this agony bearable.
The morning hour right after dawn.
The hour they trained as dragons.
All her life in Cadport, shifting into dragons was forbidden. Dragons were not docile citizens. Dragons could blow fire, slash claws, and rise up against the Cadigus family. Dragons were outlawed.
It was one law that Tilla, all her life, could not obey. Since she was old enough to shift, she had craved Requiem’s ancient magic, the magic that flowed from the Draco stars. And so she and Rune would walk upon the beach at night, shift into dragons in darkness, and fly over the water. She knew that many others in town shifted too; she had seen other youths above the waters at night, even some older souls.
But this—this was new. This was flying in daylight, in the open, not concealing her fire behind her teeth, but roaring it in great pillars of fury.
This was life in death, light in darkness, the beacon of her soul.
“Warriors of the Black Rose!” Nairi shouted, pacing along the courtyard before her troops. She drew her sword and raised it high. “Shift and fly!”
With that, Nairi shifted into a gray dragon, beat her wings, and took flight. Across the courtyard, her ninety-nine soldiers shifted and followed.
Tilla inhaled deeply and let the magic flow across her. For the first few days of training, her armor and sword would constrict her; she had ripped one breastplate trying to shift. Today her armor and blade were like parts of her, as familiar as her own skin. They shifted with her, melting into her body. Her wings sprouted from her back. Her white scales clanked across her. She soared and blew a pillar of fire.
All around her, the other dragons ascended too. Her flight crew flew around her, one defender at each side. Erry flew to her right, a slim copper dragon with blazing eyes. Mae flew to her left, a lavender dragon with white horns.
“Flight one!” Nairi shouted. “Flight two—charge!”
Three dragons swooped in from the east. Three more charged from the west. They crashed together with beating wings and blasts of smoke.
“Flight three, four—charge!”
When it was Tilla’s turn to fly, she led her flight in assault. She screamed and blew streams of smoke, charging toward another flight of three dragons. Sparks and smoke flew. Their claws and horns, tipped with cork, slammed against scales.
In real battle, Tilla knew, she would breathe fire, not just smoke, and slash bare claws. Day by day, she practiced with cork and smoke, and she grew faster. Her defenders whisked around her, holding back the enemies, letting Tilla charge into battle.
Every day her flight won more rounds. Within a moon, Tilla’s Three, as they called them, was ranked top flight in their phalanx.
Some days, Nairi cracked open cages of doves and sent hundreds of birds flying. The Black Rose dragons chased, blew jets of fire, and roasted the birds; for every dove that escaped, Nairi docked them a meal. Other days, they flew for hours over the forests, shifting from attack formation to defense and back again a hundred times—changing shape in the sky from arrows, to rings, to great V’s like skeins of geese.
In the long days of impossible pain, it was freedom.
It was joy.
It was the song and light of dragons.
It’s why I stayed, Tilla thought, flying over the forest with her phalanx, roaring fire and howling the might of the Legions. It’s why I never ran away when I had a hundred chances to. It was for this—wind in my wings, smoke in my nostrils, and fire in my heart.
As the dragons of Requiem flew, Tilla thought: I wish you were here with me, Rune. I wish we could fly together again—one more flight like those above the sea.
That night, when she lay in her tent, Tilla thought of him. Her fellow soldiers slept around her, a great mass pressed together. Tilla closed her eyes and tried to remember Rune: his dark hair, his somber eyes, and his hand holding hers. Yet hard as she tried, every night his face seemed more blurred to her, and he seemed farther away.
“I miss you, Rune,” she whispered.
But I also have a new home now. And I have new friends and a new purpose to my life. I have Erry and Mae and all the others—and an hour a day of wings and fire.
He faded into the shadows. She slept.
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 RUNE
“So I suppose you want to know about that night,” Valien rasped, took a swing of spirits, and slammed down his mug. “The night I saved your life. Don’t deny it, boy; you’ve been burning to ask. I’ve seen it in your eyes since Kaelyn dragged you into this place.”
Rune stood at the entrance to Valien’s dark, dusty chamber. Candles, bottles, and books covered the shelves. A spider wove a web in the corner. A log crackled in the hearth. Valien sat at an oaken table, his scruff thickening into a beard, and drank from his mug. His grizzled hair hung wild around his face—a face as rough and leathery as the ancient codices around them.
“Did you summon me here,” Rune asked from the doorway, “to tell me the tale?”
Valien grumbled and snorted something that sounded like a laugh. He drank again, swishing the spirits before swallowing, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand.
“Ah!” he said. “Seemed as good a night as any to remember. I’ve had a bit… to drink. In with spirits, out with secrets, they say.” He slapped his palm against the table. “If I didn’t summon you, you’d be coming here soon enough to ask. I reckoned we’d talk when I’m nice and ready, with a hearth fire warming my bones and rye warming my belly. Come on. Step in. Sit down. Make yourself at home and all that, as you innkeepers say.”
Rune hesitated. He had seen Valien gruff before. Stars, the man was always scowling and rasping and cursing. But this—this was worse. Valien’s voice was slurred and scratchier than ever, and something about that invitation seemed less than welcoming.
“Come on, boy!” Valien said again. “Aye, I’m a bit drunk, but I won’t hurt you. Sit down. I have some memories to spill, and well… you’re the one to listen.”
Rune did not want to enter this room. He wanted to return to the main hall, walk outside and look at the stars, or seek Kaelyn in her chambers; he had begun to teach her mancala, using a board he’d carved himself. At the same time… Valien was right. Rune had wanted to ask these questions, to learn more about that night. He knew the story, of course—everyone in Requiem did. He too had heard of Valien Eleison battling Frey Cadigus, snatching the last heir, and smuggling the babe out of the palace. Yet all those stories had been told in taverns, or at military rallies, or in dark caverns. Here before him stood the man himself, the great outlaw, the rebel leader; here was the story of Rune’s life.
Rune entered the room, pulled back a chair, and sat at the table. Valien leaned forward and fixed him with a red-rimmed glare.
“They say you battled a hundred men with a broken sword,” Rune said, “all the while holding the Aeternum babe—me—in one hand.”
“Aye,” Valien agreed. “They also say that Frey Cadigus stands eight feet tall and the sun waits for him to piss every morning before it rises. What do you believe, Rune?”
He thought about this for a moment. He answered carefully.
“I think,” he said, “that I would very much like a bit of whatever you’re drinking.”
When Rune too held a mug and the warmth spread through him, he allowed himself to lean back. Valien seemed less frightening through the glaze of spirits, and after all, Rune had seen many drunken warriors at the Old Wheel.
“You’re eighteen now, are you?” Valien asked after another gulp of the rye.
Rune nodded. “Almost—a moon away. If I were eighteen already, I’d have been drafted last recruitment with my friends.”
He had almost said: with Tilla. He had stopped himself just in time. Valien did not need to know about Tilla Roper. Nobody did. That memory was pure, and Rune would not stain it with this war.
Valien sighed and leaned back. “Aye, still a youth. I was only a squire when I was your age. It was another few years before I was knighted—I was twenty-one and still too young for wisdom.” The grizzled man’s eyes seemed to be looking back upon better days. “Had my proper armor and all and a good sword; I still carry it. I served your father, and he was good man. And those were good days.”
“Until Frey Cadigus flew with his troops into the capital,” Rune said. “We’ve heard the story countless times in Cadport. They always tell us how Frey Cadigus, the hero, saved Requiem from its weakness, from the old corrupt blood.”
Valien raised his eyebrows. “Cadport? No, we don’t call it that here. Lynport is the name of your city. It was named after the great Queen Lyana Aeternum, an ancestor of yours. She fought a battle upon Ralora Cliffs outside the city. Cadport!” Valien snorted. “Frey Cadigus renamed half the cities in this kingdom after his miserable self. But it’s still known as Lynport here, Rune, and you should call it that.”
“My father did,” Rune said. “My stepfather, that is, but I still think of him as Father. He would whisper ‘Lynport’ sometimes late at night after our tavern closed, but… it was a forbidden name. Once a man was caught saying ‘Lynport’ in our tavern. The soldiers dragged him outside, and…” Rune had to drink again. “Nobody’s called it Lynport since, not even in a whisper.”
“It’s a good town,” Valien said softly. He stared at the wall as if lost in memory. “A good town. Good, honest folk. It’s why I took you there, Rune, why I placed you in the Old Wheel with your stepfather. And Wil Brewer kept you safe for seventeen years. Aye, a good town, and good folk.”
“How did you know Wil?” Rune asked. “Why did he agree to raise me as his own, to place himself in danger, to protect me?”
Valien said nothing for a long moment, only stared at the wall. Finally he took a gulp of spirits, grimaced as he swallowed, and slammed the mug down.
“My wife, Rune,” he said and clenched the mug so tightly, it trembled. “My wife. Frey Cadigus slew her the night I saved you. He stuck his blade into her as she screamed for me. I couldn’t save her, but I could save you, Rune. So I took you to my wife’s hometown. And I took you to her brother.” He grumbled and sighed. “Yes, Rune. I took you to the only family I still had, to Wil Brewer. He lost his sister that night, but he gained a son.”
Rune’s head spun, and it wasn’t from the drink.
“Stars,” he whispered. “My father—I mean, Wil—spoke of losing a sister. I never imagined…”
“Of course you didn’t.” Valien scowled into his mug. “I told Wil not to speak of it. You were never to know who you were—not until you were old enough, until you were ready to fight with us.”
Rune lowered his head, and his belly felt cold. Guilt and sorrow swirled inside him. He tried to imagine losing the woman he loved, losing Tilla. Of course, Tilla wasn’t his wife, and he had only kissed her once, but he loved her. She was his best friend, his companion all his life. If Frey killed her, Rune would become a ruin of a man.
I would become like Valien, he thought. Hurting. Mourning. Seeking solace in my cups.
“Valien,” he said and looked up at the man. “I’m sorry for your loss. For Marilion dying. I know it must hurt, and—”
“Oh do you now?” Valien hissed and leaned forward, and suddenly fire filled his eyes, and rage twisted his face. “Do you know what it’s like, boy? Are you sorry? What do you know of loss, of—”
Valien sucked in his breath, grimaced, and growled. He swallowed his words, then pushed himself back. He seemed to wilt. His shoulders slumped, and all the fire left his body.
Rune watched, heart thrashing.
“I…” he began.
Valien waved him silent. “It’s not your fault, boy. I know you mean well. And… thank you.” He heaved a rattling sigh and drank again. “I don’t talk about her much, as you can imagine. She looked like Kaelyn, do you know?” He laughed bitterly. “Same age when she died. Same golden, wavy hair. Same eyes. When I look at Kaelyn sometimes, I… Well, never mind that.”
“She was very pretty,” Rune said softly.
Valien laughed. “Marilion was, and Kaelyn is.”
“I’m sorry.” Rune was surprised to find his eyes stinging, and his voice shook. He clenched his fists in his lap. “They say that you saved me while Frey killed her. If… if you weren’t saving me, maybe you could have… you could stopped Frey from…”
“Maybe,” Valien agreed. “But you were only a babe. What did you know? It was a bad night, Rune. It was a bad night for me, for you, for the land. Frey Cadigus and his battalions flew into the capital as heroes; we welcomed him, the great general returning home from the wars. He entered the palace unopposed. He was in the throne room before he drew his sword. I was there, and I fought him. I fought him well, and I suffered the wounds of his sword, and still I fought. But his men were too many; he slew your father, your mother, your older siblings. But you… you were a babe. You were in a nursery upstairs. I ran. I burst into your room. And I saw a soldier above your crib, a blade in his hand.”
Rune leaned forward, clutching his mug like a sword. “And you killed him,” he whispered.
“Well… I tried to,” Valien said. “Thrust my sword at him, but he saw me in a mirror, and I was too weak, too wounded. He blocked my blade, and our swords shattered in a rain of steel. We fought with fists upon the floor. He grabbed my throat. He squeezed and squeezed and squeezed. I saw stars. I thought he would snap my neck. I kicked. I punched him. Still he squeezed. Finally—stars, I must have been seconds from death—I kicked down the mirror, shattering it. I grabbed a shard the size of my fist. I drove it so deep into his eye it scraped the back of his skull.” He gave a gruff laugh. “He released me then. I wheezed and coughed on the floor like a wretch, every breath like a saw of fire working at my throat. He couldn’t kill me, but he did ruin my voice; left it all gravelly and scratched, the bastard. Since that day, I’ve sounded like a man dying of consumption.” He gave Rune a squinted, sidelong look and spat. “If you ask me, you weren’t worth it, boy.”
“Maybe I will prove you wrong someday,” Rune said. “You kept me alive for a reason. You need me now. We’re going to kill that bastard Frey Cadigus, and we’re going to rename my city, and stars, Valien—we’re going to get you a bath. You stink.”
And I’m going to see Tilla again, he thought. I’m going to save her from whatever fort they dragged her to. We’re going to return to Cadport—to Lynport!—and rebuild the Old Wheel, and Tilla and I will live there together.
“Aye!” Valien said, leaned back, and slammed his boots against the tabletop. “You know what they say. Good men stink of soil, oil, and other toil; villains smell of roses.”
Rune was about to reply when the door slammed open behind them.
Kaelyn burst into the room. Her eyes were wide, her hair wild, and her fingers clutched her bow like a drowning woman. Her chest rose and fell as she panted.
Both Rune and Valien leaped to their feet and gripped their swords.
“What is it, Kaelyn?” Valien demanded.
“It’s Beras,” she said, panting. “He’s back with news. He claims this one’s worth gold. Oh bloody stars. He’s waiting in the main hall.”
They rushed down the corridor, boots thudding. As they moved, Rune frowned. Beras. Surely she didn’t mean Beras the Brute, the infamous enforcer of the Cadigus Regime, the man Rune had seen deliver a trembling girl to her death in Lynport?
As they burst into the main hall, Rune’s stomach sank.
It was him.
Rune cursed and drew a foot of steel.
The burly man stood in the crumbling hall, facing them. Circles hung under his eyes, black rings upon an ashen face. His armor was a tattered jumble of buckles, scraps of chainmail, rusted plates, and beaten leather. In his fists, he clutched his axe—not the axe of a soldier, but a great thing of wood and steel built for felling trees. Rune had seen this man in Lynport before, but only from a distance. Facing him in the hall, Rune felt a chill; Beras stood nearly seven feet tall, his shoulders wide as a wagon. Even before Frey Cadigus had taken power, Beras the Brute was feared across the kingdom, the most bloodthirsty outlaw in Requiem, a thief and murderer and rapist.
He raped a child once, Rune remembered and snarled. He strangled her and buried her body in the woods.
Frey Cadigus had been so impressed, the stories whispered, he had hired Beras at once, elevating him from outlaw to bodyguard.
“So this is the boy,” Beras said, fixing Rune with a dead gaze. His lips peeled back, revealing rotted teeth. “So here is the so-called Whelp of Aeternum.”
Rune growled and drew his sword. He doubted he could defeat Beras in battle—the man was twice his size, and his axe was larger than the Amber Sword—but rage pounded through Rune, drowning his discretion.
“You’ve stumbled into the wrong lair, Beras,” he said. “I saw you in Lynport hiding behind the skirts of Shari, your mistress. You will find no such protection here.”
Beras grinned—the grin of a feral beast. “The pup’s got some spunk. You’re a feisty one, aye. Normally I like me a nice girl to warm my bed, but you’d do fine. Come here, boy—let me take that sword from you.”
Valien marched forward and stood between them.
“Enough!” the fallen knight said. “Rune, sheathe your sword. Beras, tell me your news.”
Rune fumed. He wanted to leap toward Beras and stick his sword in the man’s neck. Yet Kaelyn took his arm and pulled him back.
“Let them talk, Rune,” she whispered. “Sheathe your sword. It’s all right. Beras works for us.”
Rune’s head spun. He took a few steps back with Kaelyn until they stood in a shadowy corner.
“What?” he said and shook his head wildly. “Beras the Brute—the outlaw, Shari’s henchman, the murderer and rapist—fights for the Resistance?”
Kaelyn sighed and kept her hand on his arm. “I wouldn’t say he fights for us, no. And I wouldn’t say he holds much love for us either, or for anyone. Beras is a mercenary, that is all. My father was a fool to hire him. Beras loves his wine, his women, and his blood, but one thing he loves more than all—his coin. Frey pays him to murder and torture. We pay him for information.”
Rune growled, and it took Kaelyn’s hand to guide his sword back into its sheathe.
“How could you employ scum like that?” he demanded. “Folk whisper about the Resistance being a rabble of outlaws and killers. When you pay Beras, you are only—”
“—gaining information we need,” Kaelyn finished his sentence. “Rune. Listen to me. I have no love for Beras. I hate the man, and he knows it. But I hate my father more. What is Beras? Nothing but muscle. Frey Cadigus is the heart of the Regime; with Beras taking our coin, we can learn what we need to stab that heart. The wise work with small devils to slay the big ones.”
“You cannot trust anything Beras says,” he told her. “The man is a rabid beast. Anything he tells you will be tainted with lies.”
Kaelyn raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? It was Beras who told us Shari was flying toward Lynport to kill you. His information saved your life that day. Beras is a rabid beast, it’s true, but you owe him your life. And so do many others among the Resistance.” She sighed. “War is rarely black and white, rarely goodness fighting evil; we are all different shades of gray. There are no pure means, only pure ends.”
Rage still bloomed in Rune, and he wanted to retort, but more than that, he wanted to hear what Beras was saying. The brute was smirking and reaching out his hand to Valien.
“This one’s a real gem,” Beras said and spat. “Pay up! Gold this one’s worth. No more of your silver. One gold coin now, another once I deliver your news. Go on! Still less than what you pay for your booze, I wager.”
Rune’s rage crackled with new vigor. He didn’t know how Valien managed to stay calm. Yet the leader of the Resistance only nodded, fished through his pocket, and produced a golden coin. He slammed it into Beras’s outreached, craggy palm.
“Talk to me, Beras,” Valien said. “Share your tidings and I’ll toss you another treat.”
Beras chuckled, spat again, then bit the golden coin. “Aye, this is good gold, it is. All right. I’ll share my tale.” He leered at the shadows where Rune and Kaelyn stood. “You want your pups here while I speak?”
Valien nodded, and it seemed like all the drunkenness had drained from his eyes; those eyes now burned with an intensity Rune had never seen.
“I have no secrets from the emperor’s daughter,” Valien said, “nor from our king’s son. Speak freely, Beras. Tell me all you know.”
“A wedding,” Beras said and barked a laugh. “The boy Leresy is making a grab for power—and for some young arse. Got his eye on Nairi Blackrose, daughter of Lord Herin, the bald bastard.”
Valien nodded slowly. “It’s a smart move for him. Leresy is second in line for the throne. Nairi’s father could threaten Shari, if push comes to shove between the siblings. But this news is hardly worth gold, Beras. These rumors of Leresy courting Nairi have been flowing since the boy took command of Castra Luna.”
Beras was chuckling—a horrible, bubbly sound like grime rising in a sewer. “Ahh, but you haven’t heard the best part yet, my grizzled old friend. The wedding, you see! Ah, the wedding. The pup insisted on it.”
“Insisted on what?” Valien demanded. His shoulders had lost their stoop, and he stood tall and proud as a knight. “Tell me your news, Beras, if you want your second coin.”
“Oh, I’ll have my second coin,” said the brute. “Leresy Cadigus, that whore of a pup, demanded to have his wedding in his new home—Castra Luna itself. The whole clan will be attending—Frey Cadigus, Shari Cadigus, and Herin Blackrose. The whole bloody echelon of Requiem. They’ll be there in ten days at noon—the first day of spring.”
Valien stood silent for a long time. His face hardened into a blank mask. Finally he reached into his pocket, pulled out three more golden coins, and placed them into Beras’s palm.
The brute grinned, barked a laugh, then turned to leave. He trundled out of the hall, gurgling his chuckle. The sounds of wings beat outside, and through the windows, Rune saw the bronze dragon take flight and vanish into the distance.
Rune stood still, fingers tingling around his sword’s hilt.
Frey Cadigus. His children. Herin Blackrose. In one fort.
“Castra Luna is a training fort,” Valien whispered. “It lies in the middle of nowhere, leagues away from any other fortress or town. The entire high command of Requiem… in an isolated fort full of young, green recruits.”
Kaelyn shook her head mightily, her wavy hair swaying. “No. I know what you’re thinking, and no. I know my father; he will suspect an attack. He will bring the Axehand Order with him, hundreds of his finest warriors, fanatical priests who worship him as a god. Valien!” She glared at the knight. “You can’t seriously be considering this. We’re not ready.”
Valien stared at the wall as if he hadn’t heard her. His leather glove creaked as he gripped his sword. His jaw too creaked, tightening under his salt-and-pepper beard.
“Valien!” Kaelyn said again. “We’ve talked of attacking in force. We agreed that we must first enlist more warriors. With Rune here, we can rally hearts. We can bring more men to our side. We can—”
Valien turned toward her, his eyes haunted.
“This is the best chance we’ve had in years,” he rasped. “The echelon of Requiem—together, isolated. We’ve not seen such a thing since Frey Cadigus seized the throne seventeen years ago. We might never see it again.”
Kaelyn’s chest rose and fell as she panted. Her eyes flashed and she bared her teeth.
“Will you have us crash against the walls of Castra Luna now? Will you dash our hopes so soon after Rune joined us? Will you douse our flame just when it begins to burn? Valien.” She held his hands. “Valien, listen to me, please. We need more time. We need to send men to every city, to spread the news of Relesar Aeternum fighting on our side. Many remember him. They will flock to his banner. They will fight with us. But we need time.”
“Time is what we do not have.” Valien grunted, gripped Kaelyn’s shoulders, and stared into her eyes. “If we don’t attack now, we might lose this chance forever. I’ve been fighting Frey Cadigus for seventeen years, and now is our chance to strike. To kill him. To reclaim our kingdom.” He snarled and flames burned in his eyes; his face turned demonic. “Blood must now be shed. We will fly out in force. Kaelyn, you’ve been flying at my side for two years; fly with me now.”
She pulled herself free and glared at him. “No, Valien! No, I will not. I will not let you just… just fly out and die. We had a plan. We’ve had a plan for years. Bring Rune here. Rally the people around him. Raise the kingdom in rebellion. Not this—not flying to face Frey in open battle.” She looked away, eyes damp. “You don’t know him. Not like I do. You haven’t seen the Axehand Order, how they train… Oh stars. They murder babes for sport. I saw it. In their training, they… they snatch babes from mothers and use them for crossbow practice. They complete their training by severing their own hands; they do this with glee. We cannot face these men head on—not with the forces we have now, weary men of these ruins. My father would kill us, Valien. He would kill you.”
Tears filled her eyes, and she embraced Valien and clung to him.
Rune watched from the side, feeling somewhat like a third wheel. He was not sure who he agreed with. He had seen the cruelty of the Cadigus Regime—Pery beheaded in Lynport Square, men broken upon the wheel simply for speaking the wrong word, and his friends carted out of the city like cattle. Rune did not relish flying to battle these people; the mere idea churned his belly with so much fear he almost gagged.
And yet… was Valien right? Was this a chance they had to seize?
If we kill Cadigus now, he thought, I’ll have my city back. I’ll have Tilla back. The entire kingdom will be freed. No more breaking wheels, troops patrolling every street, or statues of Frey in every square. No more youths carted off and broken into killers.
Valien turned to look at him, Kaelyn wrapped in his arms, a pale and fragile doll in his bear-like grip.
“It seems to me,” the haggard knight said, “that it should be Relesar Aeternum, our future king, who decides.”
Rune couldn’t help it; he barked a laugh. The room swam around him.
“You want… me to decide?” he said, eyebrows firmly raised. “Only last moon you were calling me a green boy who knows nothing of the sword. Now you want me to choose whether we fly to battle?”
Valien raised his own eyebrows. “You are our king, or will be. And you know a bit of swordplay; I taught you. So what say you? Do we do as Kaelyn says—bide our time, rally the people around you, and eventually, years down the line, strike at the capital with greater forces? Or do we fly to uncertain battle now—seize this chance to end the war in ten days and crown you?”
Rune clutched his head and laughed again—a mirthless laugh that sounded almost like a sob. Valien’s voice sounded far too casual to him.
“But…” he said, “but… stars, Valien! Don’t ask me. You’re the knight. You’re the leader of this Resistance. And you, Kaelyn.” He turned to look at her. “Kaelyn, you know your father better than anyone here. And you’ve been fighting this war for two years now. How can I decide this?”
He raised his hands to the ceiling, and his legs shook. Stars! Thousands of warriors hid in these ruins. Thousands of warriors would be waiting at Castra Luna, guarding the emperor. Millions of souls suffered throughout Requiem, and their only hope for salvation was the Resistance.
All these people, Rune thought, all their lives… depending on my decision.
“Oh stars,” he whispered.
“It’s true, Rune,” Valien said. “I’ve been fighting this for a while now. So has Kaelyn. We’re both experienced, seasoned warriors, and we both know exactly what to do. Only problem is… we want to do exact opposite things.” He gave a rare smile. “It seems fair that you, who will be our king, give your first decree.”
Kaelyn looked at Rune too, her eyes damp but solemn. She tightened her lips and nodded.
“Let us hear,” she said, “what the heir of Aeternum decides.” She stepped toward him, clutched his hand, and squeezed it. Her eyes softened. “Choose, Rune. I will respect your choice. Do we rally more men to our cause, or do we strike the snake as he leaves his lair?”
They were both looking at him, waiting.
How could he decide? How could he possibly know what to do? The fate of the empire—hinging on his word!
I am the child of great kings, he thought, but today he felt like only a boy, alone and afraid. Even Amerath, which hung at his waist, did not comfort him. It still felt like a foreign object, the weapon of greater men. He had accepted his dynasty but still felt like only a brewer, only Rune of Cadport, not King Relesar.
I miss you, Tilla, he thought. Whenever troubles had found him at home, he would talk to Tilla, and they would find a solution together. So many times they would walk along the beach, discussing their problems—a bad brew of ale, not enough customers buying ropes, or a hinge needing repairs.
But this… this was the world itself awaiting his word, and Tilla was far away.
What do I do, Tilla? What would you tell me?
He closed his eyes and tried to imagine her beside him. They were walking on the beach again in darkness. They flew over the water as two dragons, him black and she white. He held her hand, kissed her lips, and looked into her dark eyes. Tilla—pillar of his childhood, light of his life, the beat of his heart.
“You are in danger now, Tilla,” he whispered in his dream. “You are in pain. You are a soldier of Frey Cadigus, the man I must kill. I have to save the world, but I also have to save you.”
He stood in silence, eyes shut, and closed his fists at his sides. All his life, he had hidden in shadow. Walking in the night. Flying in the dark. Withering in his tavern as the Regime crushed his city under its heel. But now—now he stood among the Resistance. Now he had Valien, a great leader, and Kaelyn, a great light, to guide his way, to fight at his side.
“It is time,” he said softly, “to rise from ruin. It is time to light the darkness with fire.” He opened his eyes and stared at his companions. “It is time for war.”
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 LERESY
He stood upon the northern wall, hand on the pommel of his sword, and watched his father’s procession fly toward Castra Luna.
“Bastard always knew how to fly in style,” Leresy muttered.
The dragons—five hundred or more—still flew a league away. Most were dragons of the Axehand Order; they wore black dragonhelms topped with blades, the steel engraved with the red spiral. They were missing their front left paws; great axeheads were strapped to the stumps, mimicking their human deformity. They flew in five phalanxes—four framed the procession, while the fifth brought up the rear.
Between these elite guards flew the emperor and his contingent. Frey Cadigus led the formation, a burly golden dragon, the largest among them. The emperor wore no royal raiment like the old kings of Aeternum, only the armor of a soldier; a steel helm topped his head, engraved with the red spiral, and a great breastplate—large as a boat—covered his belly where no scales grew. And yet none would mistake him for a mere soldier, for his horns were gilded, his eyes commanding, and his bearing noble. Every flap of his wings, creak of his scales, and snort of his flames spoke of his dominion.
At his right side flew his heir, the Princess Shari. Her scales were blue, her armor black, and she roared and blew flames.
The Blue Bitch, they call her, Leresy thought and snarled. An apt title.
He clenched his sword’s hilt, hungering to spill his sister’s blood. Shari would learn, he swore. After his wedding this night, she would learn that he, Leresy, was the strongest sibling, that he—the only son—would inherit the throne. When he was done with Shari, she would envy the miserable outcast Kaelyn.
He looked at the dragon who flew at his father’s left side.
Here is my power.
Leresy’s scowl twisted into a grin. Lord Herin Blackrose, lord of the Axehand Order, flew as proudly as an emperor. The old dragon had no scales, the result of some disease no priest or healer could name. The dragon’s flesh rippled, naked and raw, covered in boils instead of scales, a pale yellow that reminded Leresy of pus. Lord Herin was a foul, twisted freak, a beast that belonged in a menagerie, not in command. But he was strong. Leresy would swallow his disgust for a taste of Herin’s might.
“He will be my father-in-law tonight, Shari,” Leresy whispered as he watched the dragons fly. “Are you afraid yet? You should be, Blue Bitch. You should be.”
Wings flapped behind him. An iron dragon landed upon the wall at his side, smoke pluming between her teeth. The dragon shifted, then stood as a woman with short yellow hair, mocking green eyes, and black armor engraved with a rose.
“The guests arrive,” Nairi said, placed her hands upon a merlon, and nodded. “Soon I will be a princess.”
“And I the heir,” he said. “With your father’s help, Shari won’t last long.” He placed his arm around Nairi, pulled her toward him, and kissed her cheek. “You will be my queen someday, Nairi. Today we rule Castra Luna—tomorrow, the empire.”
Leresy looked around him, giving his fortress a last inspection. He had made sure to whip this outpost into proper shape for his father. His recruits, all three thousand of them, stood upon the walls or in the courtyard. Leresy had dressed them in black, steel breastplates bearing the red spiral; he would not have them wearing sweaty leather for the emperor’s visit. Each soldier stood stiff and still in perfect discipline; beneath their armor, their bodies bore the scars of punishers.
“You will make me proud today,” Leresy hissed, inspecting their lines.
His eyes fell upon Tilla Roper and his pulse quickened. The young woman stood upon the eastern wall, a good head taller than the troops at her sides. Her face was pale, nearly pure white, but strong; her cheekbones were high, her nose straight, her eyes dark and proud. Leresy remembered reaching between her legs to correct her stance, and he sucked in air and hissed. He craved to reach there again, to touch her, own her, break her, to beat that pride out of her eyes. Tilla stood here a tall, proud soldier; Leresy ached to drag her into his bed, to make her scream, to shatter this shell of her strength and make her weep, to claim her.
Don’t think you are safe, he thought, staring at her. Don’t think because I’m marrying Nairi that you won’t be mine. I will break you, Tilla Roper. You think you are my soldier, but I will make you my whore.
The imperial dragons roared their cry, and Leresy turned back toward them. Five hundred beasts of the Axehand Order howled together, announcing the emperor’s arrival. It was the first day of spring, but the trees were still bare; they bent and creaked under the wind of a thousand wings. Blasts of fire rose to paint the sky red. The castle walls themselves shook. Only Frey Cadigus did not roar or blow fire; the great golden dragon merely flew with narrowed eyes, fangs bared.
“Welcome, you old bastard,” Leresy said softly.
The old scars across his body flared, and Leresy clenched his fist around his sword, narrowed his eyes, and ground his teeth. Frey had given him those scars, beating him throughout his childhood. Leresy knew every scar across him: those dealt by the rod, the whip, and the blade.
I will not have suffered for nothing, he thought. Your cruelty made me strong, Father. I did not flee in weakness like Kaelyn. Your empire will be mine.
He grabbed his banner, which stood in a ring upon the wall, and lifted it high. The banner unfurled, revealing the red spiral, sigil of his house.
“Welcome to Castra Luna!” he shouted to the approaching force. “I am Leresy Cadigus, Prince of Requiem! Welcome to my domain!”
The dragons approached, Frey at their lead, a great host of shimmering scales and fire. Leresy raised his banner as high as he could.
“Welcome, Father!” he shouted. “Welcome to Castra Luna!”
The emperor flew with narrowed eyes toward the wall… then overshot Leresy, not sparing him a glance. The rest of the procession did the same, the flapping of their wings nearly tearing the banner from Leresy’s hands. His hair and cloak billowed madly. The dragons didn’t even seem to see him, only flew above him, then began to descend toward the fortress courtyard.
Only Shari even spared him a glance, but her eyes were mocking, and she smirked and blasted smoke his way. Then she, too, overshot him and landed in the courtyard below.
Leresy spun around, fuming, to stare down at the courtyard. The five hundred dragons were landing and shifting into human forms. The axehands formed ranks, silent figures robed in black like ghosts. Their hoods and masks hid their faces. The sunlight gleamed on the axeheads strapped to the stubs of their left arms.
Between them, Frey Cadigus and Shari shifted into human forms too. They wore black steel, the plates filigreed with gold, and their cloaks were woven of rich crimson fabric. At once, they two began marching toward the fortress’s main hall, not even turning back to glance at Leresy.
“Father!” Leresy cried from the wall.
Frey ignored him. The emperor snapped his fingers, and the gatekeepers—burly men in chainmail—pulled open the hall doors. Crimson capes billowing, Frey and Shari entered the hall and vanished into its shadows.
Leresy snarled.

Still a bastard.
He grabbed Nairi’s arm.
“Come on,” he said and began pulling Nairi down the stairs into the courtyard.
He entered the main hall of Castra Luna. The hall was wide, but its vaulted ceiling was low, and columns rose every few feet. This place, like every chamber in Castra Luna, was built with no space for dragons. Should the Resistance ever reach this hall, they’d have to fight here in human forms.
Frey Cadigus was already sitting at the high table, occupying Leresy’s seat. Shari sat to his right, Lord Hiran Blackrose to his left. Several recruits, whom Leresy had stationed to guard the hall, were pouring wine as if they were servants.
“Make yourself at home, why don’t you?” Leresy called out, marching toward his father. “Would you care for a seat? Perhaps some wine?”
Frey Cadigus finally acknowledged his son. He stared at Leresy, eyes narrowed and cold. The lines on his face deepened. He held his cup near his lips, but did not yet drink.
“Spare me your failed attempts at wit,” the emperor said; his every word sounded like he was spitting. “And for pity’s sake, what’s that bauble on your head?”
Leresy touched the golden ringlet he wore in his hair. He had paid a small fortune for it; its golden wires twisted to form dragons aflight, their eyes made of diamonds, their scales rubies and sapphires.
“A symbol of my lordship,” Leresy said, chin held high.
Frey grunted, rose to his feet, and marched forward. He grabbed the ringlet off Leresy’s head, glowered, then snapped the priceless work of art in half. He tossed the pieces aside, and jewels spilled across the floor.
“I’ve seen finer trinkets on whores,” Frey said, staring at Leresy. It was his old, withering stare, eyes hard and sharp as daggers. “You lead soldiers. Start behaving like one yourself.”
Leresy squared his jaw. “I will—”
But Frey turned away, ignoring him. The emperor looked at Nairi, who stood at Leresy’s side, and his eyes softened.
“Nairi Blackmore!” Frey reached out his arms. “Come to me, darling, and give an old man a kiss. You are looking more beautiful than ever. The south agrees with you, which is more than I can say for my son.”
“My Commander,” Nairi said, embraced the emperor, and kissed his cheek. “I am so pleased to see you, my lord. Welcome to our home.”
Frey clasped her pauldron. “Ah! You wear good steel and speak well. Learn from her, Leresy! She is a real soldier; she cares for steel and fire, not tiaras. Come, Nairi! Sit with me at my table. Tell me all about these new troops you’ve been training for me.”
With a wink at Leresy, she followed the emperor to the table, sat beside him, and began to share the bread and wine.
Leresy stood fuming. His fists trembled at his sides.
He’s trying to enrage me, he thought, jaw clenched. He wants me to scream. He wants me to embarrass myself before his men. I will not give him that satisfaction.
He spoke loudly, letting his voice fill the hall.
“These recruits I’ve trained—yes, Father, I trained them—will receive their rank as the sun hits its zenith. Eat your bread and drink your wine! Soon the clock strikes noon, and you will see my gift to you. Three thousand soldiers will receive their rank, a new host for the Legions. They will watch me wed this night!”
Frey was chewing his bread and still speaking with Nairi. He looked back at his son and snorted.
“You trained them? Did you march with them in the mud, or blow your fire with theirs, or teach them the values of our empire—strength, honor, and eternal glory?” The emperor snorted again. “Or were you busy staring into a mirror, admiring your fine jewels, as Nairi broke in the troops? Yes, Leresy, I will most gladly watch three thousand recruits receive their rank. And I will gladly watch the woman who trained them—Nairi Blackrose—wed into our family. Now leave us! Go and cut your hair; it’s longer than a woman’s. Return to me looking like a soldier yourself before you present me with three thousand of them.”
With that, Frey returned to his meal and conversation with Nairi.
As Leresy fumed, almost shaking with rage, he saw his sister looking at him from the table. Shari Cadigus, heir to the empire, was stabbing grapes with her dagger and eating them. She wore no helm; her curly dark hair cascaded across her armored shoulders. She swallowed a grape, winked at Leresy, and gave him a crooked smile. Then she slammed her dagger down, piercing another grape, and her grin widened—a wolf’s grin.
Soon, Leresy, her eyes said. Soon this dagger will thrust into your back.
Leresy spun, fists clenched, and marched out of the hall. In the courtyard, he shifted into a dragon and took flight. He soared toward his tower, flames spilling from his maw.
You will die, Shari, he swore and blasted flame at the sky. You will die, Father. Do not think you are safe. You mock me now, but you don’t know my strength. I will crush you both in my jaws, and Requiem will be mine.
He landed upon his tower, shifted into human form, and entered his chamber. He walked to his mirror and drew his dagger. With clenched teeth, he began shearing his hair, tearing nearly as much as he cut.
“I will play your game for now, Father,” he said. “But when I’m done, this dagger will enter your heart.”
His beautiful, golden hair fell around his boots, and his eyes stung.
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 TILLA
She stood in the courtyard, clad in steel, on the most frightening day of her life.
Today I will watch the prince wed, she thought. Today I will receive my rank. Today I will become a soldier, ready for war.
The tower rose above her, a shard of obsidian scratching the sky. Its great black-and-red clock chimed noon, and Tilla sucked in her breath, raised her chin, and struggled to calm her thrashing heart.
Her fellow recruits stood across the walls and courtyards, three thousand in all. Many were from Cadport, youths she had grown up with; the rest were from towns and villages across the south. They stood in their phalanxes, a hundred each. Tilla clutched the standard of her own phalanx, a black rose within an iron ring.
Nairi Blackrose herself, her commander and soon her princess, stood before her. She wore her finest armor this day, polished black plates engraved with roses. Her insignia—the single red spiral of a lanse—shone upon her shoulders.
Tilla herself wore metal for the first time. The prince had equipped all his recruits with real steel for this day. The armorer had forged Tilla’s breastplate only days ago. It fit snugly, polished black and engraved with a red spiral upon the chest. Soon she would receive armbands, and each one would display a single red star.
I will be a periva, she thought. A low rank, yes. But I will be a true warrior of the Legions, no longer merely a recruit.
Her fingers tingled to think of it. After all this time—three moons of pain and dirt and sweat and blood—she would become a true soldier.
I made it, she thought. I survived Castra Luna.
Wings thudded, and Tilla looked up to see the emperor, the princess, and the prince—three dragons in armor—descend into the courtyard. Once they landed, they shifted into human forms.
Frey Cadigus stood in the center, the tallest among them. His dark, thinning hair was slicked back. His eyes, shards of stone, stared upon the troops that stood before him. His thin lips twisted, deepening the grooves around his mouth. His face was almost cadaverous, Tilla thought, but his armor shone, and his shoulders were wide and strong.
Frey raised his fist.
“Hail the red spiral!” he shouted, then pounded that fist against his breastplate.
Across the courtyard, the soldiers repeated the cry.
“Hail the red spiral!”
Fists rose, then pounded against chests. Tilla sucked in her breath, and her body tingled.
This is power, she thought. Thousands of warriors shouting together, united under one banner—this was glory.
She was no longer afraid, she realized. It was the first time in moons, maybe in years, that she felt no fear. She had come to Castra Luna a timid, terrified girl. Now she stood as a warrior, clad in steel, a sword at her side, shouting for the glory of her kingdom.
“Today you become soldiers!” Frey Cadigus cried to them. “You have trained for long moons. You have grown strong. You learned to fight with swords, to fly as dragons, to kill our enemies. But more importantly, you learned our moral code.” He clenched his fist. “You learned of strength. You learned of honor. You learned that pity, compassion, and cowardice lead to decline and death. Requiem is strong! Requiem is a great blade and a pillar of flame. Requiem will never more fall. Hail the red spiral!”
“Hail the red spiral!” Tilla shouted with the others, fist raised.
The cry echoed across the fortress, across the forest, across the empire itself. Tilla held her head high, allowing the power to flow through her.
“Speak your vows,” Frey called out, “and join the might of Requiem.”
Across the courtyard, the ranks of troops held fists to chests and chanted together. Tilla spoke with a loud, clear voice.
“I hail the red spiral. I hail Emperor Cadigus. I vow to fight for Requiem. I will crush her enemies. With fire and steel, I will slay all who threaten her. I am strong. I am proud. I will allow no weakness, fear, or mercy in my heart. I am the fist, blade, and flame of Requiem. The fatherland will never fall! Hail Requiem—today I am her champion.”
As Tilla chanted her vows with thousands of others, she felt that strength rise through her. She had always been so afraid, so weak; for the first time in her life, she felt pride.
Is this not better than fear? she thought. Is this not better than the woman I was—crushed under the emperor’s boot, timid, alone? I was so afraid then, but now I am strong.
The lanses, commanders of the phalanxes, marched forward. They carried boxes full of black leather armbands.
Nairi stood before her phalanx, hands on her hips, and nodded.
“Today I am proud of you,” she said. “I broke your bodies. I broke your souls. I molded you into warriors. Today you are soldiers of Requiem.”
Tilla stared at the box. Each armband gleamed with a single red star; it was the lowest rank in the Legions, but by the stars, it meant she was a real legionary now. She felt her eyes dampen. All her life, she had lived in hunger, poverty, and fear. Now she had achieved something—a bit of honor. She would wear her insignia proudly and know: I survived and I have a purpose.
Nairi began to call out names. Across the courtyard, other lanses were doing the same.
“Erry Docker!” Nairi shouted, and the slim urchin stepped forward.
“Yes, Commander!” Erry said, the shortest among them but today standing tall.
“I promote you to Periva Erry Docker,” Nairi said, reached into the box, and produced two armbands. She buckled them around Erry’s thin arms; they gleamed with the new rank. “Hail the red spiral!”
Erry saluted. “Hail the red spiral!”
The young orphan, now a warrior, returned to her formation. Her face beamed.
“Mae Baker!” Nairi cried next, and soon Mae too wore insignia upon her arms.
When it was Tilla’s turn to walk forth, her knees shook, and she clenched her fists to hide her trembling fingers.
“Yes, Commander,” she said, standing before Nairi.
Nairi stared at her, eyes narrowed and shrewd. The lanse paused.
She’s not going to promote me, Tilla suddenly thought, and fear washed her. She still remembers how Leresy touched me. She’s still jealous. She’s going to pull out her punisher and hurt me—right here before the emperor. Oh stars…
“Tilla Roper,” Nairi said slowly, nodding.
Tilla’s belly clenched with fear; Nairi was among the most powerful women in Requiem, and after tonight’s wedding, she would only rise in status.
She could kill me here in this courtyard, Tilla knew, and nobody would bat an eyelash.
“Yes, Commander!” Tilla replied.
Nairi tilted her head, examining her quizzically. “You think you are a soldier, Roper?”
Tilla raised her chin high. “I will fight for the red spiral, Commander.”
“Will you now?” Nairi leaned close and whispered. “Or will you just spread your legs for my husband?”
Tilla’s heart thrashed. Sweat trickled down her back.
“I…” She stiffened and whispered back, “No, Commander! He is yours. You are a great leader, a woman of nobility and strength. I am but a lowly servant of the empire.”
“You are my servant,” Nairi said, teeth bared. “Do not think—not for an instant—that you are free of me today, Tilla Roper. You will remain in my phalanx. I commanded you in training; I will command you in battle. You will be mine for the rest of your service.” She clutched her punisher and its tip flared. “If I see you near him, Roper, your last punishment will seem merciful. I will drive this punisher against you all night until you beg for death. Do you understand me?”
Tilla felt herself blanch. She took a shuddering breath.
“Yes, Commander,” she whispered.
Nairi all but slammed the bands onto Tilla’s arms, tightening them so hard it hurt.
“I promote you to Periva Tilla Roper!” she shouted, teeth still bared. “Hail the red spiral!”
“Hail the red spiral!” Tilla shouted in return, then stepped back into her formation.
Bloody stars, she thought. Her breath shuddered. She had thought that, after the wedding, she would be rid of Nairi. Wouldn’t a princess of Requiem command entire battalions, not a humble phalanx of only a hundred troops? When Tilla had heard of the wedding, she had rejoiced, thinking that Nairi would leave her.
How will I fight under her heel? Tilla thought. Is there any hope for me to ever leave the Black Rose?
When all the troops had received their rank, Frey Cadigus raised his fist and shouted for the red spiral. The troops returned his call, three thousand new warriors of the empire.
Prince Leresy paced the courtyard and cried to the troops.
“Today you are warriors! I have trained you well. As my gift to you, you may stay to celebrate my wedding. You will feast with me! Today you will dine upon fresh meat and wine.” Leresy raised his fist in salute. “Tomorrow you will fly to war, soldiers of Requiem. Hail the red spiral!”
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 LERESY
“Everything changes today,” he whispered, perched upon the fortress walls in dragon form. “Today Leresy Cadigus rises.”
He snorted fire from his nostrils. Below him in the courtyard, tables were set out in the open air. Winter was ending; the day was crisp but sunny. Smoke was pumping from the kitchen chimneys, and when Leresy sniffed, he could smell his wedding feast cooking. There would be roasted fowl, wild boar, lambs cooked in mint, and hundreds of pies and loaves.
It was a small feast, of course, compared to the splendor of the capital. Had he chosen to wed in Nova Vita, the Fire of the North, the entire city—a million souls—would feast with him. Banners of gold and crimson would flap from every roof. Ten thousand dragons would fly overhead, roaring for him. Troops would march down hundreds of streets, blowing horns and chanting his name.
Here in the south there would be none of that. Here in Castra Luna there would be some food, some drink, but mostly power. And power was what Leresy craved even more than splendor.
This is my domain, he thought and blasted smoke from his nostrils. Here is my fortress, my rule, my home. Here I will form this great alliance, and from here my wrath will descend upon the capital.
His troops stood upon the walls around him, all in human forms. Some faced the forests, keeping watch upon the horizons. Others faced the courtyard below; they would witness the glory of his wedding.
Again Leresy’s eyes sought out Tilla. He saw her upon the eastern wall. She stood with her back to him, keeping vigil upon the woods. She held the banner of the Black Rose, a ring of iron upon a wooden pole—Nairi’s sigil.
Strangely, seeing Tilla holding the sigil of his betrothed only made her more intoxicating. Tilla’s hair blew in the wind, revealing her pale neck. She was a tall, noble warrior, yet so fragile, so afraid, so weak compared to his might. Leresy had always wanted to break her, to hurt her, to hear her scream, yet now he felt a strange need to comfort her.
What if he flew toward her, grabbed her, and carried her into the wilderness? What if they found some distant land to dwell in, just him and her? No more Shari plotting to kill him. No more Frey belittling him. No more Nairi craving his power and planning her ascent.
I could protect you from all that, Tilla, he thought. I could shield you from all the pain in the world. I would hold you in the dark and we would feel warm.
He looked away, grimacing.
No, he thought. He had worked too hard for this. He could not give up his ambitions, not so close to seizing his prize. He would have to play this game a little longer, to tolerate his family for a few more moons or years. But then… then he would strike. Then the throne would be his—and so would Tilla Roper.
Below in the courtyard, Frey Cadigus waited, clad in a burgundy robe and holding his scepter of power. Shari stood at his right side, Lord Herin Blackrose at his left. Before them, all across the cobblestones, five hundred axehands stood in formation—the men whom Leresy would soon rule.
“It’s time,” he whispered.
He took flight and dived toward the courtyard.
From the clock tower above, an iron dragon flew—Nairi Blackrose—and landed beside him. The two dragons, red and gray, stood in the courtyard before the emperor. Plumes of smoke rose between their teeth. They shifted together and stood in human forms, clad in black steel, awaiting their union.
Leresy looked at his father. He looked at the grooved face, the cold eyes, the thin lips. He looked upon this man and he hated him.
He looked aside at Lord Herin Blackrose, soon to be his father-in-law, and shivered.
Like all men of his order, Lord Herin wore black robes, and his left arm ended with an axehead instead of a hand. But unlike the others, Herin Blackrose—as their commander—wore no iron mask. Leresy thought it a pity; if anyone needed to hide his face, it was Herin. The man looked like a dying, furless cat. Herin was completely hairless; not merely bald, but lacking eyebrows and eyelashes too. He had no more teeth than hair; when his lips parted, they revealed bare gums. Wrinkles and boils covered his skin. Leresy could barely believe such a monster had fathered the beautiful Nairi. Lord Herin was a diseased freak, Leresy thought, but he was strong. His eyes blazed like steel in smelters. After the emperor, he was the strongest man in Requiem.
Finally Leresy looked at Shari, his older sister. She smirked at him, her eyes mocking, and gave him the slightest of winks. He knew what that wink meant. I will kill you, Leresy, she was saying, and he clenched his jaw.
Not if I kill you first, he thought.
He wondered where his twin lurked on this day. Was Kaelyn hiding in some tunnel, filthy and stinking? Did she run through some forest, dreaming of the day she could strike the capital? Was she bedding that vagabond Valien, the disgraced knight?
One day I will kill you too, Kaelyn, he swore. One day I will kill you all—everyone in this damn, foul world.
Emperor Frey raised his scepter, a rod of gold topped with a red spiral. He called out to the crowd.
“Today we join two great houses!” he said. “Today House Cadigus and House Blackrose become one. Today Requiem grows strong!”
The wedding began.
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 TILLA
She stood on the walls, her insignia upon her arms and her banner in hand—a soldier defending her emperor.
The forests rolled into the east, trees still bare, but spring began this day in Requiem, and spring had come to her life. She had arrived in Castra Luna in winter’s cold, shivering and pale in a cart, no better than cattle. She had been frightened, weak, and lonely, yet now she stood in steel, armed with her sword.
I’m no longer that old Tilla, the one who was always so afraid, she thought. I am a periva now. I am a soldier. And I am strong.
Behind her in the courtyard the wedding began. Tilla could hear Emperor Cadigus speak of the union, joining two mighty houses. Tilla had been ordered to defend the walls and watch the eastern sky; she could not view the wedding, which pleased her. She had no wish to see Nairi’s power grow. Watching the forest, defending these walls, was the task of a true soldier.
“Bloody Abyss,” Erry muttered at her side. The girl clutched the hilt of her sword. “I was sure we were rid of that gutter stain Nairi. Is she really going to keep commanding us now in battle?”
Mae stood at Tilla’s other side, her pale cheeks pinched pink in the cold. Her lips quivered, and she nervously tugged her golden braid.
“But I don’t want to fight battles,” she said. “Now that we’re real soldiers, can’t we just… guard walls? Standing here isn’t so bad. I want to be a guard, not a fighter.”
Erry snorted. “Wobble Lips, you want to spend your five years of service standing on a wall? Not me. I’m going to fight. I’m going straight to the front line to kill those bloody resistors.” She snarled. “I’m going to burn them good.”
“Hush!” Tilla whispered; the conversation was growing too loud, and she worried the sound would carry to the courtyard. If it did, they wouldn’t have to worry about any battles; they’d be hanged after the wedding.
She returned her eyes to the east. The forests rolled into distant mist. Many called Castra Luna the most isolated fort in the empire, a single light shining in the wilderness. Tilla wondered where the next five years would take her, and whether she would see Cadport again before her service ended.
And will I see you again, Rune? And if I do see you, will you recognize the woman I’ve become?
Movement on the horizon caught her eyes.
Her thoughts died and Tilla squinted.
Thousands of shapes fluttered in the distant mist like a flock of birds.
“Nairi Blackrose!” the emperor’s voice rose below. “Step forward and hail the red spiral.”
Tilla squinted and leaned forward. Those were no birds. They were too large, too many. She could barely see them through the mist.
“Erry, you’d last maybe five minutes in battle!” Mae was saying, incurring curses from the shorter girl.
Tilla clutched her sword. Fear washed her belly. Whatever was flying ahead was moving fast. She thought she saw orange sparks rise among them. A few of the shapes glinted as if clad in armor.
“Leresy Cadigus!” The emperor’s voice rose from the courtyard. “Step forward, hail the red spiral, and turn toward Nairi.”
Tilla’s fingers trembled around her hilt.
Stars no, stars, it can’t be.
“Wobble Lips, maybe you’ll die,” Erry was saying, “but I’m a warrior. I’m going to kill.”
We’re all alone here, Tilla thought. Alone in the wilderness. The emperor. The prince and princess. And us upon the wall.
The horde flew from the east, and Tilla heard their distant cries.
“Dragons,” she whispered, voice shaking. “Thousands of them. The Resistance.”
“Exactly!” Erry said. “Tilla understands. I’m going to kill thousands of Resistance dragons, and—” The young woman gasped. “Stars, Tilla, what the Abyss is that in the east?”
“Your chance for battle,” Tilla whispered.
The eastern dragons roared, and vaguely upon the wind, Tilla thought she could hear their words, just a hint of sound: For Aeternum! Death to Cadigus!
“Join hands!” Frey announced below. “Nairi Blackrose and Leresy Cadigus, I now—”
Tilla spun around toward the courtyard, raised her standard high, and shouted over the emperor’s words.
“Dragons! Dragons fly from the east!” She waved her standard. “The Resistance attacks!”
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 LERESY
Leresy stood frozen, holding his new wife’s hands.
“The Resistance!” Tilla was shouting from the walls, waving her arms. “We’re under attack!”
Leresy blinked. He could not move.
He looked up. His father met his eyes, then shifted into a golden dragon and flew. Shari too took flight, a blue dragon blowing fire. The axehands shifted as well, and hundreds of dragons rose. Roars and thuds of wings filled the air.
Leresy could not move. He only stood, clutching Nairi’s hands.
“Are we… married yet?” he said.
Nairi snarled and pulled her hands free.
“Damn it, Leresy!” she shouted, shifted into a dragon, and took flight.
“The Resistance attacks!” Lord Herin Blackrose was shrieking, circling above the courtyard, a wrinkled dragon with no scales. “Axehand—battle formations, surround the emperor!”
Leresy looked to his right. Nairi was flying above the walls, shouting for her phalanx.
“Black Rose—behind me! Assault formation, shift, fly!”
The hundred soldiers of her phalanx, Tilla among them, took flight as dragons. Thousands of the other legionaries were doing the same, grouping around their own commanders.
Leresy cursed, shifted too, and flew.
He had no phalanx of his own. He was not sure where to go. He soared higher than the others, so high that the thin air spun his head, and stared east. He saw the enemy there, and he snarled.
“The Resistance,” he hissed.
Thousands of them flew from the east, roaring and blasting fire. They wore no dragonhelms or armor. They were feral beasts, unwashed and wild. They flew in no formations, but as a single rabble, howling and wreathed in flame.
Fear—stabbing, pulsing, all-consuming—washed over Leresy.
“Death to Cadigus!” the resistors were howling. “Slay the emperor and his children!”
They’re coming to kill me, Leresy thought, staring at the horde. His wings shook. His smoke blasted uncontrollably. Oh stars, they’re coming to slay me upon the walls of my fort.
Tears stung his eyes, and fire flared inside him, and Leresy soared higher.
“Into the barracks!” he howled at his troops. “Retreat! Retreat into the halls, lock the doors, man the walls! Defend this cast—”
His father roared, soared from below, and slammed into him.
The blow knocked the breath out of Leresy. He tumbled, and his father cudgeled him with his tail. Lersey spun in the air, fell a hundred feet, and barely righted himself.
“Assault formations!” Frey Cadigus shouted to the troops around him, his voice deep and steady. “Axehand—man the walls and await my orders. Dragon Legions—prepare for aerial battle. I will lead the charge.”
The phalanxes began to take formation. These dragons had been soldiers for only several hours, but had trained well enough to form ranks quickly. Frey flew to their lead, then looked over his shoulder at Leresy. Disgust filled the emperor’s eyes.
“Go defend your castle,” he said, then turned and began flying east. “To war! To glory! Dragon Legions, fly!”
Thousands of dragons howled and flew behind the emperor. Shari flew at her father’s side, roaring flames. Nairi flew ahead of her phalanx, shouting orders. They charged over the forests toward the Resistance.
Leresy hovered in midair, panting and trembling.
Before him in the east, the two armies crashed with exploding fire and blood.
Leresy stared, jaw open.
He had never seen so much blood.
One of the resistors, a burly beast of chipped scales, flamed a young periva. The dragon screamed and returned to human form, flesh peeling. Another resistor, a black demon with flaming eyes, lashed his claws at another dragon; this dragon too returned to human form, clutched spilling entrails, and tumbled to the forest below.
Do you fly here too, Kaelyn? Twin sister, do you howl with this mob? Leresy’s eyes stung. I always protected you, Kaelyn! When Father beat you, I always comforted you! Now you come to kill me?
Leresy could not breathe. He could barely flap his wings. He let out a howl—he meant it to be a battle cry, but it sounded more like a wail.
“The prince!” roared a burly, silver dragon missing his left horn. “Leresy Cadigus, there! Slay the prince!”
Hundreds of resistors looked up, eyes blazing and fire burning, and began to fly his way.
Leresy screamed, spun around, and began to flee.
“Axehand!” he shouted as he flew. “Into the barracks! Into the hall! Defend the gates—defend your prince!”
The sky burned. Howls shook the walls. Leresy screamed and panted and landed in the courtyard. He shifted into human form and ran, arms pumping, into the grand hall of Castra Luna.
“Axehand! Into the hall—defend your prince!” His voice cracked. “That is an order!”
Outside the doors, fires blazed, and thousands of wings hid the sky.
Leresy panted, fell backward, and felt warm liquid trickle down his leg.
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 TILLA
Blood, smoke, and fire raged around her.
Thousands of dragons, soldiers and rebels of Requiem, covered the sky. Claws slashed. Fangs bit. Jets of fire howled. Dragons burned and bled all around. In death, their magic left them; they tumbled to the forest as humans, armor shattered, flesh charred, and limbs torn.
Terror. Terror clutched Tilla like claws. Her head spun. Ice filled her belly. Her wings could barely flap.
How could this be? I’ve only just received my rank! I can’t—
“Assault formation, damn it!” Nairi howled, streaming before them, her gray scales caked with ash. The lanse roared fire, burning a resistor who swooped toward her. “Black Roses, form ranks—rally here! Charge!”
Tilla bared her fangs and growled.
No fear now. Just fire.
“Erry, to my right!” she cried. “Mae, my left! Soar!”
Roaring, Tilla beat her wings and flew after Nairi. She blew her flames. She howled her rage. Her flight crew flew at her sides, their horns at her shoulders in defensive positions. Around them, the other flights of the Black Rose flew, roaring and blowing flames. Above them, hundreds of resistors swooped, fire raining and claws stretched out.
“Hail the emperor!” Nairi shouted above… and the sky exploded.
Fire rained onto Tilla. She shut her eyes, screamed, and blew her own flames. A great weight slammed into her. She peeked to see scales and claws slashing. She howled. She thrust her horns. She bit into flesh and tasted blood.
“Soar!” Nairi shouted above. “Break through their lines—arrow formation, after me, fight!”
Tilla howled and rose through flame. Fire swirled around her. A dragon’s head burst through the inferno, fangs biting, and Tilla slashed her claws. Blood rained and she kept soaring. Her flight crew screamed at her sides, blowing fire over her shoulders, clearing a path for her. A triangle of dragons, they rose after Nairi. Behind and around them, the rest of the Black Rose flew, a spearhead driving upward.
They burst through the rebel assault. Clear skies opened ahead. Tilla looked around, panting. The battle covered the sky. Bodies lay strewn over the trees. All around, dragons were battling. The Legions flew in phalanxes, lanses leading perivas. The Resistance flew as a mob, a wild mass of howling beasts; they seemed to have no ranks or formations, only their rage. Flames and blood showered. Tilla could barely even see the fortress, though it lay only a league away; smoke and blood curtained the sky.
“Swarm!” Nairi cried above. She flew toward the sun, turned, and dived. “Follow, Black Rose—rain fire!”
Tilla howled, spun, and swooped. Her phalanx followed. They crashed down, spewing fire. Dragons of the Resistance soared toward them.
The two forces slammed together.
The thud of crashing bodies shook the sky.
Flames burst and claws slashed at scales. Tilla screamed and lashed her tail, clubbing a dragon’s head until its neck snapped; the resistor fell as a man, his skull caved in. Flames rose. A dragon at Tilla’s side, once a seamstress from Cadport and now a soldier, screamed and burned. She lost her magic and tumbled, a human girl aflame.
In an instant of respite, Tilla looked around her. Her heart pounded and her chest heaved. The battle was moving closer to the fortress; the Resistance was still howling in berserk rage and pushing forward. The emperor was leading a charge against their northern flank, roaring flames.
Where is Valien Eleison? Tilla thought, tongue lolling as she panted. Where is the leader of this rabble? I will slay him.
She looked across the Resistance, seeking him. She had only seen him in paintings and drawings—a scarred, silver dragon, one of his horns chipped off. He was said to be the largest among them, a demon of bloodlust and fire. Where—
Tilla’s breath died.
No.
Her head spun.
No, please, no, this can’t be.
“Charge, break their lines!” Nairi was shouting hoarsely, her wings beating. A gash ran down her face, and blood splashed her scales. “Black Rose Phalanx, charge! Assault formation, go!”
The Black Roses began to charge. Tilla could barely move. She shook.
Oh, stars, it can’t be him…
“Come on, Tilla!” Erry screamed at her side. The young copper dragon slapped Tilla with her tail. “Fly!”
Tilla looked over her shoulder to the east, and she saw him again. Tears filled her eyes.
A young black dragon.
“Rune,” she whispered.
“Attack!” Nairi shouted.
Fire rained and dragons crashed against them.
Heart thrashing, Tilla joined the charge. She screamed. A claw slashed her shoulder, her blood spurted, and she blew her flames. She clawed a resistor and sent the beast tumbling.
“Break their lines!” Nairi was howling. “Hail the red spiral! Attack—for Requiem!”
Tilla looked over her shoulder again, seeking him. Yet the black dragon was gone.
No. No! It couldn’t have been him. Tilla shook her head wildly. There were many black young dragons. How could this have been Rune?
And yet… the dragon had dived just like him. Tilla had flown alongside Rune so many nights. She would recognize his dragon form anywhere.
How could he—
“Death to Cadigus!”
The howl rose below.
Tilla whipped her head down, and she gasped.
A burly beast rose from flames. He was the largest dragon Tilla had ever seen, perhaps even larger than Emperor Frey. His left horn was missing; he had only a chipped stub. Scratches and dents covered his scales. And yet he ascended with the fury and might of a demon, blowing his flame and lashing his claws.
Valien Eleison, leader of the Resistance.
“Charge!” Nairi screamed and dived.
The Black Rose Phalanx roared and blew their flames.
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 KAELYN
She flew on the wind, roaring fire.
The battle raged around her, thousands of dragons crashing through flame and blood.
Her father’s troops flew with horrible precision. Their phalanxes changed formation at a single order. They charged as arrowheads, breaking through the Resistance lines. They swooped in the shape of great claws, trapping resistors amongst them. They flew toward the sun, then dived, the light at their backs, blinding the Resistance before raining flame.
The Resistance fought like wildfire; the Legions were clockwork killers.
We can’t beat them, Kaelyn thought, heart pounding against her ribs. She beat her wings mightily, rose higher, and blazed her fire. They’re too well trained. They wear armor. They fight like machines. We can’t defeat them.
“Kaelyn, you harlot!” rose a shriek ahead. “Come die in my flames!”
Kaelyn gasped.
She looked up.
“Nairi,” she whispered. “Nairi Blackrose.”
She had known the young woman all her life; they’d been born only days apart and raised together in the palace. Nairi’s father was Lord Herin himself, the most powerful man in the empire aside from Frey. Nairi’s house ruled the Axehand Order, enforcers and torturers.
Nairi herself tortured me in my childhood, Kaelyn remembered. The cruel young girl, with her mocking green eyes, would strut around the palace, spreading rumors about Kaelyn bedding common soldiers.
She always saw me as a rival, Kaelyn thought, teeth grinding. She is the firstborn daughter of the Axehand; I’m the lastborn of the emperor. She is the prince’s lover; I’m his twin. Two girls, of an age, equal in power: one cruel, the other hurt.
“Kaelyn Cadigus!” Nairi was screaming, an iron dragon wreathed in fire; a hundred soldiers flew behind her. “The Whore of the Resistance! The traitor of the empire! Come to me, Kaelyn, and burn!”
Kaelyn snarled.
“Fly with me, Rune!” she said. “Keep to my right and blow your fire with mine.”
The young black dragon flew beside her. Fear filled his eyes. Smoke burst from his nostrils, trembling with his breath. Flames charred his scales. And yet he reared, clawed the sky, and bared his fangs.
“We fly!” he howled.
“We charge!” Kaelyn shouted. “Resistance, fly! Slay the iron dragon.”
Kaelyn roared and they shot forward. Around them, a hundred other resistors howled and blew flame.
The two forces streamed toward each other: a hundred dragons of the Legions, clad in black helms and breastplates, and a hundred dragons of the Resistance, howling wild and bare.
Streams of fire blazed and crashed together.
An instant later, the dragons shot through the flames and slammed together.
Kaelyn screamed. Flames showered her. Claws lashed her back, ripping off scales. Blood flowed.
“Scream for me, sow!” Nairi shouted somewhere above. “Scream like a pig as I gore you!”
Kaelyn roared flames and lashed claws. The Legions’ dragons mobbed her. Blades topped their helms; one scratched along her leg, and more blood poured. Kaelyn howled and clawed the beast. It screamed, lost its magic, and fell as a young woman.
“Kaelyn!” Nairi cried above and laughed. “Come die, Kaelyn.”
The iron dragon shot down, a shard of fangs and fire.
Kaelyn screamed, bucked, and raised her claws.
The two dragons, green and gray, thudded together. Flames engulfed them.
Nairi laughed and bit.
Fangs drove into Kaelyn’s shoulder.
She screamed.
The gray dragon drove her fangs deeper, and her claws lashed, and Kaelyn writhed but could not tear her off. Pain exploded through her. She dipped in the sky. Nairi clung to her like a scaled leech, biting deeper, tasting her blood, drinking it.
“Rune!” Kaelyn cried, looking around for him, but could not see him. She could not see any of her dragons. The legionaries surrounded her, horns drove into her, and fire bathed her. Kaelyn screamed and the flames covered her. She bucked and clawed, but couldn’t dislodge Nairi, and the beast’s fangs drove deeper. Nairi’s throat bobbed as she guzzled the blood.
Goodbye, Requiem, Kaelyn thought, eyes rolling back. Goodbye, Rune.
But no. No! She could not give up, not now, not so close to the end. Kaelyn growled. There was only one thing she could do now, one maneuver Valien had taught her. If she failed, she’d die at once. She would have to take that risk.
Screaming, Kaelyn released her magic.
She returned to human form.
She expected Nairi’s fangs to tear through her. But Kaelyn wriggled, pushed back, and tumbled from the gray dragon’s jaws.
She fell through fire and blood.
Above her, Nairi screamed and reared, then began to dive.
Kaelyn fell, cloak billowing, and drew an arrow from her quiver. She thudded against a dragon’s back, tumbled over the beast, and kept falling.
Nairi swooped above, a dragon wreathed in flames.
Falling backward toward the forest, Kaelyn nocked her arrow and fired.
The arrow slammed into Nairi’s eye.
The gray dragon screeched.
Kaelyn’s back grazed the trees below. At once she shifted back into a dragon, soared, and roared fire.
Her flames crashed into Nairi. The iron beast screamed, blinded, an arrow in her eye and fire engulfing her.
“You will be the one to die!” Kaelyn screamed.
She flew higher, howling, and slammed her horns into Nairi’s neck.
Pain exploded. Kaelyn’s horns punched through scale and skin like blades through boiled leather. Blood showered Kaelyn.
She knew nothing but fire and blood.
Above her, Nairi returned to human form.
Kaelyn flew higher, the human Nairi skewered upon her horns. Dragons battled and screamed around her. Kaelyn shook her head wildly, tossing Nairi off.
The young lanse fell through the sky, pierced with holes, her eyes wide and mouth crying silently. She was still alive.
“Please,” her lips seemed to whisper as she fell. “Please…”
Kaelyn snarled, dived, and blew a jet of fire.
The flames engulfed Nairi.
A burning corpse crashed through trees below, thudded into the snow, and lay crackling.
Kaelyn landed above the body, still in dragon form. Blood and ash stained her scales. She panted, and her tongue lolled, and her wounds bled. She snarled down at Nairi’s body.
“You fell today, servant of evil,” she hissed. “Your emperor dies today too. I killed you, Nairi Blackrose, and I will kill my father.”
Kaelyn gritted her teeth, flapped her wings, and soared. She crashed back into a sea of dragons and death.
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 RUNE
“Tilla!” he cried. “Tilla!”
He had seen her! Stars, she flew here in the battle!
“Tilla!” he shouted again, seeking her. He had only glimpsed her white scales, and she was gone, drowned in this sea of fire and blood.
Was it even her? Did he truly fly in battle against Tilla, his best friend, the woman he loved?
“We have to turn back,” he whispered. “Stars, we can’t kill Tilla.” He raised his voice to a howl. “We have to fly back!”
But it was too late. Nobody heard him. The battle raged. Dragons fell all around, returning in death to human form. Three legionaries charged and flamed a resistor; when the dragon became human again, the legionaries bit and tore the body apart. Two other dragons slammed into each other, and claws ripped down one’s belly, spilling blood and organs. The trees below turned red. Smoke hid the sky.
This was slaughter. This was carnage. And Tilla was somewhere here in this sky… or lying upon the forest below.
“Tilla!” Rune shouted again and whisked between the battling dragons, seeking her.
“Rune, get back here!” Kaelyn shouted somewhere below. “Rune, fly among us…”
Her voice faded. Rune ignored her. He snarled and darted between the battling dragons, seeking Tilla. He crashed between legionaries, barely dodging their claws. He dived under a falling body; it thudded against his back, then rolled off and kept tumbling. Rune rose higher.
“Tilla!” he shouted.
Shadows hid the sun. Blue wings unfurled. A great dragon cackled above, spraying drool and blood from her jaws.
Shari Cadigus.
Two smaller, metallic dragons flew at her sides, wearing helms topped with blades.
“The pup!” Shari said and laughed. “The vermin child! Slay him.”
The two metallic dragons bared fangs, plunged down, and spewed fire.
Rune snarled and soared toward them.
He swerved right, dodging one stream of fire. The other jet crashed against his shoulder. Rune screamed, his scales cracking in the heat.
Shari—the woman who’d murdered a girl in his hometown, who’d taken Tilla from him, who’d crushed the empire under her heel. Rage filled Rune.
I will kill you, Shari.
Screaming, he rose higher and slashed his claws. Blood showered from one metallic dragon’s face. Rune howled and blew flames, bathing the other with fire. He drove forward, shouting, and clawed madly. Scales rained like coins from a cut purse. Rune blew his flames, lashed his tail, and the two metallic dragons screamed.
They lost their magic.
They tumbled, two men in cracked armor, and crashed into the forest below.
Rune looked up, panting.
Shari still flew there, a hundred yards above, her blue wings wider than his own. She laughed, mocking him. Her eyes burned. Bits of flesh dangled from her maw, the remnants of men she’d killed.
“Relesar!” she called down to him. “Tell me, has my sister spread her legs for you yet? How much did you pay her? Or was it the other way around?”
Rune snarled and soared, roaring fire.
Laughing, Shari swerved and dodged his flames. The blue dragon snapped her teeth at him, forcing him back.
“Who was the man who adopted you again?” Shari asked, eyes shining with amusement. “Wil Brewer, was it not? Was he close to you? I enjoyed burning his flesh.”
Rune snarled. “Now you will burn, Shari.”
He blew his flames.
Shari laughed, flapped her wings, and rose higher. She spewed her own fire.
The inferno crashed against Rune.
He screamed.
He fell.
His scales cracked in the heat, Shari laughed above, and Rune tumbled. He righted himself just in time to see Shari swoop. He raised his claws but was too slow. She crashed atop him, her fangs bit his neck, and his blood spilled.
“Yes, scream, whore!” Shari said and laughed. “Your father screamed the same way when we killed him.”
He fell through the sky. More of her fire rained upon him.
I can’t win this, he thought in a haze. I was wrong, Kaelyn. I was wrong. I should have listened to you. I’ve led us to death.
He blinked, gazed through the fire, and saw Shari charge toward him. No more amusement filled her eyes. She opened her maw wide, and her claws lashed.
“And now, Rune,” she said, “it’s time to die.”
No, Rune thought. No. He could not die today. He could not let Kaelyn fall here, and Valien, and all the others. He had to save them, and he had to save Tilla.
Her flames crashed down.
Rune beat his wings, drove forward, and dodged the blaze. He soared. He flew past her. He spun and swooped, the sun at his back, and rained fire.
The blaze crashed against Shari and she screamed. Welts rose across her wings.
Rune slammed into her, lashed his claws, and tore through her wing. It ripped like leather under a blade. Air whistled through it.
Shari shrieked. She bucked. She lashed her tail, and its spikes drove into Rune, but he ignored the pain. He kept tearing at her wing, widening the rent.
“You will die!” Shari screamed and blew flame over her shoulder.
Rune shut his eyes. The flames roared across his back. The pain nearly broke him. He felt more scales crack across him. He clawed and bit madly. Blinded with smoke and fire, he felt the joint where her wing met her back.
He bit down hard.
He tore through cartilage.
He pulled back, ripping her wing off, and spat.
She tumbled below him, screaming, a dragon with one wing. The severed appendage caught the wind and flew away like a sail torn from a ship. Shari roared. She flapped her one wing uselessly.
Rune rained his fire. The flames crashed against her.
With a howl that sounded far too young and afraid—the cry of a hurting girl—the blue dragon returned to human form. Shari Cadigus fell screaming, a woman with blood on her shoulder, her armor shattered.
Rune dived after her.
“Shari!” he screamed.
Dragons flowed between them. Rune crashed into one, shoved the beast aside, and kept diving. Shari tumbled. Rune reached out his claws. He had to catch her, to kill her before she could escape. Another dragon shot between them. Rune cursed and slammed against scales. He leaped off, pulled his wings close, and roared fire. He kept swooping. He saw Shari below. He could almost catch her. He reached out his claws—
A white dragon streaked below.
Rune howled.
The white dragon caught the tumbling Shari, flapped wings, and flew westward over the forest.
Rune stared, heart freezing.
Stars no.
“Tilla,” he whispered.
He hovered in the sky. His eyes burned. His wounds blazed. Then a dozen dragons charged toward him, roaring fire.



 




31
 TILLA
She flew, the wounded princess of Requiem in her claws
Her eyes burned and her belly roiled.
I saved her. Oh stars, I saved her. I could have let her die. But I stopped Rune. I chose Shari over him. Oh stars.
She flew through smoke and fire, tears in her eyes. She looked down at Shari; the princess was writhing, and her eyes rolled back, and her lips mumbled. Blood poured from her shoulder blade. The forests streamed below them; half the trees were blazing and raising smoke that nearly blinded Tilla.
“I’m taking you to safety, Commander,” Tilla said.
The fortress of Castra Luna rose ahead from the inferno. Cannons were firing from its walls. Smoke unfurled and the fortress shook. Dragons flew above it in defense; the Resistance had not yet broken through to the walls themselves. There would be safety inside those stone halls.
Why did I save her? Tilla thought as she flew over the walls. Stars, she could have let Shari fall! She could have tried to escape with Rune. She…
She was a soldier of Requiem.
Tilla nodded and blinked tears from her eyes.
She had sworn a vow when receiving her rank. She has sworn to fight for Requiem, to defend her lands, to protect her commanders.
I will keep an eye on you, Tilla the ropemaker, Shari had said that first day in Cadport. Tilla had sworn to prove her worth to the princess. She would prove it now.
She shot over the walls. The cannons fired beneath her, shaking the fort. Tilla dived toward the grand hall; its doors stood closed. Corpses of resistors, those brazen enough to have flown this far, lay strewn outside the gates.
Tilla hovered above the courtyard, her wings scattering dust, bits of armor, and a severed leg. She placed Shari down upon the cobblestones, then shifted into human form too.
“Princess Shari,” Tilla whispered, kneeling above her. “You’re safe.”
Shari moaned and her eyes fluttered open. Blood filled her mouth.
“Tilla Roper,” the princess whispered, voice hoarse, and spat out blood. “Tilla of Cadport.”
She remembers me!
Despite the blood, terror, and pain, Tilla felt pride well up inside her. Hundreds of thousands served in the Legions—and Princess Shari remembered her.
If I save her life, Tilla thought, she will reward me. I can rise above the Black Roses. She will promote me. She will grant me power.
Tilla tightened her lips. She had sworn to survive in the Legions; this was the greatest thing she could do now.
“I’m going to save you, my princess,” she said. “Can you stand? I’ll get you inside. There is safety behind the walls. The enemy still fights above the forest.”
She helped the princess to her feet. Shari slung her arms across Tilla’s shoulders, and the two began to limp toward the doors. Tilla was the tallest woman in her phalanx, possibly the entire fort, yet Shari stood even taller, her body lithe but heavy with muscle and steel. Tilla struggled to support her; her knees ached and nearly buckled.
When she reached the doors, Tilla pounded against them.
“Shari Cadigus is here! Open the doors!”
Arrowslits lined the walls and turrets. Behind them, shadows stirred and men called out.
“Shari Cadigus!” The cry echoed behind the doors. “Open the gates!”
The doors creaked open, and Tilla entered, supporting Shari. The princess limped, most of her weight pressed against Tilla’s shoulders. Once they were inside, the doors slammed shut again.
Axehands stood in the hall, arranged in battle formations, their namesake blades raised. The low, vaulted ceiling and crowded columns left no room for dragons; if the battle reached these halls, it would be a battle of blades.
Prince Leresy stood behind the Axehand formations. His eyes widened and he gasped.
“Shari!” he said. He ran between the axehands, shoving them aside. “Move. Move! Let me through.” He reached Shari and stared at her, eyes narrowed. “You’re wounded.”
Still leaning on Tilla, the princess snarled. “Go back and hide behind your thugs, brother. The battle still rages.”
Confirming her words, howls sounded outside. The archers at the walls cried out and began firing through the arrowslits. Thuds shook the doors, and fire burst around their frames.
“Break down the doors!” howled a voice outside. “Kill the prince and princess. Kill them all! Break inside!”
Tilla laid her princess on the floor, drew her sword, and stood above her.
She bared her teeth, sucked in her breath, and watched as the doors cracked.



 




32
 VALIEN
The sky darkened into night, clouds brewed into a storm, and Valien flew through dream and memory.
Rain fell in sheets, thunder boomed, and lightning flared. Dragonfire reflected in every raindrop. Smoke rose like demons and blood spilled. All around, through ash and rain, the shadows of dragons spun, rose, fell, and crashed together with bursts of light. Valien flew through a nightmare, a single dragon in a sea of ghosts.
“Marilion,” he whispered as he flew, still seeking her. “Do you fly among these ghosts?”
Cannons boomed ahead. A cannonball cut through the clouds and slammed into a dragon beside Valien. The dragon collapsed into human form. The cannonball kept flying; the man fell, limbs torn and tumbling.
Valien snarled.
I’ve come here to save the living, he thought. And to avenge the dead.
“Resistance!” he howled. “Follow my fire—to the fort! We break through.”
He blew a pillar of flame skyward, a beacon for his warriors. Behind him, he heard them answer his call. Thousands of flaming pillars pierced the clouds, spinning and roaring. The rain steamed.
“Claim this fort!” Valien roared and flew forward. “Death to Cadigus!”
He beat his wings madly. He could still see little of the battle; all around, the smoke, fire, and blood curtained the forest. The battling dragons were nothing but shadows and firelight upon scales. Yet Valien drove onward. He could hear the enemy ahead: their cannons firing, their dragons calling, their emperor shouting for the red spiral.
Yes, you await me here, old friend, Valien thought. You who killed my king, who killed my wife. I hear your call, Frey. I come to answer.
He blew more fire, clawed an imperial dragon who charged his way, and kept flying. From smoke and fire, he saw them rising: the black walls of Castra Luna.
Years ago, Valien himself had served in this fort. Back then, the Aeternum dynasty had ruled here. Ivy had covered pale walls. The sons and daughters of Requiem had studied swordplay, dragonfire, and justice. Today no ivy covered the walls, only black tiles draped with banners of the red spiral. Today the youths studied no justice, only cruelty and murder.
Today, Valien vowed, we cleanse this fortress.
Cannons boomed.
Balls of iron flew through the smoke and clouds.
Valien howled, rose higher, and dodged a missile. Behind him, dragons screamed and blood sprayed him. Dark shadows leaped from the walls below, and pillars of fire blazed his way.
“Break down the walls!” Valien cried. “Resistance, follow—take this fortress!”
He swooped, claws outstretched. More dragons flew toward him, their bladed helms engraved with spirals. Valien bathed them with fire, then clawed their blazing bodies. He dived. A cannon fired toward him. He dodged the missile, landed on the gun, and roared his fire. Men burned and fell screaming from the walls. Casks of gunpowder blazed, and Valien soared, the flames licking his feet.
“Slay the enemy!” he howled. “Show Cadigus no mercy.”
The Resistance descended from the sky, a rain of scales and claws. Hundreds of dragons landed upon the walls, towers, and courtyards, roaring their flames. Arrows shot from inside the halls and towers. Dragons clad in armor—frightened youths only moons into their service—fought and died.
Valien stood in the courtyard, tail lashing, breath blazing. Arrows clattered against his scales. A dragon shot toward him, and he flamed it; it crashed down in human form, a charred young man crying for his mother.
“Break down the doors!” Valien howled, pointing a claw at the main hall. “Slay all who lurk inside.”
The main hall of Castra Luna rose from the fire, its columns wreathed in smoke; the Regime’s echelon would be lurking inside. Arrows flew from slits. One slammed into Valien’s shoulder, and he roared.
We end this tonight, Valien swore and let flames fill his maw. He flapped his wings, prepared to charge at the doors and smash into the hall.
A cackle from above froze him.
Old pain flared in dark shadows.
Valien knew that cackle. He had heard that cackle the night his wife died. He heard that cackle every night since in his dreams. It was a rumble like thunder, like demons in the deep, like the death of all Valien had ever loved.
He looked up.
Through the rain and fire, he saw him there, a great golden dragon upon the clock tower—burly, demonic, wreathed in fire.
Frey Cadigus. Emperor of Requiem.
The man who killed you, Marilion.
“Valien!” the beast cried from above. “Valien, come to me! You have flown here slaying youths. Now face an emperor. Or will you run again, coward?”
Valien snarled, beat his wings, and took flight.
The clock tower rose before him, the tallest spire in Castra Luna—in all southern Requiem. As Valien flew past the great dials, the bells chimed midnight. Each chime clanged across the palace, as loud as the cannons. Valien kept ascending until he reached the tower’s top. Black crenellations rose here like jagged claws reaching skyward.
Atop this dark steeple, the emperor waited.
“Valien!” shouted Frey Cadigus. “You’ve at last come to join your wife.”
Frey’s wings beat, churning cloud, smoke, and fire. Lightning blazed against the emperor’s golden scales. His teeth shone. Flames crackled in his maw like a smelter. He seemed less a dragon than a primordial beast, a demon of the Abyss.
“You will die this night!” Valien called, hovering before the beast. “Your stronghold falls, Frey. Your reign ends here. Aeternum has returned; you cannot survive.”
Frey cackled again, the sound of tar bubbling from the deep, and blasted his fire.
Valien howled and blew his own flames.
The two streams crashed together and exploded, showering sparks across the sky. Valien drove through the inferno, opened his maw, and slammed into the emperor.
The two dragons thudded together. They fell. They crashed against the tower, and its obsidian cracked. Lightning slammed into a jagged crenellation; its light revealed thousands of dragons still battling around the fort. Thunder pealed.
“You cannot defeat the power of the red spiral,” Frey said. The gold dragon lashed his tail, shoving Valien aside. “The pup you brought here won’t save you, Valien. Nothing can save you now.”
Valien slid across the roof. The knob of a trapdoor drove into his flesh and snapped off, remaining inside him. Valien roared and Frey’s fire blasted him.
Agony flared. Frey’s tail cudgeled him again, and a spike pierced his scales. Valien howled, slid another few feet, and dangled over the tower’s edge. Below him, hundreds of dragons battled across the walls and barracks.
“Now you can only die, Valien,” said the emperor. The golden dragon loomed above him, a god of scale and flame. “Only die.”
Frey’s fire blasted down.
Howling, Valien leaped up.
The dragons crashed together in a shower of fire.
“You have already failed, Frey!” Valien howled, driving the golden dragon back. He clawed and bit at the beast. “Your daughter left you; she fights at my side. The heir of Aeternum flies with me too; the people rally around him. Your reign ends tonight. You—”
“Your wife, Valien!” Frey said, biting and clawing. “What was her name? Marilion, was it not?”
Rage flared in Valien, blinding him, spinning his head. He howled and blew flames.
“You will not speak her name here! You will—”
“I bedded her that night, Valien!” the emperor shouted, still laughing maniacally. “Did you not know? She spread her legs for me, and I thrust into her, and she loved it. She moaned with pleasure. I gave her a taste of a true man before I stuck my blade in her gut.”
Claws lashed Valien. His scales fell like jewels. His blood poured. Frey roared his fire, and heat blasted Valien, and he howled. In the flames, he saw her again: His Marilion, his wife, his love. He saw her smile—that smile that always seemed so hesitant, trembling, a ray of joy breaking through her sadness. He saw her eyes again, kind eyes that carried so much old pain, yet which shone whenever he held her, whenever he kissed her cheek, whenever she sang to the birds they kept in a golden cage.
Marilion. Scarred and afraid, pure and loving, a moonbeam caught in a storm.
And he saw her dead. He saw the blood soaking her gown. He saw Frey’s sword stuck inside her. The cage had fallen; the birds had fled. Her eyes had stared. Her smile had died.
Marilion. Timid and strong. Hurt and beautiful.
I will join you now, Marilion, Valien thought as the fire washed him, as the emperor’s claws cut him, as his blood spilled. I fly to you now, and we will meet in the starlit halls of the fallen. I will never let you go again, and your eyes will never know more pain.
“Valien!” cried a distant voice, high and afraid. “Valien!”
Was it Marilion calling? Did his beloved shine down from the starlit halls?
“Father, no!” cried the voice.
Valien opened his eyes. Through the blood and fire, he thought he could see her—a green dragon in the storm.
Kaelyn.
Above him, the emperor chortled and turned his flames away.
“My daughter!” Frey called. “You’ve returned to me, traitor of Requiem! Come die too in my fire.”
Welts and blood covered Valien. He wheezed and gagged for breath. He flapped his wings weakly and struggled to stand. Frey held his claws against his chest, pinning him down; Valien struggled and lashed his tail, but was too weak to rise.
“Kaelyn,” he whispered.
The emperor was still laughing. “Fly to me, Kaelyn! You’ve betrayed your empire and your family. Come die in my fire.”
Valien drew flame into his maw.
Kaelyn—a new light in his life. Kaelyn—daughter of his enemy, beacon of his soul. Kaelyn—the woman who looked so much like Marilion, the woman who stirred memories he feared, the woman Valien had vowed to defend.
I will not let you die too, Kaelyn.
She came flying toward them, a green dragon caught in the wind. Frey roared and blasted fire her way.
Valien howled, shoved himself up, and crashed against Frey.
The two dragons fell against the tower, cracking stones and shattering the trapdoor. Valien bit down hard. His fangs drove into Frey’s shoulder, tore through scales, sank into flesh, and drew blood.
Frey screamed.
Valien lashed his claws. He pulled his head back, blasted Frey with fire, and thrust his horns. He pierced the emperor’s chest, and blood spurted, and Valien kept clawing, kept biting, kept blasting his fire.
With crackling heat and shimmering scales, Kaelyn landed upon the tower and joined her flame to his.
Frey Cadigus burned.
His scales cracked.
His skin peeled.
And yet he laughed. He kept cackling. He spread his wings wide; they rose in flame like burning sails, spreading smoke. And still he laughed.
“Your fire makes me strong!” he called. “You are like me, Valien. You are like the thing you hate. You too are a killer. You too lead hordes to blood. You fight to slay a monster; you’ve become one yourself!”
With that, Frey Cadigus fell.
The golden dragon slammed against the tower top… and lost his magic.
Frey’s smaller, human form—charred and clad in armor—crashed through the shattered trapdoor and vanished into shadows.
Valien leaped, shifted into human form, and jumped after him into the darkness.
He crashed down against a ladder, reached out, and grabbed a rung.
“Frey!” he shouted. “Face me, Frey! Does the great emperor run like a coward?”
He could not see the emperor; darkness cloaked the chamber. Lightning blazed outside the windows, illuminating tapestries stained with blood. Valien descended the ladder, placed his boots upon the floor, and drew his sword.
Located above the tower clocks, this was the chamber of Castra Luna’s lord—once a benevolent princess of Aeternum, today the foul Leresy Cadigus. The prince was away now. A mirror stood against one wall, framed in gold, and firelight glowed behind a stained-glass window. A bed stood by a table topped with wine jugs. A trail of blood led across the floor toward a shadowy corner; groaning rose from those shadows.
Valien grunted, clutched his sword, and marched across the floor.
His torchlight fell upon a charred, bloody Frey Cadigus.
It ends now.
Valien raised his sword and kept marching, only feet away from the emperor.
A dagger gleamed.
Frey snarled and tossed the blade.
Pain burst across Valien. The dagger pierced his chest beneath the shoulder.
Valien’s breath left him. Stars swam across his eyes. He howled and raised his sword again, prepared to land the killing blow, even if he died with it.
“Marilion lives, Valien!” Frey called and cackled, blood on his lips. “She lives in my dungeon, you fool!”
Valien faltered.
Horror thudded into him, sharper than the dagger.
Frey dragged himself up, ran toward the window, and crashed through the stained glass. Multicolored shards flew. Frey tumbled outside into the rain.
“Frey!” Valien howled, blood washing his eyes, blood soaking his shirt. He ran toward the window. He fell to his knees. “Frey!”
Outside in the storm, a golden dragon beat wings, spun toward the tower, and blasted fire.
“Valien!”
Hands grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back.
Kaelyn dragged him aside, and they pushed themselves against the wall, and flames bathed the room.
“Dragons of Requiem!” Frey shouted outside, voice ragged. “Fall back! Fall back to the capital.”
Valien could hear no more. Was Frey dying? Did his injuries silence him? Had Valien himself died?
He held onto Kaelyn, and tears streamed down his cheeks.
“She lives,” he whispered, trembling and clutching her. “She lives, stars, she lives.”
The tower shook. Flames crackled outside. Thousands of dragons roared in a storm of sound and fury.
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 LERESY
Thuds shook the door. Chips of wood flew. Around the doorframes, dragonfire roared and blasted into the hall.
“Break down the doors!” cried voices outside, and again the doors shook. Splinters flew. “Slay everyone inside!”
Leresy stood trembling. His hand was so sweaty he could barely grip his sword. His head spun and his breath shook in his lungs.
“Do something!” he screamed. “Soldiers—slay them! Drive them back!”
He whipped his head from side to side madly. His trousers, soaked with his own urine, clung to him. The doors kept shaking—again and again. Every time the dragons outside slammed against them, more chips of wood flew, and more fire raced around the frames.
“Go on, kill them!” Leresy screamed, voice hoarse. His sword shook madly in his hand. “I order you! Are you disobeying your prince?”
And yet his soldiers—a mix of the Axehand and the Legions—only stood still, weapons raised, facing the door and waiting. Waiting! How could they just stand and wait like this?
“I order you to kill them!” Leresy cried, and his voice cracked. “You took vows. You swore to defend your price—now kill the enemy!”
He looked around madly, seeking an exit. There were no windows here, only arrowslits, and men stood there firing their bows. Who had designed this damn fortress? How could they not have built windows for escape? The enemy kept slamming at the doors, and outside the arrowslits, Leresy glimpsed thousands of the flying beasts.
Barbarians! A horde of unwashed outlaws! And his own men—soldiers trained for honor and strength—did nothing?
“Why don’t you kill them?” he demanded, pacing among his troops. They only stood like damn statues, frozen and watching the doors. He screamed so loudly, his voice became but a shrill rasp. “I order you to get out there and kill them all!”
“They can’t, you fool,” Shari said. The princess sat slumped in the corner, bandaged and bloody. Her face was ashen, but scorn still filled her eyes. “They know war. You know how to fluff up your hair, choose the finest embroidery, and kiss our father’s arse. Stand back and let them do their job, little brother.”
Leresy spun toward her, baring his teeth. “Look at you! Look at you, sister, the great warrior. You lie wounded and dying. What do you know of war?”
Sitting in the shadows, she smirked. “Enough to fly out and fight one, not cower in a hall.”
“And yet now you too cower,” he said. He raised his sword; it wavered in his palm. “I should end your life now, Shari. I—”
A thud echoed across the room.
Leresy spun back toward the doors. A great crack had appeared, showering splinters. Flames burst into the hall, forcing his soldiers back.
Tilla stood among the troops, Leresy saw. Sweat drenched her face, blood stained her armor, and yet she stood tall. She clenched her jaw and held her sword before her, ready to fight.
“Do not let them break the doors!” Leresy shouted at the soldiers. “If you let the enemy in, I will butcher you myself!”
He spun away, marched across the hall, and approached an arrowslit. A soldier stood there, firing his bow. Leresy grabbed the man and shoved him aside.
“Let me see!” Leresy said. “I must view the battle to lead you.”
He stared outside, and he felt the blood leave his face. Sweat drenched him.
By the red spiral…
Their defenses had crumbled. Dragons of the Resistance covered Castra Luna’s walls. Their tails slammed at the cannons, sending the great iron guns tumbling. Bodies of legionaries lay across the courtyard, torn apart. Leresy saw strewn limbs and severed heads and everywhere blood. The horde approached from all sides; they covered the sky.
Leresy gasped for breath. His heart blazed with pain. This hall, with its low ceiling and many columns, was too cramped for dragons to enter, but the Resistance could still swarm in here as men, screaming and bloodthirsty and armed with steel.
I’m going to die, Leresy realized, and tears filled his eyes. Kaelyn was going to kill him. Why, sister? I always comforted you. I was a good brother to you…
“Fall back!” roared a voice outside, and great wings stirred the smoke. “Fall back to the capital! Dragons of Requiem—rally behind me. Follow!”
Leresy squinted through the arrowslit, peered up, and saw his father flying north. The golden dragon was badly wounded; his scales were cracked and charred, and gashes bled across his flesh. A few survivors rallied behind him and began fleeing north, breaking through the Resistance.
“He’s leaving without me,” Leresy whispered, and his fists trembled. His voice rose to a howl. “He’s betrayed me! My father’s betrayed me!”
He pulled back from the arrowslit, looked around wildly, and saw the doors shaking. More cracks raced across them. Fire blazed through.
I have to get out. I have to get out!
Leresy sucked in his breath. Of course. The tower top!
He began racing across the hall, shoving soldiers aside.
“Move. Move it! Out of my way!” He ran toward the staircase at the back. “Defend these doors. Defend these stairs!” Saliva flew from his mouth as he screamed. “Do not let the enemy in, or I’ll hang you from Requiem’s palace!”
He leaped onto the staircase, glanced back at the hall doors, and saw them shatter open.
A hundred dragons of the Resistance, beasts of fire and scale, shifted into human forms and raced into the hall.
Leresy ran.
He left the hall. He ran up the spiraling, stone staircase, heart thudding. Below, he heard the screams—so many screams. Steel clashed. Fire blazed. Shouts of “Requiem!” and “Death to Cadigus” rang across the fort.
Leresy shrieked, pumped his fists, and kept racing upstairs.
“Hold them back!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Soldiers of Requiem, I order you! Defend this fortress!”
He raced around and around. His breath rattled. He slipped, banged his hip, then leaped up and kept running. The fire blazed and the screams rose behind him. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw shadows racing upstairs; he didn’t know if they were his troops fleeing too, or the enemy pursuing.
The stone staircase ended in a chamber of gears, springs, and bells. Upon the four walls, Leresy saw the inner faces of four clocks. A hundred gears, some taller than him, moved and clanged together. The clocks ticked. Ropes creaked and weights shifted. Instead of stone stairs, an iron stairwell coiled up toward a small door near the ceiling.
“Grab the prince!” rose shouts below. “Slay him!”
Leresy leaped onto the iron stairwell. He raced up, the gears and springs all creaking around him. He shoved the door open and burst into his chambers.
Blood soaked the room; men had fought here too. One window was smashed open, and outside, Leresy saw the battle raging. Thousands of dragons still flew, roaring fire; most were beasts of the Resistance, too barbaric to even wear armor. His father was leading legionaries through the encircling enemy, cleaving a way north.
“Leresy!” cried a voice below from the staircase. “Damn it, Leresy!”
It was Shari.
Leresy snarled.
“No, sister,” he hissed. “You will not flee this place with me. This will be your tomb.”
He spun toward the doorway and saw her limping up the iron staircase, pale and bleeding and screaming for him.
Leresy slammed the chamber door shut, grabbed the keys from his belt, and locked it.
Shari slammed against the door.
“Brother!” she screamed from behind. “Damn you, Leresy, open this door!”
He cackled. “No, Shari! You were too late to flee. Go fight with your troops, Shari! I thought you were a great warrior. So die like one!”
He ran toward his heavy bureau and shoved with all his strength. The bureau scratched across the floor, and Leresy pushed it against the door. Panting, he placed himself behind his bed next, gritted his teeth, and shoved. The bed slammed against the bureau. Nobody would be breaking through this door now.
“Leresy!” his sister screamed from the stairway. “Damn it, Leresy, open this door, or I’m going to butcher you like the pig you are!”
He laughed, spraying sweat and spittle. “Goodbye, sister! Enjoy your death!”
With that, Leresy ran toward the window, leaped outside into the night, and shifted.
Wind whipped him. Fire blazed below and smoke blinded him. Rain crashed down and lightning rent the sky, and everywhere the dragons flew. Below in the courtyard, Leresy saw more resistors pouring into the fort.
“Father!” Leresy cried; he spotted the emperor and his troops ahead, cleaving a way out. “Wait for me, Father!”
Dragons dived toward him, blowing fire. Leresy soared higher and rained flame upon them. He flew madly, tail lashing, and joined the retreat.
“Goodbye, Shari!” Leresy screamed over his shoulder, and delight filled him; he had perhaps lost this fort, but he had gained his inheritance. “Goodbye, you wretched pile of rocks!”
They broke through the ring of beasts. They streamed over the forests, bloody and charred and howling. A hundred dragons—the emperor, a cluster of survivors, and Leresy—howled and beat their wings and fled into the night.
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 TILLA
The hall had fallen.
Tilla screamed through flame, swung her sword, and cut a man. A column cracked beside her. A bearded warrior howled, charged her way, and their swords clanged. The walls shook. Fire burned.
The hall had fallen.
“Fall back!” somebody screamed behind her. “Up the stairs—into the tower!”
Tilla could not even turn around to seek the stairs. Warriors rushed all around her. Axehands fought at her sides, axes swinging and black robes fluttering. She had lost Erry and Mae; had they died? Bodies lay across the hall. Blood flowed around boots. Men screamed and blades swung.
I’m going to die here, Tilla thought. The hall has fallen. I’m going to die.
One soldier, a tanner from Cadport, tried to shift into a dragon. He ballooned in size, only crushing himself between the columns, floor, and low ceiling. Swords slammed into his flesh, and the dragon screamed, then returned to human form—a butchered boy, belly slashed open. The legionaries fell all around, their insignia only hours old on their armbands, and their blood washed the floor.
And I will fall with them.
The clock chimed above her five times. Dawn was near, a last light before the darkness.
We die at dawn, Tilla thought. She held her sword before her. A new day rises; an empire falls.
“Fall back!” the voice shouted behind. “Tilla, with me!”
Swords swung at Tilla. She parried blow after blow. She could not turn around, not without letting the enemy slay her. She walked backward, blocking attacks. Axehands screamed around her, clashing against the resistors, swinging the axes strapped to their stumps. Tilla kept retreating. Her boots slammed into a corpse; she stepped upon the dead man and kept moving.
“Tilla!”
Somebody grabbed Tilla’s arm, and she spun around and raised her sword. Her heart thrashed and she screamed in rage, prepared to kill. But the hand grabbing her belonged to Erry.
“Erry!” she said. “Bloody stars, you’re alive!”
The scrawny urchin looked half dead. Blood matted her short brown hair. Her face, normally tanned bronze, was ashen. Welts rose across her left temple.
“To the stairs!” Erry said. “Come with me, Tilla.”
“Where’s Mae?” Tilla shouted.
“I don’t know! I think she fled with the others. The emperor is leading us north. Come on!”
Erry tugged and Tilla ran with her. Soldiers and resistors fought all around. The two Black Roses—if they still belonged to a phalanx at all now—leaped over bodies and onto the staircase. Blood stained the steps. The two young women ran, and behind them resistors screamed, and boots thudded.
“Take the stairs!” howled a voice below—the rough voice of the enemy. “Don’t let them escape. Up the stairs! Death to Cadigus!”
“Dirty dog bottoms!” Erry cursed as she raced upstairs. “Stars, Tilla, did you think it would end like this?”
“We’re not dead yet!” she shouted back. “Run!”
They raced up the spiraling steps. The battle cries echoed behind them. Swords clanged.
Pain flared on her calf. Tilla yelped and spun to see a resistor; his blade had nicked her. With a scream, Tilla swung her sword down, cleaving his hand. She kicked, and the resistor tumbled backward, crashing into men behind him.
“Tilla!” Erry cried.
“Keep running!”
They raced upstairs, breath ragged, boots slipping in the blood. Finally they emerged into the great clock room. Gears, larger than the greatest wagon wheels, turned and clanged all around. Ropes and weights rose and fell, and on each wall, a great dial ticked. An iron staircase coiled up between the gears like a giant spring, leading toward a door.
Tilla gasped.
Princess Shari stood at that door, ashen and bleeding. Blood filled her hair and stained her face. She was driving her shoulder into the door, again and again, but could not break it.
“He blocked the door!” the princess cried from above. “Leresy—he left us to die. Help me break it open.”
Erry leaped onto the iron stairwell and raced up toward the princess. Tilla ran close behind. They reached the locked doorway near the ceiling. Below them, all across the chamber, the gears turned and ticked.
“Death to Cadigus!”
Resistors burst into the clock chamber from below, a dozen warriors in armor, their swords bloody. They ran between the gears, leaped onto the iron staircase, and began racing up.
“Erry!” Tilla shouted. “Help the princess break the door. I’ll hold them back!”
Standing upon the staircase, Tilla swung her sword. It clanged against an enemy blade. She swung down, cleaving the man’s helmet. He fell, blood gushing from his head, and crashed into the men behind him. Another resistor replaced him. His blade met Tilla’s. She screamed and kicked, knocking the man over the staircase banister. He crashed into the gears below; they kept spinning, crushing the man between them.
“Break the door!” Tilla shouted. “Get out of here!”
She glanced behind her. Erry and Shari were both slamming against the door, cracking it. It opened an inch; something was blocking it.
Tilla spun back toward the enemy. She swung her sword again, parrying a blow. A red-haired woman was attacking her, screaming wildly. Tilla screamed too, blocked the mad attack, and thrust her sword. She pierced the woman’s belly, sending her tumbling down; the gears crushed and swallowed her. Tilla glanced over her shoulder to see the door opened another inch.
“It’s almost open!” Erry cried from above. “Hold them back just a little longer.”
Another resistor charged toward Tilla. Another sword swung. Tilla parried and the blades clanged.
No.
Shock flooded her. Her eyes stung. Her heart froze, then leaped.
“Rune,” she whispered.
The resistor below her, covered in sweat and blood, was him.
“Rune!” she cried.
“The door’s almost open!” Erry screamed behind. “Almost there!”
He stared at her, face bloody and blade raised. He was thinner than Tilla had ever seen him. His eyes were colder than she’d ever known.
But it was him. It was her Rune.
“Tilla,” he whispered.
His voice raised memories in her like waves over rocks. In the shadows of the chamber, she saw the sea again, the cliffs at night, the stars above. She felt the wind beneath her wings as they flew together. She felt his kiss again, lips warm against hers in the cold. She saw Cadport, two lost youths, and soft lights in the dark.
“Rune,” she said, and tears stung her eyes. “You are here. How can this be?”
“Got it!” Erry cried above. “The door’s open. Come on, Tilla!”
Yet Tilla only stood still, staring at Rune. He craned his neck up, peered over her shoulder, and snarled. Tilla had never seen him snarl.
“Tilla, I have to get through!” he said. “Shari Cadigus is escaping.”
He took a step up. He made to run around her.
What do I do? Stars, what do I do?
She moved and blocked his climb.
“Tilla!” he shouted. “Tilla, she’s getting away.”
Tears streamed down Tilla’s cheeks. She placed a hand against Rune’s shoulder.
“I can’t, Rune,” she whispered. “I can’t. I made a vow. I can’t.”
He shook his head in amazement. He tried to shove past her. She stopped him.
“Tilla, let me through!”
He grabbed her arms. She pushed him back.
“Rune!” Her tears fell. “Please, Rune, listen to me. I made a vow. I vowed to defend Requiem. You can’t—”
“Shari is getting away!”
Rune grabbed her and tried to pull her back.
She wrenched herself free.
She raised her arms—only to block his climb—but he mistook her gesture for a sword’s thrust. He raised his own sword. Their blades crashed together.
“Tilla,” he whispered, and surprise and pain filled his eyes. “Tilla, how can you do this? How can you protect her? Stars! We can end this tonight. Fight with me—with us. Not with… not with these murderers!” His eyes burned red. “I don’t know what they taught you. What did they do to you? Oh stars, Tilla—”
“I am Periva Tilla!” she shouted.
Her pain pounded through her. Her chest shook. Their swords swung and clanged again. All around them, the clock gears moved and clanged too, locked in their own duel.
“You are Tilla Roper!” Rune shouted back. “You are a ropemaker from Cadport, Tilla! Don’t you remember? Can’t you remember who you are?”
He tried to push by her. She blocked him again. Their swords rang.
“That girl is dead,” she said, barely able to see through her tears. “I am a soldier now, Rune. I made a vow. I vowed to fight for my kingdom. I cannot let you pass. I cannot let the enemy through—”
“The enemy?” Rune said, voice torn. “Stars, Tilla, I’m not your enemy! The Cadigus Regime—the ones you protect—are the enemy. Tilla, can’t you see?”
Her body shook. Her throat tightened.
“I see outlaws!” she shouted, weeping now. “I see a horde that burned my fort, that killed my friends, that slaughtered youths from Cadport. Stars, Rune! Six hundred youths from Cadport trained here! How many of your own townsfolk did you murder? How many of your own friends did you kill?” Her tears fell. “My brother served in this fort. He died serving two years ago—this Valien you follow murdered him! Now you murder too!”
Rune froze. He stared up at her, panting, his eyes wide with horror.
“I…” His sword trembled. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know the Cadport recruits were here. I—”
“You flew with monsters!” Tilla was panting now, barely able to breathe. “And now they’re dead. Now hundreds of boys and girls—the people we grew up with—lie butchered across this fort. And you want me to let you through? I am Periva Tilla! I am a legionary of Requiem!” She slammed her fist against her chest. “I hail the red spiral!”
He stared up at her, frozen. A tear rolled down his cheek, trailing through blood.
“No,” he whispered. “No, Tilla. You don’t mean that. You can’t—”
“Goodbye, Rune,” she whispered, and a sob racked her body. “Goodbye.”
She spun around.
She leaped through the broken door.
She raced across the prince’s chamber, jumped out the window, and shifted.
Wind and lightning and dragons flurried around her. Thunder boomed. The fortress and forests burned below, and smoke shrouded the world.
“Tilla!” he cried behind her. “Tilla!”
She looked over her shoulder and saw Rune standing in the broken window of the tower, calling to her, a shadow in the night.
Goodbye Rune, she thought. I love you. I love you always. But now you are my enemy.
She turned her head north, roared a pillar of fire, and flew into the blazing horizon.
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 SHARI
She stood in her chambers, hand against the fireplace mantel, and stared down into the embers. The fire crackled and danced, a small battle whose light fell upon her. In the flames and shadows, she saw dragons aflight. She saw the Aeternum heir land upon her, claw at her flesh, and tear off her wing. She saw the deaths of thousands.
Shari Cadigus clenched her fists.
“You crippled me, Relesar,” she whispered. “You stole my wing. You will suffer. You will scream like none have screamed before.”
Her eyes burned. Her fists shook. The flames danced in the hearth, an endless war, their light red like blood, and in their crackle, she thought she heard screams again: the screams of men dying, of her own body tearing, the rip of leather, and—
A knock sounded on her door.
Shari turned from the flame.
She loosened her fists, took a shuddering breath, and raised her chin.
“I will not succumb to the night,” she whispered. “I will not allow those flames to claim me.”
She walked across her chamber, boots clacking against the tiled floor. Tapestries hung around her, depicting dragons aflight in war. Golden vases engraved with the red spiral stood upon her tables, and swords hung upon the walls. When Shari reached the door, she froze and took a deep breath.
Do not show her your pain, she thought. No one must know. Here in the capital, weakness is death. Weakness is a stab in the back.
She opened the door.
Guards lined the hall, faces hidden behind their visors. Tilla Roper stood between them, dressed in a steel breastplate, her new insignia upon her arms. Her sheathed sword hung at her belt. Her black, chin-length hair peeked from under her helmet.
“Commander,” the girl said and saluted, slamming her gloved fist against her chest. “You summoned me.”
Shari nodded. “Come inside, Roper,” she said softly. “Close the door behind you.”
She young periva entered. Shari led her across the chamber toward her table, poured two glasses of wine, and handed one to Tilla.
“Drink,” Shari said. “Southern wine from your hometown.”
Tilla opened her mouth as if about to speak, then closed it and nodded. She sipped.
“Thank you, Commander,” she said.
Shari looked upon this young woman.
She’s only eighteen, Shari thought. A decade younger than I am, and frightened, and confused. But there is strength in this one. There is so much cruelty here for the red spiral.
“I have a gift for you, Tilla Roper,” she said.
She stepped into the corner and pulled back a silken veil, revealing a shield. Carved of oak and banded in iron, its surface was painted crimson. It sported a new sigil: a black cannon overlooking the sea.
“Is this… mine?” Tilla asked, narrowing her eyes.
Shari nodded. “Cadport has the oldest cannon in the empire, did you know? I visited it once; it stands upon the boardwalk, overlooking the sea. It no longer works. It rusted years ago. But it’s a great symbol of Requiem.” She looked at Tilla. “It will be a great symbol for you.”
“For me?” Tilla asked and placed her glass down. “Commander, I’m but a commoner. I cannot have a coat of arms. I was not noble born.”
“That is true,” Shari said. “But neither was my father.”
Tilla’s eyes widened. “Frey Cadigus, the emperor… a commoner?”
Shari laughed. “The poor son of a logger. He excelled in the Legions. He began as a humble periva—like you. He rose to power.” Shari lifted the shield and handed it to Tilla. “You will rise to power too. I vowed to you in Cadport, Tilla, that I will watch you closely. I have watched you, and I am pleased. Take this shield, Tilla of Cadport, and bear your sigil proudly. Hail the red spiral.”
Tilla took the shield, lifted her chin, and blinked. She held the shield tight against her.
“Hail the red spiral,” she whispered.
Shari smiled softly. She touched the young woman’s cheek where a tear trailed.
“You are overcome with joy,” she said. “That is good. You are a noble warrior and strong, but you must remember: Never shed tears. Never show weakness. If you shed a tear again, I cannot protect you.”
Tilla nodded and blinked. “Yes, Commander. I vow to you: I will be strong. I will serve the Legions well.”
Shari sipped her wine and looked back into the flames. They danced there, the old battle of light and darkness, of heat and endless winter.
“You will command,” Shari said and looked back at the young soldier. “Tilla, you were meant for more than servitude. You are noble now. You were meant to lead dragons in battle, not serve. Would you like to train in Castra Academia here in the capital, to become an officer someday like Nairi was? The training is grueling. You will have to train there for long moons, and they will break you. But if you survive, Tilla—and I believe you will—you will wear red spirals upon your shoulders. You will become a lanse like Nairi, a young officer. You will lead your own phalanx in war.”
Tilla’s jaw shook, but she tightened it.
“Castra Academia,” she whispered. “Commander! It is a fortress of legend. I would be honored. I vow to you: I will succeed. I will fight for Requiem.”
They will break her there, Shari thought, looking upon this young girl. She will miss the southern Castra Luna. In the academy, they train no cannon fodder like they do in the south. They train killers.
“Good,” Shari said and smiled. She lifted a scroll from her table and handed it to Tilla. “Only a Cadigus can appoint a cadet to Castra Academia. Take this scroll; it bears my seal. Fly there tonight. This scroll assigns you a chamber and commander. Your training begins tomorrow.”
Tilla saluted, chin raised and lips tightened. She spun on her heels and marched away.
“Goodbye, Tilla Roper,” Shari whispered, then winced.
Pain flared across her shoulder where Rune had torn off her wing. Even when she stood in human form, the wound ached, and Shari rubbed it.
“I will capture you, Rune,” she whispered through the pain. “And you, Tilla, will kill him. I heard you speak with him. I will have the boy die at the sword of his beloved.”
Shari snarled, gulped down her wine, then tossed the cup into the fireplace. It shattered, and the wine burned like dragons ablaze.
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 RUNE
Dawn rose over death.
A light snow fell upon Castra Luna, a lingering whisper of winter. A shroud of white clung to the bodies as if preparing them for burial. Hands rose frozen, fingers reaching toward the snowflakes. Dead eyes stared. Mouths screamed silently. Everywhere the ice and frost glittered in the morning, a blanket of stars.
Rune walked among the dead. The battle had ended.
“We claimed this fort,” he whispered. “But we lost this battle.”
He looked up at Kaelyn. She stood solemn at his side, snow in her long golden hair. The flakes covered her blue cloak and frost coated her armor, yet when she reached out and held Rune’s hand, her grip was warm.
She whispered to him, “Battles are always lost. Where youths fall dead, the wise do not rejoice.”
Rune lowered his head. “Castra Luna is ours. We claimed this fort. And yet… the emperor fled.” His eyes stung. “I killed so many. For nothing.”
He walked across the courtyard. Dragons of the Resistance stood upon the walls around him, watching silently. The bodies of legionaries lay upon the cobblestones, some torn apart, others still whole and peaceful like children playing in snow. Rune walked among them, holding Kaelyn’s hand.
“I know so many of these faces, Kaelyn,” he said. “This boy here—he was a weaver. I knew this girl—she used to sell eggs at the summer fairs.”
“I’m sorry, Rune,” she whispered.
He walked toward a fallen cannon and knelt by a body. It was a young woman, her strawberry hair braided. Her face was soft, doll-like, and her blue eyes stared.
“I know this one,” Rune whispered. “Her name was Mae. She was the daughter of bakers. I used to buy bread from her.” His breath frosted and shook, and Rune lowered his head. His tears fell into the snow. “I’m sorry, Mae Baker. I’m sorry.”
He closed Mae’s blue eyes, the eyes of a friend.
“It wasn’t your fault, Rune,” Kaelyn said, kneeling beside him. “We couldn’t have known.”
He looked up at her. “I killed them, Kaelyn. I killed my friends. I killed… oh stars. Tilla was right.”
Kaelyn’s lips quivered, and she pulled Rune into an embrace so tight he could barely breathe.
“You didn’t kill them,” she whispered. “My father armed them. My father sent them to battle. We could not have known. Please, Rune. Please.”
He held her for long moments, then rose to his feet. He looked around him at the dead, hundreds of them youths from his home.
“We will bury them,” he said. “We will bury them with honor—every one.”
He shifted into a dragon, filled his wings with air, and flew toward the clock tower.
Valien waited upon the roof, a silver dragon coated in snow, his left horn chipped away. The leader of the Resistance was staring north, his breath frosting. Rune landed beside him, and the two dragons—one burly and silver, the other slim and black—stared north together, silent.
Finally Valien spoke.
“Rune,” he said in his deep, raspy voice. “Rune, listen to me.”
Rune wanted to speak, but did not trust his voice to remain steady. He nodded silently.
“Rune,” said Valien, “what we’ve begun cannot end here. We cannot let these deaths be in vain. You hurt. You rage. You know loss.” He turned to stare at Rune, his eyes burning. “Do not let this be for nothing.”
Fire filled Rune’s mouth. He wanted to burn the old dragon, to rage, to break down the tower, to fly into the forests and hide forever in their depths.
“They’re all dead,” he said. “All the youths of my home. My best friend lived, but she serves the red spiral. What do I fight for now, Valien?”
The silver dragon snarled. Fire flared between his teeth.
“You fight for Requiem!” he hissed. “You fight for your father. You fight for your friends who lie dead below—yes, even if they fought for the enemy. We failed here in this fort, but we will fight on.” That raspy voice shook now, and the dragon’s claws gripped the tower so tightly they chipped the stone. “We will send word to every corner of the empire. We will drop scrolls upon every town and village. We will let them know: Relesar Aeternum has returned, and he rules the south, and he is king. Requiem will be freed.”
Rune shook his head. “A king? Valien, my hands are stained in blood. How can I ever hope to rule Requiem?”
The silver dragon’s rage seeped away. The smoke from his nostrils died. He sighed, scales clanking, and moved closer to Rune.
“Have you ever seen the capital?” he asked, voice soft.
Rune shook his head.
Valien took a deep breath that rippled his scales. He closed his eyes and a smile revealed his fangs.
“It’s not much to look at now,” the silver dragon said. “Now it’s all banners of the red spiral, and marching soldiers, and towers of obsidian, and statues of Frey.” Valien snorted. “Ha! But back then, Rune… back in the days of your father… you should have seen it! Whenever we’d fly toward the city, the guards would greet us from the walls, blowing silver trumpets. When we’d march through the streets, children would throw flowers at us, and people would smile. So many flowers, wine, pretty women…” Valien opened his eyes and winked. “You’d have liked that part, I think.”
Rune lowered his head. “I’ve never seen a city like that.”
“You will,” Valien said. “You will, Rune. That is why we fight. Not for strength, glory, or any of that rubbish Frey spews. We fight for flowers, for wine, and for silver trumpets upon white walls.”
“And for pretty women?” Rune asked.
Valien snorted a laugh; Rune did not think he’d ever heard him laugh before.
“Especially for pretty women,” he answered. He nudged Rune with his wing. “Come on, Rune. Let’s fly back to Kaelyn. The dead wait below, and we will bury them. And we won’t forget the living. You are king of the south now. You have returned.” Valien’s eyes gleamed. “You will see the capital. I vow this to you. We will fly toward the walls of Nova Vita. Silver trumpets will call you home.”
They took flight and Kaelyn joined them. They soared high above the fortress, three dragons in the snow, and roared their song.
Rune looked north. Beyond forest and mountain lay the capital, too distant to see. The throne of Requiem awaited him there; so did the emperor.
“And you wait there too, Tilla,” he whispered.
The snow fell and Rune blew his fire. The flaming pillar rose, a pyre for the dead, a beacon for the living… and a light for a lost friend.
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1
It was the dog’s fault Dante was about to die. The ruins of the chapel hunched behind him, hiding the man who’d soon kill him. Because of the dog, he was thirty miles from Bressel, ten from the nearest farm, and a world away from help. Despite his isolation, he didn’t doubt his body would be found—corpses had gravity, as if the vapors released by death were starkly visible to the mind’s eye. If the man who’d attacked him didn’t find his body lying in the cold grass and colder wind, a farmer or a pilgrim would.
But they wouldn’t know who he was. He’d be a body. A nothing. Another lump on the surface of a world too large to understand.
He sat up in the grass, pain rushing down his side and thigh. The chapel was supposed to be abandoned. Instead, he’d found a guard waiting inside its walls. The man had cut him. Badly. He’d been lucky to escape into the fields with his life.
Blood gleamed dull black beneath the overcast sky. Dante’s stomach cramped. He fell back into the grass, panting, tears sliding down his temples into his hair. He caught his breath and shrugged off his cloak. It tore easily. Too easily. Would never have made it through the upcoming winter. He bound his wounds, tying them tight, grimacing against the dizziness and nausea. Wind hissed through the grass and pines.
He tested his leg and found that he could stand.
It would be stupid to go back inside. Dumb like a severed arm is dumb. But the man lurking in the temple wasn’t a looter or a squatter. He was a guard. Guards, by definition, guarded. The man wasn’t there to protect the chapel itself. That had been torched during the Third Scour. The following century of weather and vandals had ruined the rest of it. Stonework rubbled the field, cracked rocks fuzzy with moss. Holes spotted the pitched roof, darker than the clouds. This temple of Arawn was four generations and a hard day’s walk removed from the last time and place anyone had cared about its god. It was a cold night and the sporadic rain was colder still.
And yet there was a guard. Dante was onto something.
He drew his knife and crept toward the chapel, smelling the tall, wet grass as it soaked against his legs. Nothing moved except the wind-stirred trees. He touched the damp stone of the wall. He felt his way forward, fingers trailing the wall. After a few steps, they fell into empty space. He froze, breath catching in his chest. That moment of cowardice saved his life.
A man coughed from so close Dante could smell his breath. The guard emerged from the hole in the wall into the cloud-occluded starlight. His sword hung from his hip. He gazed into the bobbing pines, most likely imagining the boy he’d cut up not five minutes before curled beneath the cold boughs, heat and blood slowly ebbing from his body.
The man wandered into the grass. Dante pressed his back against the wall. He waited for the guard to take another step, then lunged forward and slashed at his hamstrings. The man screamed and fell. He rocked in the grass, clutching the backs of his legs. Dante danced back and wondered what the hell to do next.
“Get back!” the man yelled.
Dante found himself. He pressed his boot against the man’s ribs. “Where is the book?”
“What book?”
“I’ll cut your throat,” Dante said. His voice caught. He swallowed. “You’ll be a body in the woods. Eaten by badgers.”
“I don’t know of any book.” The guard pawed a bloody hand at Dante’s breeches. “If there was anything here, they took it back north long ago.”
“Then why are you here? Your health?”
The man started to speak, then took a long, shuddery breath, squinting at Dante’s face. “How old are you?”
“Would you ask death his age?” Dante said, and felt immediately foolish.
“I’d say he looks about fourteen.”
“I’m sixteen. My name is Dante Galand. And if you don’t tell me where you keep the book, I’m the last man you’ll ever see.”
“I’m telling you. It’s gone. Returned to Narashtovik where men don’t want to burn it.”
Dante knelt and dug his knife into the guard’s smooth-worn leather shirt. The iron tip clicked against the man’s breastbone. The guard sucked air between his teeth, eyes white and watery. Dante gulped down a retch, withdrew the knife, and hovered it over the man’s heart.
“I hope its secrets are worth your life.”
“Stop!” The man wriggled his shoulders, pushing himself into the sodden grass. “It’s in the basement. Downstairs.”
“I didn’t see any stairs.”
“Third row of the graveyard. Fourth stone. There’s a ladder underneath it. I haven’t seen anything down there but candles and prayer books. I drank all the wine. But if there’s a book, it’s down there.”
They stared at each other in the damp autumn air. Dante couldn’t leave the man here. It would be like cleaning a deer. Focus on the knife’s edge. Keep your fingers out of the way. Work fast, concentrate on the cut. Wash up when you’re done.
But deer didn’t talk back. They couldn’t call you a murderer. Dante steeled himself and poked the blade between the man’s ribs.
“You promised!” he gasped.
“And you tried to kill me.”
Dante drove down hard on the hilt. The guard bucked, legs thrashing, knocking Dante off balance. He grabbed the knife’s handle again and leaned on it with all his weight. The man went as slack as a summer pond. Dante’s stomach spasmed. He felt a thousand feet tall. He wanted to die. He was frozen, stunned, waiting to be smited by the man’s god. The wind whispered to him through the needles of the pines.
All this for a dog.
He’d seen it just that summer. Its body lay on the bank of the creek miles upstream from his village. Short, skinny trees grew so thick around the stream that you could barely see the sky. One of the dog’s paws dangled in the water. Its fur was clumped with blood, its eyes shut, legs rigid. Flies whirled around its nose and lips. A noose trailed from its neck.
Its death was a stain on the face of innocence. Dante shrank behind a birch, gripping its smooth, papery bark. This was his place. There was nothing between it and the village but marshes and ponds. A few hills with grass on their crowns and trees in their folds. A couple of shacks, too, but their roofs were staved in, homes to no one. You could hunt it, perhaps—it was common ground—but it was otherwise useless land. Unless, like Dante, you had a thing for exploring. He spent whole days following the creek, turning stones over in its quiet pools, throwing pebbles at waterstriders, poking at snails to watch them suck into their shells. He was too old for such things. He knew that. He just didn’t know where else to go.
Leaves crackled thirty yards upstream from the dog. A man in a bright mail shirt stepped out from the trees and knelt beside the water. He cupped his hand, drank, and flopped back on the bank to pluck burrs from his black cloak. A silver icon clasped it around his throat, the emblem rayed like a tree or a star.
Finished, the man stood, stretched, and started downstream toward Dante. The man’s hand whipped for his sword. Dante breathed through his mouth, rooted in place. The man stalked forward and stopped over the dog.
He hunkered down and prodded its throat. The stream splashed along beneath the clouds. The man drew a knife, put it to the dog’s throat, and sawed briskly. Dante tasted bile. The man pulled the now-severed noose from the animal’s neck and tossed it into the creek.
He then touched his knife to his left hand. Blood winked from his palm. The air blurred around his hands. Small dark things flocked to his fingers, moths or horseflies or bad ideas, black motes that clung to the blood sliding down his wrist. They congealed into something round and semitranslucent. The man lowered his hands to the dog’s ribs. The ball of shadows flowed into the motionless body.
He fell back, smirking, and pressed his bleeding palm to his mouth. The dog kicked its legs.
The man in the mail shirt got to his feet. After a faltering, stiff-limbed try, so did the dog. The man scratched its ears; it whined; the man laughed. Still whining, the dog backed up the bank and limped into the trees. The man belted his knife, glanced downcreek, and followed it into the woods.
Through all of it, Dante could sense what was happening the way he could smell cold or feel a shadow on his skin. When the dog shivered up to its feet, that was the world showing him just how big it really was, and that if he wanted it—if he wanted to wield what the man in the bright mail had drawn from the air—he would have to come find it.
Half-dazed, Dante ran back to the village. No one there had seen the man come through. When Dante turned and gazed at the creek winding its way out of town, the woods and fields looked pale and common. The snails and waterstriders were just bugs. Dante went to bed and couldn’t sleep. When he was a child, his dad had made lights dance in his hands. Told stories of playing bodyguards for dukes. Of hiring on with ships and using his talents as a soldier-doctor. That route was technically illegal—only royals and the church could employ the ether-users—but it wasn’t the law that had taken his father away. Nine years ago, the man had sailed west. He’d stayed there. Perhaps he’d died along the way.
In the morning, Dante worked up his nerve and asked the monk who cared for him about living shadows and a silver star or tree. The monk’s face grew distant. After a moment, he explained that before anyone now alive in Mallon had been born, shadow-wielding men carried the book of the White Tree and worshiped the old god Arawn. But they’d been burnt out of the land, the men and their books, during the Third Scour. The monk had once read a fragment of the book. The rest was lost to the ruin of the past.
The monk retreated into the monastery in search of his notes on the fragment. Two weeks later, Dante went to Bressel in search of the book itself. There, he spent his pennies buying beer for the capital’s archivists and churchmen. One mug at a time, Dante learned the book wasn’t a sort of recipe of spells, but the holy text of the Arawnites, quite comparable to the Kalavar of Gashen or the Silver Thief of Carvahal. The scholars and priests agreed that all know copies had been burnt, but that if any remained, they could be identified by a cover bearing a white tree.
That had been it. Dante ran out of money. Ran out of ideas. Empty-handed and out of options, he tracked down one of their temples and headed into the woods.
The wind surged through the trees. A strange chain connected him from the dog to this place. Because of it, a man lay dead at his feet.
He wiped his knife and hands in the grass and headed around the back of the chapel. Gravestones dotted the swaying grass. The fourth stone of the third row was flinty and black and flat. Dante nudged it with his toe, then dug his fingers under its lip. He strained against the stone and pivoted it into the weeds.
It revealed a hole hardly wide enough for a man to pass his shoulders. Dante squinted into the gloom. The trapped air smelled musty, faint with the human odor of sweat and skin, the scent of another man’s house. He shrank back, fighting a sudden terror for what lay in the darkness below. It wasn’t anything as certain as eels or as vague as monsters that slunk through the outlands of his imagination, but something in between: pale things with the tentacles of squid, the intelligence of men, and the cruelty of the stars.
He leaned over and spat, counting two before it spattered. So it had a bottom. The rungs of a time-smoothed ladder descended from the starlight into blackness. Dante dropped his legs over the edge and scrabbled for a rung. The ladder creaked. Hand over hand, he descended, armpits slimy with sweat, until he stood in a circle of faintest light at its bottom.
Dante owned two things worth stealing. The first was his boots. The second was the only thing his father had left him before sailing into death or waters too warm to leave. He took it from his pocket, a torchstone, a small white marble. He held it in his palm and blew. It warmed and glowed. In the soft white light, dust caked the slanted shelves along the walls. Dante pawed through moldy cloth, water-spotted braziers, foul-smelling candles. A patina of age coated everything, greasy and yellow-gray.
There were two shelves of books. Dante’s heart leapt, but they were all copies of a common prayer manual he’d seen in the Library of Bressel and the vendors in the binding district. He stuffed the least mildewed in his pack anyway.
He swept through the basement wall to wall. He turned in a circle, hunting for anything he’d missed, then went through it again, piling up the junky relics in the middle of the room and prodding the shelves and drawers for hidden compartments. What he’d taken as a stool turned out to be a scuffed-up chest. He smashed its rusty lock with a brick and was rewarded with three sludgy bottles. With waning patience and waxing despair, he searched the small basement a third time, moving as slowly and carefully as he could make himself go. At the end, he wandered to the circle of starlight and gazed up the ladder. It would be dawn soon. At some point the guard’s relief would find the body cooling in the yard. Maybe not for days, but for all Dante knew a second guard had already arrived and was already scouring the grass for the killer of his friend.
Dante was wearing down, too. The scabs of his cuts dribbled blood with every too-quick gesture. He was tired and thirsty and sore. The sphere of light shrank back toward the torchstone. In thickening shadow, Dante sat down on a desk. It was too big to have been lowered down the hole as it was. They must have brought it down in pieces and nailed it together in the cellar.
His hope contracted with the light. The first frost would come any day. He’d used up half his cloak for bandages and didn’t have a cent to replace it. If he went back to Bressel, he’d starve and freeze. If he returned to the village, he’d regret it all his life.
The stone flickered, throwing the room into deep shadow, revealing a crease in the shelves near the ceiling. Before Dante could be certain it was there, the light blinked off for good.
He shuffled across the blackened room, candlesticks clattering away from his feet, and bumped into the wooden shelves. He climbed them until he could press his palm against the cobwebbed ceiling. He’d seen the crease just below the top shelf. He scrabbled his fingernails against the coarse wood. They slid into a crack.
Splinters drove under his nails. Bit by bit, he pried the false top away from the shelf. With a high-pitched groan, it fell away and whapped against the floor. He smelled dry paper and earthy leather. Dante reached blind into the crevice, heart beating hard. There couldn’t possibly be anything lurking inside; there was no chance he’d feel a sharp tug and pull back one less knuckle than he’d started the day with. His fingers brushed over a flat, pebbled surface. It was the first thing he’d touched down here that wasn’t dusty or greasy with neglect. He lifted the object loose. The shelf he stood on snapped in half.
He hit the ground hard. His hip and shoulder roared with hammerblows of pain. He waited for the ache to fade to a dizzy tingle before he tested them for breaks. His limbs moved freely and without fresh hurts. By right, the fall should have left him broke-legged or paralyzed, trapped in the ground beneath the graves. He shouldn’t have even made it this far. Except for dumb luck, he should have died two hours ago, struck down by the guard. His body splayed outside the chapel. Wounds long done bleeding. Body held down by the wind and the clouds until it merged with the dirt.
But his bones weren’t broken. The guard hadn’t killed him. He was bruised and weak and leaking blood from his side, but the thing in his hands was a book. He’d held onto it as he fell. After he hit the ground. Now, he stashed it in his pack and climbed back up the ladder.
Up top, he got it out once more, turning it to face the charcoal-clouded starlight. On its cover, a pale tree spread its branches to the darkness.
The White Tree. Barden, the monk had called it. Supposedly, it was as real as the hills and stood in the twilight valley at the north end of the earth. According to the monk—even when they’d talked, Dante had been skeptical; wasn’t it convenient that it existed so far away—it had sprouted from a god’s own knuckle. Instead of bark and leaves and wood, it had grown of bone and bone alone. Its knotty trunk hewn from thighs and spines. Its long limbs the arcs of ribs and the knobby curls of fleshless fingers. Instead of flowers, it budded teeth.
Book in hand, Dante laughed lowly, spooking himself. Why not just paint a bunch of flames around it, too? Or bind it in skin and ink it in blood? That would be no less ridiculous than the gleaming bones on its cover.
Yet there was something to it. He could feel its weight. Its age. When he closed his eyes, he thought he could feel the power the man in the mail shirt had used to raise the dog from the creek. Goosebumps stood out on Dante’s neck and arms. He packed away the book and hauled the heavy gravestone back over the pit into the cellar.
Ragged black mountains hung to the west. To the east, Bressel was a full day’s walk for a well-rested man. Dante slunk into the woods, shuffling along the rutted path hidden beneath the grass. As the sun rose, his legs faltered. He balled himself up under a squat tree, shading himself from the itchy light of morning.
Before he slept, he gave himself one last look at the book. Exposed by the daylight, the tree looked less absurd, less melodramatically morbid, and more like something that could be waiting in the wilds, if only the world were a slightly weirder place.
He’d wind up standing beneath it within half a year.
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The funny thing about robbery, Dante thought as he crouched in the filth of an unlit alley, is how little the concept of property meant to him once he’d started going to bed hungry. So the watch would hang him if they caught him? That didn’t mean he was wrong to do it, that just meant he shouldn’t under any circumstances get caught. What kind of rule was so weak it had to be backed up by death threats? Who cares about being hanged when the alternative’s starving? And if they really didn’t want robbers in the city, why did they build their alleys exactly like the fish-pens that funnel careless salmon into waiting nets?
He heard footsteps at the other end of the alley and shrank down further. The moment the man passed Dante clubbed him above the ear with the polished horn of his knife’s hilt. The man dropped, voiceless. As Dante stripped the body of its purse and the pair of rings on its right hand he noted the man was still breathing. Good for him. The penalty for Dante, if caught, would be the same whether the victim lived or died. He didn’t understand that, either. A man of lesser principles would be tempted to kill the man he robbed so he couldn’t be identified to the watch. Dante opened the man’s jacket in search of a second purse and saw the taut-laced buckskin badge of the tanner’s guild. He frowned. He didn’t want trouble with guildsmen. They were too close to running the city these days. He hurried to cover the unconscious body with some shredded rags he found among the other garbage, then left the alley in something less than a jog.
The walk from the chapel had taken three days. He’d managed about ten stiff-legged miles the first day, then no more than two on the second before he collapsed at a waterway so small it was more puddle than lake. He laid down on its cool banks, moaning and burning, and whenever he closed his eyes the crystal-clear faces of men and women he’d never seen swam in his mind’s vision. When the fever broke early next morning he shuffled over the roots and rocks toward the city in the east, stopping frequently for rest and water, but he reached Bressel before sunrise and immediately spent the last of his silver on a room for a week. He haunted the corners of its common room those first couple days, snaking from the safety of the wall to nab meat and bread when their owners’ heads hit the table or they swayed off to find the privy. That had worked until the boy who worked the mornings threatened to throw him out if he caught him again. Dante nodded, face stony as he suffered the threats of a kid who couldn’t be more than fourteen, then retreated to his room to pass the day throwing his knife at the rats that skittered across the floor. It was a pointless task, though; he knew he’d never work up the courage to spit them and set them over the common room fire.
Robbing, from there, and after what he’d done at the chapel, came easily. His nerves had threatened to give out on him on his initial try, but when he left his first mark in forceful slumber in the shit-caked gutter of an alley, he wondered that it took so little effort to turn things they owned into things he owned. An average purse could feed him for a week—and this was just the money people carried around for luxuries and whims—what did they need it all for? He limited his own expenses to food, room, and candles to read by, but he knew he could have more if his interests had been in things instead of in the book. Whatever authority had given these men their wealth was no more substantial than the power of a rabbit’s foot—it felt good to carry, but when things went bad, it turned out all you were carrying to protect you was a lump of meat too nasty to eat and the knowledge that somewhere a bunny had left the warren and never come home.
He walked on. Bootsteps rasped from behind him in the alley and he started. He fingered the knife beneath his doublet, but let it be. Men who showed blades without a landed title or writ of the guild of arms were taught the things a whip could do better than a sword. Dante turned onto an arterial road and huddled in a doorway until the man passed without a glance.
He knew he’d been jumpy lately, but how else should he act after a killing, the possession of a banned book, and multiple acts of armed robbery? It sounded terrible when you said it all at once. Most of the time he carried it lightly, knowing any deed done out of necessity couldn’t be wrong, but other times he was struck by an emotion so powerful he wanted to cease existing altogether. At those times he muttered to himself, walking through the streets as if in a dream, drowning in the memory of the short shouts of those he’d robbed, the slackening face of the dead man at the temple, the snore-like expulsion of his last breath. It was clear he couldn’t go on like this. It wasn’t how he’d meant to live when he’d left the village for Bressel, but it was what circumstances had forced him to. His only hope was with the book. If it could somehow teach him what the man in the mail shirt had known, he’d no longer have to look over his shoulder at every footstep or risk his life in the alleys just to keep from starving. His thoughts on how that power would help him were vague—he could hire himself out at the courts, he supposed—but he knew that once he had it, the opportunities of great men would find him on their own.
The book was dense. Not just in the literal sense of its thick-as-a-brick 800 pages, but dense with dozens of unfamiliar places and names, with warlords and sorcerers and tales he dimly remembered hearing as a child, cluttered with huge but bizarrely precise numbers like 432,000, stuffed with scores of words from a language he didn’t recognize. Even its title was gibberish. Dante found some references to the book’s people and places in the other book he’d taken, the prayer manual, but three or four hours of careful reading and cross-checking would let him read no more than ten or twenty pages of the book itself. Yet when he tried to read it straight through he found he’d absorbed nothing more than an occasional phrase or, more often, an illustration. He went to bed angry, handling the words in his head for an hour before he could fall asleep.
After three days of sluggish and haphazard reading he understood he didn’t know a damn thing and set to copying all the foreign words and names out of the forty-odd pages of the book’s first section. He bought a ream of paper and a bottle of ink with a week’s price of food and spent a full seven days in the Library at Bressel, the onion-domed, marble-faced structure meant to gather the wisdom of the world. It was well-stocked, he found, for works composed in the fifty years since its founding, and he filled his blank pages with the histories and places in the book of the White Tree’s beginning. The foreign words remained obscure: similar to the dialects they spoke up in Gask, he thought, maybe an archaic form, but far enough apart to render the study of Gaskan useless. Many of the book’s stories reminded him of Mennok, the mopey old god of grief and blackbirds. Dante had always though its followers were a joke, the kind of guys who groaned through the streets, whipping their own backs with supple reeds to remind themselves of the agony of the physical world. They just had to shove it in your face. He thought they could learn a thing from the supplicants of Urt, the more fanatical of whom spent 23 hours a day sleeping and meditating in dark rooms with planks hammered over the windows. Its saints had been known to seal themselves in barrels for months at a time. Most faiths, he thought, could stand to learn the virtue of keeping their devotion to themselves.
He bought the collected cycle of Mennok from a run-down storefront in the book district and then a clean, simple doublet and trousers so he wouldn’t be thrown out of the monastery’s open archives before his second foot hit the threshold. Then the money was gone, and rather than scavenging at the inn, he robbed again, splurging that night on roasted beef. He woke mortified at his opulence, vowed to skimp through the rest on bread and cheese, and spent the day rereading that first section. At its conclusion he felt closer to his desire, as if this time he could see the shadow of what a wise man was supposed to glean from its contents, and here and there he even felt elevated by a glimpse of a world much wider than the one he’d known. Still he felt helpless with idiocy, like understanding the book was like trying to move a mountain with a bent fork and two broken arms, and he slammed the cover (after marking his place) and pounded to the common room, where four cups of ale floored him. He woke flushed and sweaty, sicker than the day after he’d been at the crumbling chapel, and wasted the day sipping water from the comfort of his bed, amazed that men could spend a life at the drink. After that, when he saw the men drooping over the smoky tables, shambling outside to vomit on the streetstones, he curled his lip, hating whatever weakness caused them to poison themselves that way.
It took another week of eye strain and the glares of white-haired monks to find a match for the words he’d never heard. Narashtovik, an old language, a dead language, indeed from the north, from the kingdom of Gask’s earlier age, seen now in little more than the frostlanders’ convoluted laws and nonsensical meal-rites. No dictionary, of course (they didn’t even have such a thing for the local language of Mallish, other than a few vanity projects by wealthy men with no other diversions), but Dante found enough matching words to know he’d found their source. And there the lore stopped: nobody had books on all that old junk, or if they did, they were clapped away in the private libraries of nobles and the obsessive collectors of the scribe’s guild. For now Dante set his search on hiatus and returned to the cribbed script of his stolen book, a book he now knew was named the Cycle of Arawn.
The mere act of finding its name shed fresh light on the first section that had so far given him such trouble. That night he read with mounting excitement, beginning to understand that Arawn was a god of death who didn’t in any way seek it, a notion that ran heretical to those who’d won the Third Scour and denounced Arawn as a bloodthirsty monster ever since—but was nevertheless the undeniable interpretation of the text. This time when he finished those first forty pages, a chill of something close to ecstasy ran up the base of his neck. He had proof that at least one thing the other sects said was dead wrong. What else had he been taught on the basis of a mistake? How many lies had Dante taken on a faith that would prove unfounded? Did anyone know anything at all, or finding times when the truth didn’t suit them, had they all been repeating falsehoods and nonsense for so long they no longer remembered what was fact and what was invention? In his enthusiasm, he nearly brought it up with a monk of Mennok he’d become friendly with, thinking his learning would be greatly hastened by a man who’d spent his life studying such things, but Dante had the sense to ask questions about Arawn would be to invite a slew aimed back at him, and it wouldn’t be long after that he’d be locked in the stocks, and the only things aimed his way then would be airborne cabbage and the stroke of the lash.
He already had enough attention. Since the night in the alley when he thought he’d been followed, he often saw a face in the morning when he ducked into the Library and the same face waiting for him when he returned to the street in the afternoon. They’d pretend not to notice him, but when he paused to haggle over pennies on a loaf there they’d be again, gliding up to a stall like one of the flat-bottomed boats taking port in the river. Even in his new clothes Dante couldn’t be mistaken for rich; he looked like an apprentice at best, possibly a young scholar out on an errand. He might be easy enough to rob, but he hardly looked worth the effort. Nor did he know a single soul in town, wasn’t old or important enough to have earned any enemies, excepting the guard at the ruined chapel, and he was too busy rotting to hold a grudge. But for however little sense it made, people were following him, and every day he spent in the stacks he sweated buckets into his formerly-clean clothes, certain his knife would slip from his waist as he bent for a book and out him to the monks who hovered over their written treasures like robed dragonflies. Yet he didn’t dare leave his room without it.
The attack came the night after he translated the title. The blow should have killed him, but he saw the flash of steel and moved with a quickness he hadn’t known he possessed to raise the book of Mennok like a shield. It too was thick, bloated with footnotes and appendices and interpretorial digressions, and the attacker’s dagger buried itself in the cover and stuck fast. Dante met the attacker’s eyes and saw he wasn’t a man but a neeling, the sharp face and elongated muzzle meant for cleaving the waters of the marshes and tide flats, the bumpy, translucent, toadlike skin, the thick glaze of a third eyelid over its wide and watery eyes. Web-footed things from the western archipelagos, they made good sailors and decent wharf rats, and though their light bones put the biggest of them in Dante’s weight range, when the merchants of Bressel’s bursting docks could hire three for every one real man, there were times on the wharfs when those froggish faces outnumbered their captains and mates ten to one. No one asked questions when they ended up dead, either, something that happened more and more the more they crowded the city and found themselves enmeshed in the crimes of the hated and despised.
The thing gave a panicked grunt when it saw what had blocked its blade. Dante had two inches and ten pounds on the neeling, and when he twisted the book the dagger popped from its hands without a fight. He lashed its knee with his boot and put a thumb to its throat as it fell, knife held high in his other hand.
“Wrong book,” Dante said. It bared its poky teeth at him, watching his knife. “How did you know?”
Its hairless brows pinched together and Dante felt a pure instinct to cut its throat.
“They told me to follow you.”
“How did they know it was me?”
“Dante Galand,” it said.
His mind hung. Probably this creature had no idea who “they” were, but they had Dante’s name and they knew his rounds through the city. The neeling’s half-sphere eyes bulged in the hatchet of its face and a base anger kinked in Dante’s guts. He brought his blade across the neeling’s throat and a hot fan of blood spat over his hand and he jumped back and squealed. He wiped his hand on the thing’s jacket, then wiped his blade, and by the time both were clean it was dead. Steam curled from the gash in its neck, from the pool spreading beneath them on the grimy cobbles.
He picked up his book and stashed the creature’s dagger under his shirt. It was late and the streets were empty. He stuck to the broadest ones, the ones with oil lamps dangling on the corners. What few men he passed ignored him. By the time he reached the inn he understood. The error hadn’t been telling the chapel guard his name, it was in not making sure the man had stopped breathing before Dante left to find the book.
The common room was stifling, full of braying laughter and clanking earthware. Dante paused at the bar, staring at the casks and cups.
“Your poison?” said the keeper.
“Keep it,” Dante said, starting. He tromped up the steps and locked his room and braced a chair against the door, for whatever good that would do. He sat down on his straw pallet, shaking from his shoulders to his toes, and set the two blades out beside him. Twenty minutes later he’d reread five pages of the Cycle of Arawn and couldn’t remember a word. He spit on his fingers and snuffed his candle and opened his shutters to the street. Men stumbled down the thoroughfare, concentrating hard on keeping themselves upright. None of them raised their eyes to the shadow of his face in the dark window. By morning the men of the chapel would know their agent had failed.
* * *
Dante woke with a jolt. The light through the open window was gray, fuzzy. He was freezing. There was something he was supposed to do. He pulled the coarse blanket over his face, then opened his eyes wide, heart galloping. That was it. He was supposed to run away.
He gathered his minor library, shoved the books and bread and dagger into his pack. He took his candles, his coinpurse, and his spare set of clothes, dressing himself in his new ones. Already they were dirt-streaked, sour with old sweat, but at least they had no holes or patches. He wrote an obscenity on a piece of paper and put it on his pallet, then, worried the innkeep might find it before the men of the chapel came here, snatched it up and crumpled it into his pocket. Dante liked the keep, didn’t like the thought of the man’s jowls drawing up at the kid who’d left his room a mess and insults as his only goodbye.
He left the inn and made a loose spiral around the old quarter, giving himself time to sort out his thoughs and watch for pursuit. The cool air and light morning breeze off the river kept the stink of the city to a tolerable horror. Already men plied oxcarts toward the docks or scurried between districts with wax-stamped letters in their hands like the blades of angels or dragged themselves home to begin sleeping it off. Dante didn’t see anyone trailing him, but he knew he couldn’t stay in his room. Nor could he leave the city without losing the resources he needed to understand the book. Where else could he go, the village? They were morons. He could count the ones who could read on two hands. The woods would be safer, but the men there lived like animals, preying on foot traffic like wolves, rutting like dogs, and dying, when their short wicks burnt out, like rats.
So he’d stay in the city, try to lose himself in a place where he couldn’t carry a proper blade without being arrested within the day. Not that he’d know how to use a sword even were he licensed—he was more likely to cut off his own fingers than fend off the swords of whoever the chapel men sent next—and there would be others, bought with heavier coin than that neeling pawn. Men who knew more about fighting than how to run and how to lay in wait.
He paused at the corner of a broad avenue that led all the way to the docks. If all it took was money, why not hire an armsman of his own? Someone who could wear a blade without the watch hounding him for his papers? Bressel was huge, bulging with trade, and with it foreign merchants with more money than friends. The guild of arms was growing faster than all but the shippers’. If these people wanted their book back so bad, let them try to take it from the kind of security only silver could buy.
The sun hauled itself above the mists of the horizon, stuck behind buildings that sprung from two and three stories to four and five as Dante made his way toward the docks. At the end of the arrow-straight street, the thin pikes of riverboat masts bobbed in the swells. The roads clogged up with people on foot and single riders and the clop of teamed carriages. By the time he reached the vast markets that crowded the shores all the way down to the mudbanks, the roofs of the wares-houses reared to eighty feet above his head. Dante hunched his shoulders, gazing at them as if he could hold the looming walls upright by force of will alone. He turned a corner and the babble of commerce clobbered his ears like thunder after the flash.
Men clustered in loose knots, shaking pages in each other’s faces like the paper were no more valuable than leaves scraped from the gutter. Courtiers banged in and out of the doors of shops and warehouses that stood without a foot’s room between their undecorated eaves. Mounted retinues jounced through the throngs and the throngs parted without looking up from their business. Dante noted, with no small embarrassment, he appeared to be the only one fazed by the yammering crowds. He wandered around the square, not knowing where he was going but with both eyes out for the crossed swords of the houses of the guild of arms.
He found the first with little trouble. Men lounged at the walls of its mostly-clear court, oiling their swords, occasionally shoving themselves upright to tangle blades for the benefit of the traders, who were easily distinguished by their dress, a bizarre confusion of flower-bright colors and the plain practicality of travel wear. Dante threw back his head as he approached, trying to mask his face with the same professional detachment he saw in the eyes of the merchants.
One armsman stood out at once, a well-built man somewhere around thirty (though to Dante’s eye everyone over twenty looked the same), his face and arms scar-crossed but intact, a couple shades duskier than most of the olive-toned Bressel locals, like he’d come up from the Golden Coast. After a moment’s indifference, he glanced Dante’s way and Dante nodded.
“What’s your fee?” Dante said, folding his arms. The man raised a brow and Dante knew he’d made a mistake.
“Two chucks a day,” the man said, referring to the silver of the late Charles III that had displaced most of the old coinage, “and board.”
“Why don’t I just buy a horse and an armada while I’m at it,” Dante reeled. He shot a glance at the waistpurses of the nearest traders.
“Well, you’ll need something to get you around once the nails fall out of those boots.” The armsman spat between his teeth. “Maybe you could saddle up a dog.”
“Go to hell,” Dante blurted. He turned his back on the laughter that followed, eyes stinging. At the next yard, a smaller, louder and more crowded affair, he hung on the edges, watching the exchange of money before he asked any questions. He thought he’d robbed his way to a respectable sum, but the traders tossed purses so bloated they could crush a cat. For a while he just wandered, browsing past a half dozen houses of prohibitive expense. The sun climbed. He began to sweat. Hollow-stomached, he came at last to the freelancers, the few too feeble to represent the name of the guild of arms. Dante’d seen plenty of healthy, battle-hardened men this morning, but if he’d never seen a soldier at all he’d still know at a glance why these men were on their own: they ranged from the doddering old to the beardless young, sixty-year-old men with gray in their hair and weakness in their arms mingling with needle-thin boys who looked like nine-year-old girls. The handful of fit age would have been put down if they were horses—patches over scooped-out eyes, pinned-up sleeves, bouncing limps where their tendons had snapped in a battle and never mended. Where the men of the guild proper had spoken through the clash of their swords, these rejects called to him in phlegmy voices like common marketeers.
A young enough man peeled from their ranks and swiped a few left-handed cuts in the air in front of Dante’s face. His right arm stopped just below the elbow. When he gestured the smooth ball of his stump swung as dumbly as the blunt head of a turtle.
“What’s your price?” Dante said, skipping the formalities he’d seen the merchants make. Decorum ended the moment you considered hiring an armsman who only had one.
“Two chucks,” the man said, and Dante rolled his eyes, “per week. Plus board.”
“Is that so.” He sighed through his nose. He could actually afford that, so long as he kept up his late-night rounds rolling drunks, but he had the notion he’d be getting exactly what he paid for. He glanced around the freelancers, searching for a stone in the rough—not a diamond, but maybe he could find a decent quartz, a smooth piece of glass. In some way, the presence of a bodyguard was more important than his skill at guarding. If nothing else, it would give Dante a few seconds to run while his man was being stabbed to death.
Still—they were so damned old, so damaged, and the couple who were young and whole didn’t look like they’d be any better in a fight than he was, and that wasn’t much at all. Risking his life in the alleys for their pay seemed counterproductive if the help he hired were entirely decorative.
“What’s crushing your junk? That’s a bargain by any measure.” Dante turned to the voice and met a pale boy whose face was apple-smooth.
“How old are you?” he said, making no effort to conceal his frown.
“Fifteen and a half,” the boy said.
Dante burst out laughing. “And a half? What are you, five?”
“Plus ten and a half.”
“A real veteran,” Dante said. “You don’t look like you’d know the sharp end of a sword if it were stuffed up your ass.”
“Yeah, well your mother’s still got teethmarks on her tit. And not all of them are yours.”
With nothing else going on in their overlooked yard, the other unguilded men chuckled, gazing on Dante with bloodshot eyes. He flushed and gave the boy another look. He had an inch and several pounds on Dante despite being a year younger, though that still left him smaller than most boys his age, but he had a broadness of shoulder that might someday make him a decent soldier if he could grow past his ludicrous wiriness. He had close-cropped blond hair and obviously didn’t need to shave. His clothes were time-torn, worse than Dante’s old set, thick with the black stitches of mending and too short at his wrists and ankles. With a decent diet and another two-three years he might be in the yard of a real house. But Dante wasn’t a horse-broker making investments, he was a kid with a price on his head. If he hired this bodyguard and waited three years for the boy to grow into himself, Dante had the sense he’d spend two years and 364 days of that wait in the grave.
“What’s your name?” Dante said, readying himself for something to seize on. An odd gleam entered the blue of the boy’s eyes.
“Blays Buckler,” he said.
“What?”
“I said it’s Blays Buckler.”
“Blays Buckler?” Dante said. He’d meant to win the crowd with a big laugh, but found a real one instead. He chortled stupidly. “Did your dad read a lot of the romances, then? When your mom heard that name, how did she not murder him? Just strangle him with your birth cord?”
The kid’s hand settled on his hilt. “My dad earned his name with his shield. I’ll live up to mine.”
“With your belt, maybe. But for that you’ll want to head a little farther toward the docks.”
Blays’ face went red from brow to chin and he pressed his lips together so hard they disappeared. The whisper of steel cut the men’s laughter short. Dante stared at the boy’s drawn blade. Far too late to call for the watch. They might be out for him anyway. Blays raised his arm and threw the sword behind him and before Dante had time to look past the hand he’d lifted to protect his face (as if it would help against killing steel) Blays sprung, tackling him to the ground. They rolled in the dust, grappling too closely for their punches to dole out any real hurt. Blays landed a sharp sting to Dante’s nose and his mind blanked with rage. He got a grip on Blays’ waist, meaning to drive him into the ground, but the boy dropped his knees and turned his hips and flung Dante onto his back. The boy’s knees pinned his shoulders to the ground. He wriggled back and forth, kicking his legs and bucking his shoulders, but he couldn’t free his weight, could only slap weakly at Blays with arms he couldn’t move above the elbows.
Instead he fell limp, breathing hard. Blays jerked his head at Dante’s face, as if he meant to batter Dante’s brains in with his own skull, then caught himself and leaned back. He got to his feet, brushing dust from his knees and back.
“Do you even realize how stupid it is to try to beat up your clients?” Dante said from the ground. Blays bent to pick up his sword and laughed through his nose.
“Wasn’t much trying involved.”
“You took me by surprise.”
“So take another shot.”
“Two weeks,” Dante said despite his anger, speaking from an instinct he didn’t understand and would have overruled with another moment of thought. “Longer, if you execute your service well.”
“I’d hate to disappoint your lordship,” Blays said. He scratched his ear and gazed down on Dante as if he were considering whether they were actually bargaining for his dignity, then offered Dante a hand and hauled him to his feet. He followed Blays inside their cramped office and signed a paper, had it stamped, and parted with half his cash. A week’s food and lodging in a single room on the edge of the dock slums wiped out the rest. But he had his guard, someone to watch his back while he studied and roamed, and he bent back to his book, alive for a while yet.
* * *
He moved from the book’s first section to its second, allowing himself one new page of the Cycle for every chapter of the background and supplemental works he plowed through so the men and places of the book might make sense. He deciphered a foreign word that cropped up on more pages than it was absent from: “nether.” His spelling could be off, and lords knew he had no idea how to pronounce it in the original, but it was the antonym of “ether,” at least, the word the priests used when they yakked on about the celestial firmament while everyone else twirled their fingers beside their ears. Now that he had this word, certain passages that had been hopelessly obscure were now just uselessly mystical:
The ether stretches to the nail of the sky and meets itself in the dim caverns below the Earth. In the time before time it was the substance of all things, the water that suspended the stars, the air that made the breath of the gods, the same in all the four corners of the world. Men lived without hunger or death. But the ground grew heavy with their teeming number: and when the mill of the heavens cracked from their weight the waters broke forth and dashed them upon the peaks.
Arawn took up the mill once more and set it upon the pole in the north, but when he tried to patch the cracks he tore his fingers on the shattered stone. He reset its course, but when he made it grind he found it would grind only nether. When he mingled this dust with the dust of men they rose with murder in their hearts, remembering how they’d doomed the sky.
On the surface that was just a crazy pile of words, no less arbitrary than any of the other explanations he’d heard through the years for why things were the way they were (bad, usually), but as he read and reread, patient and disciplined in a way he’d never been—taking his time not because some daft instructor insisted he should, but because he knew he’d always been a sloppy reader and this was the only way to penetrate the book’s hoary legends and lessons—Dante had the unflagging sense he was moving toward a higher understanding, though he didn’t yet know what shape it would take or even exactly how he was getting there. He was taking more from the book than a base memorization of its tangled narrative, that was for certain. It was like the very act of confronting the confusion the book was stirring in his mind was making the view of the world he’d held before he started reading it seem laughably small. However naked it might leave him, he felt ready to leave it behind, to throw it away like a pair of pants that had grown too small.
Dante looked up from its pages and into the mildewed timbers of their room, giving his eyes a moment to rest before he turned back to the beginning and started over again. Blays worked something loose from his throat, spat it from the window, and leaned out to see if he’d hit anyone.
“Boredom doesn’t bleed, you know,” the boy said.
Dante went on staring at the ceiling, lost in whether the book meant the ether and nether as real things, or if they were more of a metaphor of some sort, and if so, of what. Take their names: was “nether” more important because it encompassed “ether”? Or was it less important because it depended on it? Or were they meant more as antonyms or complements? Already he’d read them so often they’d begun to lose all meaning. He glanced at Blays, realizing he’d said something a minute ago.
“Is that what you needed a bodyguard for? To protect you from dying of boredom? Boredom doesn’t have a heart. Well, other than church. But I can’t stab boredom’s heart, I mean. So if it was all this boredom you were afraid of,” Blays went on in the leisurely manner of someone used to long days of sitting around killing time while he waited to be hired, “I don’t think I can help you.”
“I’m not afraid of anything,” Dante said, squinting at him. “And it’s not boredom I’m concerned about.”
“Maybe you hired me to fight that chair that’s sunk its teeth into your ass.”
“I’m in danger.” Dante dropping his eyes back to the page.
“Of bedsores, maybe.” Blays leaned back in the windowframe he used as a recovery nest from the late-night sentry duty he pulled in the common room keeping close eye on the beer. He let out a long breath. “Four days cooped in this room and whispering in libraries. I haven’t seen a thing. I think my sword’s rusted to its scabbard.” He planted his hands on its grip and mimed being unable to pull it free. “Gods no!”
“You’re being paid for it, aren’t you?”
“Is someone chasing you? That it? From whatever village you ran off from?”
“No.”
“Probably a priest’s son,” Blays said, tugging at his lower lip. “Nobody cares that much about scripture unless he needs to prove Dad wrong. He’s probably trying to drag you back to the chapel and bring you up right.”
“I am not a priest’s son,” Dante said, going back to the beginning of the paragraph he hadn’t been able to read through Blays’ prattle.
“You’re right. A priest would come with lawmen, not daggers in the dark.” He squirmed on the sill, staring at Dante through the dusky room. “You stole something.”
“Bread, maybe,” Dante said, bringing a hand halfway to his chest. He kept his eyes on the text.
“Oh, more precious than bread. No baker’s got the time and money to be chasing after some kid. Not that he wouldn’t hang you if he had the chance.”
“I’m trying to read.”
Blays made a thinking noise. “It’s just money, isn’t it? You’ve been rolling drunks in the alleys. Everyone’s got to eat, I guess, but if you’ve got the watch after you I think I’ve got a right to know.”
Dante looked up. Blays’ face was blanked by the light shining behind him through the window.
“Why do you think that?” Dante said.
“You are! You’re stealing. That’s rich. No pun.”
“How did you know?”
“I guessed,” Blays said, prodding the sill with a small knife he kept around for apparently no more than paring his nails. Dante laid a finger in the book to mark his place and swiveled in his chair.
“No you didn’t.”
“You’re right. I followed you.”
“You followed me!” The chair banged against the boards of the floor as he stood. Blays regarded him a second, then turned back to his nails.
“The money had to come from somewhere. It’s not like you do any work.”
“You followed me.”
“Isn’t that what I said?” Blays stood up and met Dante’s eyes. “Gashen’s swinging balls, you spend all day in here reading, then the one time I can be any use you’re out sneaking around by yourself? What am I protecting you from, papercuts? What am I doing here?”
Dante frowned, his self-righteousness draining away. He hadn’t thought about what Blays would think about their arrangement, but he sounded awfully proud for a fifteen-and-a-half-year-old beanpole who Dante knew he could probably beat up in a fair fight.
“It’s not just stealing,” Dante said instead.
“What else? Robbing? Maybe some larceny?”
“You talk a lot for hired help, you know that? You’re not paid by the word.”
Blays rolled his eyes and sat back down in the window. “Whatever. It’s your money.”
“You see this book?” Dante said, not caring he was shouting. He leaned over the windowsill and shoved the image of the white tree in Blays’ face.
“No, why don’t you bring it a little closer.”
“I took this from one of the old temples of Arawn. They want it back.”
“Looks spooky enough, doesn’t it?” Blays flicked the cover with his nail. “Who’s after you, a bunch of ghosts? That would explain why I’ve never seen them.”
Dante glared at him. A dark speck swam over his right eye and he blinked until it went away. He no longer knew what he was trying to prove. Conversation had always felt like a strange art, and in the weeks since he left the village he’d spoken no more than was necessary to buy things—that and the threats he’d made about the book to the guard.
“You’re being stupid,” he said.
“You’re the one talking about getting murdered over a book.”
“Just be quiet,” Dante said. He righted the chair and sat down and opened the book. He stared blankly at its first page, massaging his temples with one hand.
“So what’s so special they’d want to kill you for it?” Blays said at half the volume of their last exchange. He dropped from the sill and craned over Dante’s shoulder.
“Get off me.”
“I’m not on you.”
“Well don’t breathe so hard.”
“Stop breathing? Have fun dragging my corpse out of here, then.”
Dante smirked into the clean white pages. If the book had been there since the Third Scour it had to be a century old or more. Other than a bit of residual dust, it showed no signs of age.
“It wouldn’t be the first.”
“Oh, sure,” Blays said, pulling upright. He wandered back to the window. “And I’m the queen of Gask.”
“I killed two people before I hired you,” Dante said. He realized he’d meant it as a boast. His hands curled into fists. “Well, one. One of them must not have died when I stabbed him. And the other was a neeling.”
“You killed a neeling and stabbed some guy? Why haven’t you been knighted?”
Dante half-heard him through a memory of the pain-clenched face of the man he’d left for dead in the grass beneath the clouds. Blays saw his expression and gave him a sharp look.
“What was it like, then?” he said, voice lined with irony in case Dante was kidding.
“I don’t know.”
“Come on, tough guy.”
“They both tried to kill me first.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“At the end,” Dante said, rubbing his finger along the pebbled leather of the book’s cover, “there’s a kind of gurgle, a bubble of their final breath, and you wonder how they lived so long at all.”
“Sick,” Blays said. He drew his sword and swushed it through the air. “Why do people have to die at all?” he said, but he kept swinging his sword, slashing the space between himself and Dante, air whistling over his steel like the wind in the pines.
* * *
The sun had dropped into the jaws of the western mountains before the monks kicked them out of their cloisters a few nights later, suggesting if Dante had such interest in their order, he should speak with them rather than poring over old manuscripts that really didn’t reflect the modern understanding of Mennok. Dante thanked them and made vague noises about doing so. Crazy old idiots. How could the gods change when they were already perfect?
The door to their room at the inn creaked open while Dante was still trying to insert the key. His breath caught. Blays shouldered him out of the way, side-sword ringing as he wrenched it free. He edged into the room, leading the way with the point of his blade.
The only room Dante could afford was little bigger than one of the monks’ cells and even before he lit a candle it was obvious there was no one else inside. Their few possessions were scattered on the floor, the table tipped on it side, books thrown from the shelf, lying face-down with their pages spread like the bodies of birds. The pallets had been gutted, scattered from corner to corner.
“Funny,” Blays said, stirring the spilled straw with his sword. “I don’t remember wrecking up the place.”
“They were here,” Dante said.
The kid shuttered the window and turned to face him. “For the book?”
“Do we have anything else worth a pair of pennies?”
“Could have been thieves,” Blays said, eyeing him. “I hear you can’t walk down an alley in this town without bumping into one.”
“Grab your stuff.”
“Okay,” he said, and stood there. “Done.”
Dante ignored him and started scooping up his gear. He smoothed the pages of the tossed-off books and piled them in his pack.
“You’re serious,” Blays said.
“Very.”
“What, some hired thug comes poking around and you light out like a rabbit?”
“If that’s what rabbits do, then rabbits are smarter than you are.” Dante bundled up his dwindling supply of candles. Senselessly, some appeared to have been struck in half.
“It really could have been vagabonds.”
“It wasn’t vagabonds.”
“Well, if you’re so sure it’s some shadowy cabal, doesn’t running away mean they win?”
“In what sense,” Dante said, raking up the last of his notes, “can I be said to win if I’m beheaded in my sleep?”
“Now I don’t understand that at all.” Blays glanced at the open door, then shut and bolted it. “What about standing your ground? Sword in hand?”
“I don’t have a sword.”
“Symbolistically.”
“That’s for idiots. Idiots who don’t know anything.” Dante stood and looked around for anything he’d missed, dismayed at the sight of his old clothes shredded and mixed up in the straw. He liked wearing them when he could get away with looking like he’d been run over by a herd of pigs. “Let’s go.”
“I know plenty,” Blays said, setting his mouth. He put his sword away but kept it loose in its sheath. They bustled down the stairs. “My dad knew how to read.”
“Do you?”
“What’s your point?”
They exited the inn and Dante led them up the larger of the roads that crossed outside. The evening had grown brisk and their breath billowed from their mouths in a visible fog. A team of horses rattled past, forcing them into the gutter. The heat of the animals’ bodies rushed past them, followed by a flickering wind that grew steady a moment later, like the team was dragging a stormhead behind it.
“We’re being followed,” Blays murmured a few minutes later. “Don’t look back.”
“Do you believe me now?”
“Anyone who didn’t would be some kind of moron.”
After a quarter of an hour of brisk walking Dante began to get winded. Blays seemed fine and Dante tried to keep his breathing quiet. His brain wasn’t working well enough to take advantage of the fact they were relatively safe for the moment; the arterials carried decent traffic yet, and would for a few hours more. He stepped over a reeking puddle and was glad for the minimal lighting of corner torches and the half-moon. He had to think. They couldn’t just walk forever.
“We can’t just walk forever,” Blays said.
“Yeah, I’d figured that out.”
“They’ll follow us wherever we go.”
“They’ve got to sleep, too.”
“Even if we somehow gave them the slip tonight, do you really think that’s going to stop them?” Blays glanced briefly over his shoulder. “They’ve found you twice now.”
Dante touched the knife in his belt. “Bressel’s big enough to get ourselves lost in.”
“Oh, that’s worked so well so far.”
“Well what do you suggest?” he spat, then looked around to see if anyone had heard. The street was quiet, a few brisk footsteps and the occasional clatter of a team or the reeling song of a drunk.
“Stand and fight,” Blays said, resting his hand on the pommel of his sword. “Once we don’t have anyone right on our ass, we’ll have plenty of time to figure out our next step.”
“That’s crazy.”
“Is it? You’ve killed people before, haven’t you? Why run this time?”
Dante shook his head, feeling pale. “You’re just a kid and the only thing I know about fighting is it helps to stab them in the back. We’d be slaughtered.”
“Then let’s do that.”
“Getting slaughtered is not a plan.”
“Stab them in the back, stupid.”
Dante frowned. “I suppose you think we just hide in an alley, then jump out and say boo.”
“It beats waiting for them to catch us.” Blays glanced behind them again, brows knitting. “At least we’d take them on our own terms.”
“How many are there?” Dante pressed a palm against his right eye. The black speck was back. “Two?”
“Three. There’s another trailing a block behind the first two.”
“Those are not the world’s greatest odds.”
“Well, make a decision. If we just keep walking, eventually we’re going to turn down the wrong street and that will be it.”
Dante shook his head. He never should have stayed in Bressel. For all his reading, he still couldn’t do anything. For all the times the book’s authority had made him feel holy, it wasn’t like learning about history and creation stories that contradicted what he’d been taught would help him stand against armed men. There weren’t any instructions in it, nothing about the proper way to sacrifice a calf to gain a godly blessing, no words of power, no maps for a pilgrimage to sacred lands and artifacts. The mail-shirted man had been real, but Dante’s hopes were faint as smoke. There were men after Dante now, men who knew how to kill, and he was nothing more than another kid from the middle of nowhere.
“Shit,” he said. “Gods damn son of a bitch.”
“That about sums it up.”
“I can’t keep doing this,” Dante said. “My luck’s going to run out. Once we get rid of them, I’m running as fast and as far as I can.”
Blays crooked up half his mouth. “I’ve got strong legs.”
Dante shook his head again. “Money runs out in a few days.”
“I don’t think that will stop them from sticking cinders under my toenails and chucking me in the river when I can’t tell them where you’ve gone.”
“Gross,” Dante said, then shut his mouth. If Blays wanted to throw in his lot with Dante for a while longer, that was his business. “So what’s your big plan?”
“You strip down and run at them naked while I circle around behind them.”
“Shut up.”
“When we get to this corner,” Blays grinned, “we make like we just saw them—you know, get all scared and shouty—then we run down this alley and hide. When they run past us, we jump out and stab them.”
“That,” Dante said, “is a really poor plan.”
“You’ve got better?”
“Not at all,” Dante said. They reached the corner a moment later. Blays stopped and turned in a slow circle, gesturing broadly at the landmark of a finger-thin spire in the heart of the city. Dante caught on, shrugging like a stage-actor. Blays glanced back down the street, dropping his jaw when his eyes settled on the men following them, then cried out and darted for the dark mouth of the closest sidestreet. The heels of his boots disappeared into shadow before Dante had the presence of mind to run after him.
The footsteps of pursuit rang out immediately from so close behind him Dante didn’t know whether they’d have time to hide. From twenty yards down the alley, Blays looked back, then seemed to blink right out of existence. Dante’s mouth went dry—a ruse, he’d run off, left Dante as bait to make his escape—then a hand snaked from a doorway he hadn’t seen until he’d gone by it. Blays yanked him from sight and they huddled in the dark, struggling to slow their panting before the men rounded the corner.
“Here,” Blays whispered. He handed Dante the little ratsticker he’d been carving the windowsill with a few days ago.
“I’ve got these.” He brandished his knife and the neeling’s dagger. They weren’t much, but next to Blays’ offering they looked lethal enough.
“Throw it at them or something.”
Boots echoed down the narrow-windowed walls of the alley. Dante couldn’t catch his breath. The gray figures of three men strode by, swords in hand, and he made a rodent-like peep. He felt Blays’ hand on his shoulder and then he was being pulled back into the street and his hands were shaking so hard he was sure he’d drop both knives.
Blays lashed his sword from its sheath and raked it across the back of the trailing man. The others spun, points raised, and Dante cocked his arm and hurled the knife. It winked in the moonlight, then somehow hit and stuck in his target’s shoulder. The man shouted and yanked it free, hurling it back at Dante, but he threw it like you’d throw a stone and its butt bounced from Dante’s chest. The third man closed with Blays and they circled like crabs, trading exploratory strikes. Neither of the other men were exactly giants, but they were full-grown, and as Dante’s opponent recovered and menaced him with his two-foot blade he saw how much each inch of reach meant in a fight. Dante pulled the dagger from his belt and waved it in front of him, wondering how it would feel when he lost his hand.
The black mote was back in his eye. He batted at it with his left hand, narrowly avoiding putting out his eye with the point of his knife, and the man across from him laughed and swung. Dante ducked, hearing the sword whine over his head. Blays fell back under a harsh assault and bumped him in the shoulder. His man swung again and when Dante blocked it with the dagger a sting jolted up his arm so hard his eyes fogged over and he couldn’t tell whether he still held his weapon. Blackness spread across Dante’s eyes, rushing over his vision like ink poured on quiet waters, and he cried out, feeling no pain and not even having seen the man’s killing stroke, but knowing he was dying.
He heard cursing, then, which probably wasn’t uncommon in hell, but also the oafish shuffles of men who’ve gone blind suddenly and without reason. Dante dropped to his knees and heard blades whiffing the air. Beneath him the earth felt solid as ever. Steel clanged into a stone wall. As he’d passed from the world of the living to this confusing netherland, Dante’d had the presence of mind to keep Blays’ location fixed in the map of his head well enough to know the boots scraping a few feet in front of him weren’t the boy’s, and, touch returning to his shock-numbed fingers enough to know he still held his dagger, he struck out, blind but no more than everyone else, waving the short blade back and forth somewhere around knee level, stabbing out at every stutter of the man’s steps.
The first swipe missed, the second landed and glanced away, and the third dug deep into yielding flesh. He heard a shriek and screamed back as the man folded into a heap, clubbing Dante’s outstretched arm with his falling body. Dante launched himself forward, arms held in front of his chest to prevent himself from being gutted if the guy had his weapon ready, but landed on the man’s unguarded torso. He stabbed down with both hands, knives tearing through soft things and thudding into bone until the body’s blood was sopping from his fingers and dripping down his face.
Not six feet to his left Blays and the last man struggled and he heard the tentative squeal of their swords meeting. The man under Dante’s knees was dead enough to stop worrying about. He stabbed him again, tasting bile, then flopped back on his ass. He’d lost track of who was Blays and who was the last enemy standing. Loose gravel grated under his trousers as he scooted back. His eyes grew damp, and then the darkness shimmered in a way he’d only seen light do. Two silhouettes faced each other, blades straining, and then they were whole under the moon and the stars and the torchlight trickling from the main streets. Dante planted a palm on the dirt and buried his dagger in the attacker’s side. The man twisted away, flicking him across the chin with the very end of his sword. Blays leaned into his open body and swung sidelong. The sword cut into the softness of the man’s side and clicked when it met his spine. The man bent his head, mouth wide. He neck strained into cords, working with some final words he couldn’t quite voice, then he slumped over the sword. His weapon banged against the ground, his hands hanging like gutted fish. He fell and didn’t rise.
“Screaming, weeping Lyle,” Blays said, jerking his sword free. He wiped it on the body and Dante saw a deep red crease over the boy’s left arm, a spreading stain on his upper ribs.
“You’re bleeding.”
“Shut up and take his sword. It’s a good one.”
“I’ve never used one before,” Dante said, putting away his knives. He looked down the empty length of the alley and shuddered.
“You can learn, dummy.” Blays’ mouth drew into a long, thin line as he looked down on the bodies. He made a closed-mouth gasp from deep down in his throat and Dante had to turn away to keep from puking. After a few quavering breaths, Dante bent over the man they’d killed together and unbuckled his belt, tightening his throat when his hand brushed the warm body. He sheathed the dropped sword, then bit his lips and pulled open the body’s cloak.
“What are you doing?”
“We’re going to need money.”
“That’s sick,” Blays said, backing up a step.
“You’re the one that just killed him,” he said, but Blays made no move to help. Dante hurried through the pockets, fishing for coin, then rifled through the clothing of the two other corpses. It wasn’t a fortune, but it would last long enough if they were careful. After a moment of staring he pulled off the least bloody cloak and swung it over his shoulders.
“His cloak, too?” Blays wrinkled his nose. “What are you, a ghoul?”
“We need to leave. Now.” Dante stood and headed for the other end of the alley, refusing to let himself run. His legs were shaky and weak beneath him. The whole thing had taken less than two minutes. Ninety-odd seconds for three dead bodies and a wall of darkness he couldn’t explain. The looted sword bounced against the side of his left knee and he hoisted his belt over his waist. He tipped his head to the stars, trying to regain his direction. In the weeks he’d lived in Bressel he’d learned no more than a smattering of its streets (he had the sense you could live there all your life without knowing more than a single district) and had never gotten the hang of which way was which. He picked out the seven-starred bow of Mallius pointing the way to Jorus, the north star, and led Blays west at the next intersection, away from the direction of the docks. They moved down a broad street and passed cloaked men, armed men, men on horseback, ragged men missing ears or noses and clutching flasks. The unlicensed sword felt like a beacon on his hip. He put it out of his mind. For now their only worry was putting some distance between themselves and the bodies.
“What are you?” Blays asked, and Dante felt his bones try to leap out of his skin. They crossed Fare Street, Bressel’s old outer boundary, and the cobbles gave way to dirt.
“I’m fine.”
“Did you hear me?”
“I’m a sixteen-year-old man,” Dante said flatly.
“Most men I know can’t blot out the stars.”
“They’re there now, aren’t they?” Dante said, waving at the whorls of constellations. Blays grunted and bumped into Dante’s shoulder. He gripped Dante’s collar, steadying himself, and Dante leaned into the boy’s weight. He felt blood seeping through his sleeve. “Shut up and sit down. I can bind those up.”
Blays didn’t say anything, just seated himself on the dirt road and stared at the wooden walls of the rickety two-story rowhouses that didn’t look any older than ten or twenty years. Dante cut strips from the bottom of his new cloak and pulled them tight around the boy’s forearm. What he really needed was stitches, but Dante had forgotten his needle and thread back at the room. The gash across Blays’ ribs was bleeding more but wasn’t so deep. He let a strip of cloth soak up some blood so it would stick to Blays’ skin, then wrapped another long piece around it.
“I didn’t see him hit you,” Dante said.
“Big surprise,” Blays said. Dante frowned, knotting the cloth over Blays’ shoulder. The kid was off somewhere else, working something over when he should have his eyes out for the watch or other pursuit. Dante didn’t think it had anything to do with the shock of battle or Blays’ loss of blood. He wanted to say he’d had no control over the darkness, which was true; he wanted to say he had no idea where it had come from, which might not be. The way it blacked out like ink and then flickered away when Dante’s emotions had changed reminded him exactly of a passage around the twentieth page of the Cycle when Stathus the Wise, facing six armed warriors, had encased them and himself in a lightless sphere and slain five of them one by one. The last of them then struck Stathus and clouded his mind with fear, causing the sphere to fade at once—a coincidence of patent ridiculousness, since it had said nothing about how Stathus had gone about dropping them in darkness in the first place. All Dante’d done was try not to drop a load in his trousers. There was no way the mere act of reading the book had somehow limbered up his mind to the point where he could do things like Stathus.
What had it been, then? Trick of the light? Widespread hysterical blindness, like the kind he’d read afflicted soldiers on the eve of a battle so they couldn’t fight? The first signs of a degenerative and apparently infectious ocular condition, or a priest watching from the windows, drunk, using parlor tricks to toy with them? Lunar eclipse? Any of those was about as likely as father Taim strolling down from his constellation and shaking Dante’s hand. The one explanation that fit was he’d done something without knowing how he did it and that was no explanation at all; as wrong as Blays was to suspect him, Dante knew he was equally powerless to tell him why.
They passed from the low, half-mud half-fieldstone houses inside the Westgate to the low, half-mud half-fieldstone houses outside the Westgate. This whole range of city looked like it had been built within the last five years. The roofs were mudcaked reeds, the doors flimsy things, firelight visible in the gaps of their frames. Blays’ feet swept over the rinds and pebbles in the roadway.
“Tired?” Dante asked.
Blays shrugged. “We can’t exactly stop here.”
He nodded, conceding the point. “We could rest a minute, though.”
“Why?” Blays met Dante’s eyes for the first time since the fight. Something dark lingered in his face. His lips curled. “You too worn out to keep going?”
“I’m fine,” Dante said, feeling the dullness in his knees, the burn in the backs of his thighs. “It’s just a couple miles to the woods. We should be all right there for the night.”
“Then we’ll stop when it’s safe.”
He had thought there would be some triumph if they survived their first skirmish, but instead of standing back to back against a shared danger, it had made Blays hate him. The wind kicked up, dragging leaves and trade papers and a few forgotten scraps of cloth past their feet. Graying things he was glad not to recognize moldered in the gutters. Since the time Dante’d left the village of his birth he’d enjoyed his solitude, his total freedom. Other people only intruded on his ability to learn. If Blays was going to part his company because he was as scared as a little girl about whatever Dante’d done when Dante himself didn’t know what that thing was, he wouldn’t mark it as a loss.
Open fields showed between the houses after another half mile. Within two more minutes the last of what could be said to be the city had been replaced by brittle cornstalks and the puzzled moans of cows. The city fires died away and overhead a thousand stars pricked out from the black curtain. A god was there, if the Cycle of Arawn could be believed, turning the stone, milling the substance that changed men’s hearts to darkness.
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They rose with the dawn and ate a cold breakfast in colder silence. They’d slept back to back, Dante’s stolen cloak thrown over them both, and when Blays stirred Dante felt him freeze with a jerk before jumping up and jogging some ten yards off. Face buried under the cloak, Dante heard Blays slapping his arms, his face, working up the circulation. Dante sat up, glared at the sunlight filtering through the leaves. His legs hurt. So did his hand, where that merc had nearly torn away his knife and his fingers along with it. Most of the flies had died in the first snap of frost earlier that week, but the ones that remained found the two of them and sizzled fatly in the breezeless morning. He tossed his head when they landed on his neck, waving halfheartedly at their stupid black bodies, imagining every buzz was a bee about to sting him.
Blays wandered off as soon as he saw Dante was up, mumbling something about having seen some mushrooms, and Dante waited till he’d merged with the trees to open his pack and then the book. He thought the words would feel different, that the act of reading them after the night before would fill him with some deep and nameless force, but there it was, the same old clean black hand of a meticulous scribe recounting legends and troubles of succession no one’d cared about since the moment the last man who’d known those heroes and kings had died. Dante found it interesting, in its way, was somewhat mystified to be confronted with hard evidence life had been going on for so many hundreds of years, but none of that vague awe explained how he’d been able to summon the darkness. Leaves crackled and he plopped the book shut and stowed it, watching the treeline.
“Found a few,” Blays said, emerging and holding out a double handful of mushrooms with smooth pink-gray caps and pleated black undersides.
Dante twisted his mouth. “You’ll die if you eat those.”
“Right,” Blays said, and when he lifted one to his mouth Dante bolted up and hit his wrist hard enough to sting them both. Mushrooms flew to all sides.
“It’s poison.” He nudged one with his toe, then crushed it into the dirt. “Probably wouldn’t kill you, but you’d barf up anything else you put down with it.”
“Pardon me for not wanting to starve. We can’t all be from the middle of nowhere,” Blays said, but he dumped the couple he was still holding into the leaves and kicked them away. He brushed his hands clean on the front of his trousers and looked up at the angle of the sun. “Wasting light.”
“I can teach you those things.” Dante bent over and slung his cloak and his pack over his shoulders.
“I just want to get the hell out of here.” Blays started off and kept a couple steps ahead. For a while they just walked. They’d made about five miles from the city before they’d gone to sleep, Dante figured, though they’d been traveling in the dead of night without a road, so who the hell could tell. Blays kept a quick pace through the sparse grass and falling leaves. Not too smart, Dante thought, not when he’d lost some blood the night before and there was no chance they were still being followed. He kept his mouth shut. He had the impression Blays wasn’t in a talking mood.
They broke off for camp before the sun had finished cradling itself in the mountains. Dante gathered up some tinder, meaning to risk a fire. He doubted the temple men would figure out he’d left the city for another few days. They could spend weeks combing Bressel before they could be certain. He and Blays were off the trails in open country; there was no rhyme to their course other than a vague northerly direction so they wouldn’t lose total track of the river. Three more days like today and they could be a hundred miles away. Their trail, as he saw it, was cold from the moment they’d left the men dead in the alley.
“Cold again,” Blays said, shifting the night-facing side of his body toward the fire. His thick straight nose threw a broad shadow over the far side of his face. He prodded the dirt with a twig, snapping off a couple inches at a time and tossing them into the flames.
“Yeah.”
“It hasn’t bled since this afternoon,” Blays said after a moment, peeling back a half inch of the strip of cloth over his left arm.
“That’s good. Does it look red?”
“No.” He sniffed. “What about you?”
“I wasn’t hurt.” Dante watched tiny flakes of ash sail into the smoke and the heat. “Just bruises.”
“I see.” He broke the twig in two and dropped it into the fire. “Isn’t there a bark you can chew to make it hurt less?”
“It’s not the bark,” Dante said, “you just can’t feel pain when you’re chewing.” Blays waggled his jaw and Dante put a hand over his own mouth. “I can’t believe you believed that.”
Blays looked away. “Shut up. I’m not a physician.”
“There is a tree like that,” Dante said, squelching his laughter. “I’ll find some tomorrow if you want.”
“I’m going to sleep.”
Dante watched him stretch out on the ground, back to the fire, and wondered if he should apologize when it was Blays who couldn’t appreciate a joke. Before he’d made up his mind, the boy was breathing deep and easy. Dante stayed up a while, letting his eyes drift over the branches of the forest, but for however hard he tried he couldn’t make the black speck come back.
* * *
Blays stayed silent the next day, but he kept close by, didn’t range ahead or disappear into the woods when they sat to eat or rest. The bread ran out at noon. They found a linberry bush, but the berries were fat, wrinkly, an overripe maroon. They took a break at late afternoon, hunkering down in the tall grass of a clearing. Tomorrow they’d head dead east, Dante thought, toward the river. Find a town. From there, Blays could leave and Dante could—do something. Hitch a boat downriver and make for the coast below Bressel, maybe. Sail for Albardin in the Western Territories. It wasn’t as big as Bressel, but it would be a port town, lots of weird lore from foreign lands, and plenty far from the eyes of the temple men.
“It’s working,” Blays said, a hunk of bark sticking from his lips. “Tastes like shit.”
“It’s bark.”
“Animals eat it, don’t they? Don’t they have tongues?”
“You can’t trust animals. They eat their own vomit.”
“Dogs, maybe. I’ve seen dogs eat things from both ends of cats.” Blays spat flecks of wood, wiped them from his tongue. “But that’s why they’re dogs.”
“You’re eating bark. What does that make you?”
“I’m not eating it.”
“Chewing it up, then. That’s even more like a dog.” Dante bit the skin around his thumbnail, tasted blood. “Are you ever going to show me how to use this stupid sword? Or am I just carrying it around to impress all the girls out here?”
“Go stick it in a goose,” Blays said, stretching out in the grass. The bark wiggled in his mouth.
“I don’t think that would be fun for either of us.” Dante leaned back on his elbows. He tried to picture a map of the lands north of Bressel. Whetton was up there somewhere, it was decent-sized. Not that it mattered where they ended up. If they followed the Chanset long enough, they’d find somewhere with some people.
“Hold it while we’re walking.”
“What does that even—? What would your mother think of you saying that?”
“My mom’s dead. And I’m talking about the sword, idiot,” Blays said, the bark between his lips jumping with his words. “Carry it in your hand. Swing it around. Get a feel for it. A sword doesn’t react like a knife. It’s heavy, it takes a while to respond to whatever it is you’re trying to get it to do, and you’ve got to learn to account for that.”
Dante gave him a look. “Is that how you learned?”
“It was wooden and I was about ten years younger, but otherwise, yeah.”
“And then you’ll teach me.”
Blays shrugged, hands behind his head. “Why don’t you go find us some food.”
“Why don’t you take a dive down a hill,” Dante said, but he got to his feet and walked out of the clearing. The light yellowed as he searched, plucking berries, gathering the bland, low-slung fungus that took more time to clean the dirt from its folds than it did to eat. Orange and red leaves drifted from the boughs and settled to the ground in the windless silence. He spooked a grouse, heart bursting at the thrash of its wings. He could try a few snares, but that would mean setting them up, then remembering where they were and checking them later, then the several centuries it’d take to pluck feathers—hours of work when he’d already gotten no thanks for all the other food he’d found them. On the way back to the clearing he saw the green sprigs of wild carrots and pried them from the soil. They had the end of a rind of cheese left, too. Even if Blays ate like a pig it would be enough for dinner and breakfast. The carrots dangled from his left hand and the sword from his right. He whooshed it over the grass, lopping the heads from burrgrass and the brittle, straw-like elkwood where it grew in the damper dirt.
He’d readied a few choice taunts about how Blays would starve the first five minutes he spent on his own, but returned to find the boy sacked out in the grass. A couple hours of daylight left, he guessed. It would hardly be worth it to wake him up and deal with his nonsense. They could walk by night if they had to. Dante tamped down a patch of grass, plunked down. Got out the book.
His constant urge was to read through without stopping, but he knew whatever was between its covers was too important to treat like a fruit pastry, something to be devoured as quickly as possible. It deserved patience, deliberance, the kind of disciplined caution Dante’d never managed in any other part of his life. This, though, this was different. He could nearly recite the first dozen pages by memory. Already he remembered the tales of the first hundred pages like the nursery rhymes that stuck in his head whenever he gave them a foot in the door, like the dry-as-sand history of the royal house the churchman had made him read whenever he came late to supper or didn’t sweep the corners. He’d separated the proper names from the words of Narashtovik, teased through their context until he had at least a vague concept of their meaning, and in many cases could readily define them. He no longer had to page back to figure out which displaced brother had slain which usurping regent. Its pages were becoming a part of him. With no other leads on an entry into the world of his desire, he read with no less a goal than branding the book’s pages on his mind so brightly he’d remember them to the day his eyes went dim.
After half an hour he glanced up and saw a world drenched in shadows. They flowed like water, pooling on the undersides of leaves, drifting through the air as fine as mist, defying the sunlight that still stretched through the branches. He blinked and his head rushed with the warm, tingly delirium he got when he stood up too fast. Like that, the vision was gone.
Blays’ snoring snagged so hard his head jerked. He sat up, rubbing his eyes with his fists.
“How long have I been out?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said. His voice sounded far away. He cleared his throat. “An hour, maybe.”
“Why’d you let me do that? I’ll have all night to sleep.” Blays bounced to his feet while Dante struggled with a reply. “Let’s go. Let’s move.”
The sun slanted through the trees in buttery bands, that thick yellow light Dante’d only seen on cool autumn days, a light that reminded him of the years when he’d been young. An hour left till dusk, maybe less. He could see but not hear knots of tiny flies bobbing around each other. Dustmotes hung in the windless air. Dante wiped his right eye.
“You did that, you know,” Blays said, swinging the walking stick he’d picked up before they’d started back out.
“Did what?” Dante said.
“Made it go dark.”
He avoided Blays’ eyes, suddenly aware that an entire future depended on what he said next. His pause grew too long to pretend he wasn’t lying.
“I couldn’t do it again,” he tried.
Blays whacked a branch in his way, snapping it clean. “Too bad. It probably saved us.”
“Saved me, maybe. You had a chance without it.”
Blays grunted. They walked on. “What’s in that book, anyway?”
“History and a lot of stories,” Dante said, gripping the straps of his back. Blays stopped, tapping Dante on the shin with his stick hard enough to welt.
“Bullshit,” he said. “That thing you just said is the product of a cow’s ass. You wouldn’t be risking your life over a bunch of stories. They wouldn’t be trying to kill you to get them back, either, whoever they’ is.” He reached for the pack and Dante drew away. “What’s so damned special about it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Stop it.”
“I don’t!” Dante worked the muscles of his jaw, reaching for an explanation he couldn’t define. “I heard it was supposed to teach you how to do the things the priests say they can do, throw fire and change the weather and whatever other crazy things, but I haven’t read anything that tells you how to do that. So far it’s just like the Ban Naden of Taim.”
Blays snorted. “I don’t know anyone who read the Ban Naden and then made a whole street go dark.”
“Oh yeah? You want to read it and see?” Dante slid the pack from one shoulder.
“No way!” Blays said, jumping back. He narrowed his eyes to bright slits. “You know what I think it is?”
“What do you think it is?”
“I think,” he said, raising his blond brows, “it’s a spellbook.”
“Yeah, that’s what it is.”
Blays raised a palm. “Well, just look at it! It’s got a big old bone tree on the cover. What else could it be?”
“If it’s a spellbook, it’s the worst damn one I’ve ever read.”
“Just how many have you read?”
“There’s no such thing.” Dante closed his eyes and sighed through his nose. “Have you ever heard of the Third Scour?”
Blays kicked a rock at his feet. “No, I’m a halfwit.”
“Then what was it?”
“One of those things where all the people kill each other? What do you call those?”
“It was a war,” Dante said. “A big one.” He paused. From his right he heard the chirr of a redwinged blackbird. Pond nearby, then. Fish. He frowned at himself, glanced back at Blays. “It was a little over a century ago. All the sects of the Celeset sort of banded together to wipe another one out.”
“I presume their reasons were perfectly noble.”
“Most of the histories I’ve read say the sect was a death cult that served a god named Arawn. You know, sacrificing babies, no respect for human life, whatever.” Dante looked away, feeling stupid. Somehow exposing his knowledge of such boring, dusty histories was like admitting he collected pornographic illustrations of centaurs and mermaids, or saved up his coin for the commemorative daggers of the Explorers Clubb. “Supposedly, since the serfs no longer respected the law of the righteous gods, they stopped listening to the rule of the king. You know,’this life is short and the next one is long, so who cares what that guy says.’ That sort of thing. There were rebellions. The one in the Collen Basin worked—they hanged the count, burnt his wife. But when the cavalry came the renegades didn’t have much more than pitchforks and the bows from the manor’s armory. The steps of the house were stained so red they painted them crimson to cover it up. If you believe that stuff. That’s why the new count established it as his colors.”
“That is truly fascinating,” Blays said.
“I thought it was.”
“So they splashed a little noble blood around. Peasants do dumb stuff and get killed for it all the time. Why did the whole kingdom have to fight a war?”
“It wasn’t just in the Basin,” Dante went on. He bit his teeth together. He’d read hundreds of pages on this stuff back in the books in Bressel. How could he distill all that work into something Blays would get? “It was everywhere. It was really popular, probably because its members were saying things that hadn’t been said in a long time but used to be really important. You know Carvahal, right?”
Blays made a blasphemous appeal to the sky. “I’m not three years old, Dante.”
“I was just asking. So Carvahal took the fire from the north star and brought it to us and was exiled from the Belt of the heavens for it by Taim, right. That’s the story you hear when you’re a little kid. Well, these Arawn guys, they say Carvahal didn’t originally oversee the pole-fire, that his half-brother Arawn was its keeper. He gave Carvahal the fire, but they say Carvahal locked him up behind the wall beyond the stars so he could have the credit. Then he brought the fire to Eric the Draconat, etc., etc.”
Blays nodded like he was paying any kind of attention. He planted his staff and lowered himself onto a lichen-fuzzed rock.
“Let’s sit down over there.” Dante nodded to the trees on the right that looked just like the trees to the left, as well as the trees ahead and behind them. “At the pond.”
“What pond?”
“Can’t you smell it?”
“No,” Blays said, but he stood and waited for Dante to lead the way. He did, ear cocked for the blackbirds, and he had to cut back once but then it was there, barely more than a stone’s throw across but maybe five times as long. Blays gave him a look, snapping a reed from its banks.
“The birds,” Dante said, after a blackbird had called. “They like the water.”
“Right.” Blays dropped down on a rock near its edge and wriggled off his boots. He skimmed the tip of the reed over the placid waters. Dante watched the gray missiles of trout drifting near the banks. The flies were thicker here and the surface rippled with the rings of breaching fish. The water did smell good, now that he was on it, damp grass and clean mud, that way stones smell when water’s always drying from their smooth faces.
“The important thing is, Arawn was the one who guarded the north star,” Dante went on.
“So what?”
“So what? From a theological perspective that’s huge! It undermines the legitimacy of Taim and Gashen and all the twelve houses of the heavens! If Arawn was the keeper of its fire, then he was pretty much the big chief. Worse yet, if he meant to hand his secrets down to mankind, that means he’s the one who deserves our devotion, not Carvahal, and if they got something that big wrong, how can we trust anything they say at all?”
“Yeah, but it’s all just stories.” Blays moved to his knees and overturned a stone. Pale pink worms wagged their tails in the last of the sunlight before sinking into the murk. “They’re not real.”
“Doesn’t their belief in the gods make them real?”
“No,” he said, “it makes them stupid.”
“I guess everyone in the world’s stupid, then.” Dante dropped his eyes to the waters around the reeds. Now and then a trout weaved through their stalks, nibbling at the seeds and bugs caught in the net of plants. “It doesn’t matter if they’re stories. The priests tell the stories that will make the people eat out of their hands and the kings have power because they have the authority to say which priests are right. They don’t like it when the stories that give them all this control are threatened.”
“You know who you sound like right now?” Blays said, grinning up at him. “The guys back at the arms house I was with after they’d been drinking all night. The kings this, the priests that. Everyone’s stupid but them. Then they sleep it off and when they wake up they’re back out selling their blades for pennies and getting turned down nine times out of ten even then.”
“I’m not saying I thought it up.” He threw a pebble at the water near the point of Blays’ reed. A shadow of a fish darted into the deep. “I’m just trying to explain why people get so mad when you start talking about this stuff.”
“Lyle Almighty, get on with it.”
“So Arawn gave us the fire,” Dante said.
“You’ve said that five times,” Blays sighed. Dante glared at him. The boy sat three-quarters turned, but when he ducked his chin Dante could see he was smiling.
“The histories of the Third Scour paint him as a bloodthirsty death-god. That’s how they explain the revolts, that Arawn ordered the serfs to kill the lords and the guards and the followers of all the other temples to satisfy his own need for blood. But see, I don’t think that’s right. In the Cycle—the book—it mentions Arawn a lot and he never talks about wanting people dead. In fact, he’s not very interested in us at all. I mean, everyone dies eventually, right? If you’re an immortal god, who cares if a soul finds you in the stars today or twenty years from now? Even if he wanted to build an army, and I don’t see anything to support that either, it’s not like he’s in a hurry to do it before he dies of old age.”
Blays plopped a rock into the waters. “I’m going to be seeing Arawn myself pretty fast if you don’t quit being so boring.”
“Well, does that make sense to you? That a god would be in a rush about a thing like that?”
“Of course not. But we’re the image of the gods, aren’t we? So obviously they think like us. That must mean they’re pricks like us, too. Who wants to wait fifty years when you can snap your fingers and poof, you’ve got an army of the dead? For that matter,” Blays said, tapping Dante’s chest as he built up steam, “if they’re so high and mighty, how are we supposed to guess what they’re thinking? We’re probably like ants to them. Can ants understand what we’re thinking?”
“That’s different.”
“How is it any different at all?”
“It just is,” Dante shrugged. He groped around for his place. “So whatever Arawn was, nobody else liked him anymore, what with the dangerous belief your standing in this brief wick doesn’t mean hell-all to the one that comes after, and once things got so crazy in Collen the counter-army practically conscripted itself. They smithied up a few thousand pikes for the rabble and promised the land to the nobles and off they went. Needless to say all the heretics in Collen were killed. That only stirred up the ones everywhere else all the worse, but to make a long story slightly less long, they were all killed too. The traditionalist armies burnt their temples and their books, beheaded the priests who renounced and quartered the ones who didn’t. That’s where the Fellgate came from.”
Blays dropped his jaw. “What, those little black knobs are their heads?”
“Yeah,” Dante laughed. “Look like old apples, don’t they?”
“And they get to spend the rest of their years watching the asses of horses ponce down the street.”
“And the thing is, they were wrong. They lied about Arawn, and when his followers objected, some of them were killed, and then when they tried to fight back, all of them were killed. It’s like people care more about preserving their power than serving the truth.”
Blays bobbed his head. “The powers that be wouldn’t be the powers that be if they didn’t.”
“Yeah.” Dante grinned a moment, then realized just what he was grinning at and made his face go serious. “I took the book from one of the ruined temples of Arawn.”
“Ah,” Blays said, nodding sagely. “The kind of crime where it’s a race to see who can hang you first.”
“The best kind.”
“You’d better hurry up and become an invincible wizard, then.”
“I don’t know how,” Dante flushed. “I wish I’d had more time in Bressel before they found me.”
“And I wish I had a princess in her skivvies. In fact, forget the skivvies.” Blays chuffed at himself, then looked down. “Actually, I want to see some damn food, then eat it. What’ve you got?” He reached again for the pack.
“Let’s catch some fish. Before it gets too dark.”
“Great idea,” he said, standing and contemplating the pond. “Where’s the hooks?”
Dante got to his feet. “Can’t you sort of stab them?”
“Yeah.” Blays whipped out his sword and the metal rang in the quiet. He brandished it at the banks. “Come on, you cowardly fish! Come up on dry land and fight like a man!” He slashed the waters, sending droplets hissing. “I missed!”
“Well maybe if you actually tried.”
“I thought you were Nature Boy,” Blays said, flipping water at him with the weapon’s point. Dante shrank back. “Can’t you whittle up some bones or something? Lure them out with the song of the sea?”
“If I catch any you can’t eat them,” Dante said, unsheathing his own sword. He trailed the bank, eyes on the lurking shadows.
“A challenge!” He heard mud slurping and jumped when the rock Blays had thrown catapulted into the pond. He spat water from his face.
“You ass!” He brushed uselessly at his soaked doublet.
“I’ll catch twice your stupid fish,” Blays said. He turned on his heel and stalked the opposite way. Dante hurried to a tall stand of reeds some thirty feet down. Within moments his eyes set on a trout hovering in the shallows. He lunged at it with his sword and fell to his knees in the water. He splashed back ashore, checking to see if Blays had seen, but the kid was occupied with his own prey. He scared away a second fish, then a third before he moved further along the shores, and it wasn’t until it was so dark he was beginning to see fish where they weren’t there that he drew back his sword after a strike and found a trout speared on its tip.
“I hope you enjoy your carrots,” he said a few minutes later when he found Blays at the far point of the pond.
“Screw your carrots,” Blays said, displaying his sword over a stomped-down basket of grass. In the gloom he saw the silver bodies of three cleaned fish. A wind riffled the waters, stirred the dry leaves of the trees against each other. They retreated into the woods where a fire wouldn’t be seen from the clearing at the pond and bit into the crackle-skinned fish while they were still so hot they burned their mouths.
* * *
For days they stayed at the pond, content to fish with branch-cut spears in the morning and the evening, scrubbing around for plants in the woods when the noon sun drove the trout into deeper waters, sometimes swimming, sometimes crashing around the undergrowth until their trousers were thick with burrs, running around for the simple sake of running around. Most days Blays went off for an hour or more in his own explorations while Dante plunged into the Cycle. Without references and histories and his own footnotes, he feared he couldn’t grasp more than the surface of what he read, but the further he pressed the more he understood. His progress was slow as ever; he was often forced to flip back to earlier sections, interrupted by the frequent need to forage for things to fill a stomach that seemed to empty every couple hours at the book, but he was building toward a new peak. He could feel it in the hollows of his bones.
When Blays got back from his solo trips Dante shut the book and came at the boy with sword in hand. He learned the delicate mechanics of the parry and riposte, to watch the hips of his opponent to know where he was going, to use his footwork to create the balance that would be the difference in who died on whose blade. Dante didn’t know much, but he could tell Blays was better than he should be at fifteen and a half. He had a natural grace, a quickness to his wrists that never let his blade stray too far to leave himself open. Compared to that, Dante’s relative clumsiness with the sticks they used for their full-contact duels was a constant frustration that filled him with a shame he hadn’t felt since the night at the temple. He’d carried that feeling for as long as he could remember, that solitude, that sense that whatever he did was being judged by things he couldn’t see. Before he’d met Blays he would have given up swordplay the moment he realized he wasn’t any good at it. He was aware of his foolishness now, that Blays had to hold back to keep from disarming him the moment they began, but he sparred on until his arms were so noodly he could hardly lift them above his shoulders. The memory of the temple began to fade, lurking beyond the edges of his sight.
“Not great,” Blays said, bending over to plant his hands on his knees after one of their sessions, “but maybe you’ll keep them from killing you long enough for me to run away.”
“Not fair. That’s what I hired you for.”
Dante went to bed exhausted, rose with the dawn and read through the pink filter of sunlight. The days were mild. The frost stayed gone for a week, then reappeared in their sleep without warning, waking Dante a half dozen times. Each time he woke he pulled his knees tighter to his chest or added another tent of branches to the fire. He got up for good a half hour before dawn, cold and tired and sore, and he watched the flames blacken the thin kindling they cut each day, the odd hunks of wood they sometimes found sunk in the dirt, the wet fibers of which crackled like crumpling paper and spat smoldering knots of embers their way. All the wood would be too wet before long. A pre-morning breeze kicked up, bearing the smells of damp leaves and the stark cut of cold. The snows could come at any time. They’d be early if they showed today, and he thought the air would stay warm enough when it was mixed with sunlight and hard work, but it was there, biding behind the mountains, marching from the north.
He’d spent time in the wilds around the village before, but mainly in the summer, and when he tried to think about where they’d go when the snows came his mind turned its face from his worries. Years later, when Blays was gone and so was his youth, he’d look to this time as a beacon, the single span of his life after the warm haze of childhood that he could remember without the twin shadows of doubt and regret. These couple weeks in the woods would hold the weight of entire seasons of the years before and after; when he thought of these days, allowing himself the memory like an old dog getting up to bark at a fox he’d once chased, he thought of the yellow touch of sunlight through the trees, tasted the sweet, clean flesh of lake trout caught that day, heard the twitter of blackbirds and the laughter of two boys, saw Blays’ sword flashing before it crashed against his own.
A snake in every garden, the death of every pet. A day when one wakes to find his parents are gone. The bitter tail to those memories, all those years later, after the gray passage of decades, after everything had changed. There would have been a way to make things different, if he’d known enough to make them run to far-off lands and so avoid the treason and bloodshed and heartache to come, but then that would come at the cost of the man he’d become. He’d close the memories like a book, an irrelevant story from a place that no longer existed. There was no room for looking back on what couldn’t be undone.
* * *
When they saw what he’d done they clapped Jack Hand (as he came to be known) in thirty pounds of chains and locked him in the lowest level of the oubliette, where he was to be kept until his eldest brother’s hourglass ran dry, which was said to be fed by the sands of the endless Mandal Desert. He lived in darkness, fed once a day, nipped by lice and by rats. Before enacting his imprisonment they took the index finger from each hand—one finger for each of his brothers’ wives. There had been calls for more drastic justice, but royal blood was royal blood, which was more than could be said for the wives of his brothers, and not lightly spilled.
Dante looked up and wondered whether it were all right to laugh at history, and more specifically a history of the killing of women. The Cycle had taken a strange turn, abandoning the lumbering attempts to explain the skies and the encyclopedic catalogue of names and kings for digressive stories. Not that he’d read many of the Second Classical authors that had prospered in Gask centuries before, but that’s what its tone reminded him of. It read with a certain ironic distance, not so stiflingly self-serious as the recent works he’d absorbed back in Bressel. He hadn’t known books could be written in anything but the artless blunder of the holy books, the juvenile wit of romances and adventures, or the overelaborate posing of poetry and history—these last of which frustrated him most of all, seemingly written more with the intent of intimidating whoever opened them than to say anything—and he read on with half a smile and the small but sharp fear this new tone was an aberration, something that would disappear as soon as the story was over.
Jack Hand’s cell was as dark as the caves under the earth. They’d intended it as punishment. He recalled the things he’d learned, dwelled on the last few hours with the bodies. He hailed the shadows to slay the rats and plague the lice and sooner than legendary even by the spongy standards of dungeons, could mean little other later they no longer swarmed his cell. After a while he likely went mad, though the lack of observers and Jack Hand’s own questionable temperament render the status of his mind a matter of philosophy rather than fact. Who knows how we’d act, locked away, locked alone. The mind is a vast place and its hungers far sharper than the body’s.
The mind is a vast place and the black of his world was vaster. He drew that darkness, shaped it, and when, three years later, they opened his cell because the growing stink, reportedly than its occupant had died and was rapidly being converted to the kind of brown sludge kept only at bay by the continual intake of breath, his captors were met by a chattering horde of rats.
Skinless, fleshless, bloodless, the creeping bones of 72 life-sucked rodents flooding from each of 30 different cracks in the walls, forming into two streams of surging beasts that overwhelmed the guards as saplings before a tsunami. It’s been wondered how so great a force could be stowed in all the space of his constricting cell, but what is not under debate is how they maimed and murdered every living occupant of the keep. There they ceased, and Jack Hand took his throne; their bodies fed his armies, and he, in turn, was fed by that shadow that lurks behind all things.
Blays was off trampling grass, but for now Dante marked his page. He’d kept a smile till the final sentence, when at once he knew, in the same way he knew if he jumped he’d come back down, that if he stared hard enough and right enough at the deep morning shadows cast on his knees by the leaves, something would happen. Before the blushing hand of stupidity could grab him by the neck, he blanked his mind and settled his hands in his lap. He felt a pressure, a tangible presence, like water were being squirted into the front of his skull. Somehow it didn’t hurt—it felt wrong, but not so wrong to tempt him to stop.
Sweat welled from his temples. A hand’s span of the nearest shadows stirred as if by the wind. The illusion was so real he didn’t register shock until another part of his mind told him his hair wasn’t moving and he didn’t feel colder like he would if air were moving over his sweat-slick skin. He raised a hand and he had the queasy sensation of going blind as the dark substance swelled, casting him into a darkness as deep as the space between constellations.
His breath came hard but he stood slowly, not wanting to spook it, for as little sense as that made. He still felt nothing against his skin, not like if he were wading through something solid. He took a trial step. It wasn’t a disaster. He took another and tripped on a root. Pain shot through his palms and knees when they pounded ground and the delumination weakened till it was more like a gray fog than like he had no eyes. Dante saw the condensed shadow was roughly spherical, highest a few feet behind him—it had stayed put when he started moving.
He emptied his mind and the darkness ate up the light. After five paces in a straight line the world winked on again. When he looked down he saw his body rising from the mass of shadows at an angle across his waist, centaurian, as if his dad had mated with a globby black hemisphere. He wouldn’t put it past him.
“Hey! Dante!” Blays’ voice reached him in a hissed shout.
“I’m here,” he called back, matching the boy’s volume, and when he looked down the shadowsphere was gone. He picked up the book and walked toward where he’d heard Blays’ cry.
“What were you doing?” Blays peered past him into the trees.
“Reading.”
“Not riding horses?”
“Not recently,” Dante said, eyeing him.
“Then someone else is here. There were tracks down at the pond.”
“Travelers?”
Blays quirked his mouth. “We’re miles from any road.”
“Maybe it’s someone’s land. They’re out for a bit of fishing.”
“And maybe you’re about to get an arrow through your neck.” Blays rubbed his mouth, then his eyes. “We’ve got to go.”
“All right,” Dante said, spooked by the boy’s seriousness. They headed for the camp. A stone’s throw from it Blays barred an arm across his chest and pressed him down into the bushes. “What is it?” he whispered.
“Maybe nothing, but if it’s a damn trap I don’t want to walk right into it.”
The grounds looked empty. Their fire had gone out during the night and any smoke was hours gone. The stillness of the wood pressed on his ears like he’d dived underwater. Blackbirds chirped at each other. He heard the furtive rustle of small animals tracking through the fallen leaves. A crow cackled and he jerked his arms to his body. A sour tightness took his chest. He’d come to think of themselves as the only two in this place.
“We’ll circle around,” Blays whispered. “If it looks clear, we’ll grab our stuff. If you see or hear anything, freeze on the spot.”
Dante nodded, glad to follow Blays’ steps. The kid hunched down and advanced around their camp, pausing every twenty or thirty feet to cock his head to the silence. When they’d made more than half a circle around it he hunkered down for a minute, lips a white line. Dante culled small comfort in the fact horses were noisy by nature, always snorting and whickering at each other like big hairy idiots. They couldn’t take two steps in the dense forest floor without sounding like something falling down a mountain.
Blays tapped him on the shoulder and they stole straight for their gear. He saw no sign the ground here had been disturbed by anyone but themselves. They gathered weapons and vegetables, wordless, wrapping the two half-eaten fish from the night before in fresh-fallen leaves. Dante grabbed a stray book and that was all it took to be ready to move.
They drew back, Blays leading them direct away from the pond sitting a tenth-mile to the east. They moved quickly but without panic, feet crumpling leaves but not crashing them; still, Blays would halt them every couple minutes to crouch beside a trunk and listen to the forest. It was early morning yet, the sun bright without being warm. The season had begun to shorten its track through the sky, but it would be light another eight hours, maybe nine, and the thought of going on like this for hours on end made Dante want to lie down then and there.
“There’s no way they tracked us from Bressel,” Blays said at one of their halts. “They’d have been on us in two days, not two weeks.”
“We don’t know it was them,” Dante said, looking behind them.
“No one else has any reason to be out here.”
“Other people exist, you know.”
“Don’t be a fool.” Blays’ voice had jumped and he bugged his eyes and brought it back to a whisper. “It could be fox hunters. It could be vagabonds, though that would raise the interesting question of how the hell they got their hands on horses. Even if they were those things, it wouldn’t make us any safer. There’s no law here.”
“Just us,” Dante said, clenching his teeth. “How does anyone get anywhere when everything’s this screwed up?”
“By being so nasty mere sight of them makes everyone else run away. Let’s go.”
Despite living in the woods for weeks, he hadn’t truly noticed how many animals shared the land. Every crunch of leaves or sudden shrill cry made his neck go tight. The air was cool, almost cold, but he was tickled by icy lines of sweat down his ribs. Blays walked with his back bent, leaning forward and hurrying along like his nose weighed two hundred pounds and only constant motion could keep him from toppling. Dante urged the sun on, outraged that something so big could be so slow. Hours passed. His feet got sore but he found he wasn’t tired, not after the last few weeks of fake swordfights and stomping around the pathless woods. The back of his mouth tasted like the dry, sour aftertaste of cranberries. His head felt thick, fuzzy and no more substantial than puffwood seeds, and when he took his eyes off the ground and held his hand in front of his face he saw that it was shaking.
Noon. The sun came straight down and lay against his skin without warmth. He kept his eyes on the beat of his feet. There was no wind and when he saw the ripple of the shadows of the leaves his foot almost missed the earth. With a few more days of reading and concentration, he thought he would be able to do more with them than see them. He hadn’t had those days, though. All he could depend on, if things fell apart, was his blade and his training. He trusted the steel, at least.
He nudged Blays toward the subdued trickle of a stream and they knelt at its edge and drank away the sweat of the journey. He shrugged his pack from one shoulder, meaning to eat some carrots, then froze and listened to the language of the woods.
“Get back,” he whispered.
“What is it?” Blays’ hand went to his sword. Dante shook his head and retreated along the route they’d taken, breaking after thirty feet to head away from the stream. He pulled Blays down under a thick bush and closed his eyes, trying to hush his breath. Blays made as if to speak and stopped at the snap of twigs from the direction they’d just left. He pressed himself lower to the dirt.
“They crossed the stream,” they heard, a harsh, deep voice that rumbled through the air. Dante raised his head a couple inches, but the trees were too thick to see anything but branches. “What’ve you got?”
“Not far off. I can feel them.” The second voice was high but faint. Dante heard more words but couldn’t differentiate them, then: “It’s too close to tell.”
“Let’s take a damn break,” said a third man. “Haven’t eaten since sunup.”
“We can catch them now,” the first one said. “They’re close.”
“We can catch them just as easy without starving to death in the meantime. They’re on foot.”
The discussion dropped to a mutter of details. He strained his ears, made out the words “trail” and “book” and “carry the bodies.” They went silent a minute later, and after another minute Blays caught Dante’s eye and gestured north, away. Dante raised a finger to his own mouth. A few seconds later a horse blew air past its mouth. He thought he could smell its animal sweat over the gaminess of his own.
Hooves splashed through the stream a few minutes later. Dante waited, eyes closed and mind wide, but he felt nothing. With a prickle to his neck he realized he was disappointed.
“We should head back,” he whispered. “Toward the river.”
“Could be others searching that way.”
“I don’t think so. We can cut northeast. Find a town.”
“What good will a town do us?” Blays said.
“Keep us from getting killed in the woods like dogs? Come on.” He got to his feet with exaggerated care, arms held to either side. He didn’t know how long the stream would delay the riders and he led the way this time, setting a pace so fast his trailing foot sometimes left the ground before his first had fallen. The leaves clicked together in the afternoon breeze and he couldn’t keep himself from hastening to a jog. They covered three or four miles before his wind gave out and they dragged themselves beneath another umbrella of undergrowth. Not for the first time, he wished one of his books had a close-scale map of the land around them; he knew there would be people around the river, that’s what rivers were for, but they could easily cut ten miles of north-south travel if they only knew where they were. He kneaded his back where the pack had bounced against it.
“They were following us,” Blays said. His voice was above a whisper but still soft enough not to carry.
“No kidding.” Dante pulled his knees to his chest and rested his head against them.
“I mean, they were trailing us. Like hounds. The one who sounded like a fairy said he could sense us.”
“He can.”
“How is that even possible?”
“Don’t ask me.”
“Come on,” Blays said, poking him in the side. “You study these things.”
“The key word is’study,’” Dante said, narrowing his eyes. “I don’t know how to do anything.”
“This is hopeless. If they can pick up a trail that’s weeks old, they can follow us to the ends of the earth.”
“No they can’t. They lost us for a few weeks there. We can walk on rocks instead of dirt. Whenever we find a stream we’ll wade down it a ways rather than cutting straight across.”
“That’ll just slow us down.”
“It’ll slow their woodsman even more.” Dante got to his knees, readied himself to stand. “I don’t think the one who said he can sense us can tell any more than that we’re near. If he could, we’d already be dead.”
“But we can’t hide when they’ve got him and a tracker,” Blays said, wrapping his fingers around the hilt of his sword. “That leaves running and fighting. I’m getting sick of my legs having all the say. My arms are getting restless, they’re asking’When do I get to do my part?’”
“Tell your arms to stow it.”
“We can ambush them. Like in the alley.”
“No,” Dante said, then felt foolish at his own authority. “We’re not prepared. These ones are more dangerous than the others.”
“This is cowardly,” Blays said, but he stood.
Dante’s face went hot. “Better yellow than red.”
Branches lashed their faces. Mud sucked at their boots. Roots reached up with gnarled fingers, scrabbling for their toes. Their feet were stubbed and sore and sweaty. Their packs chafed their shoulders. Dante did all he could think to make his passage look weird—walking on just his toes for a hundred yards until his calves gave out; striding longer with one leg than the other; sometimes, when Blays was ahead and distracted with making the trail, he’d hop on one foot for eight or ten bounces before he was afraid Blays would hear the odd rhythm and look back. He had no idea whether it would help. He doubted it would do more than make the hunter laugh. What else could he do? Turn their blood to fire inside their veins? Conjure a demon to drag them down to hell? Maybe he could just make the entire world blow up while he was at it. He trudged on.
A few miles further another stream blocked their way and they waded till the waters sluiced by just under the tops of their boots. They followed it upstream a couple hundred yards until it bent back toward the west, then clambered up the bank. Dante’s feet felt like stones. They couldn’t do another crossing, he thought. Their boots wouldn’t dry before dark.
Their time in the woods had taught them to walk it with minimal noise and they halted together when they heard the slow but steady steps among the leaves. Something heavy, many-legged. They ducked behind an ivy-wrapped stone and listened to the steps grow nearer. When he saw the branches approaching Dante thought, for one crazy moment, the trees had taken life and were walking around on their roots, and then the tan sweep of the buck’s head cleared the brush and he ached for a bow. But they’d have no time to clean it, no strength to carry all that meat, and they let out their breath and hurried on. They continued through the afternoon, rested in the twilight, then walked a couple hours in the weak moonlight, guided by the bright northern wink of Jorus, which he’d come to think of as the Millstar. Just as he thought his legs would give out beneath him Blays stopped short, squatting down and planting his hands on his knees.
“That’s all I’ve got in me. One more step and I’m going to fall on my face.”
“We’ve made good time,” Dante said, plopping down beside him. “Should find a town tomorrow.”
“How far off from the river?”
“Fifteen miles? Twenty? I’ve never been this far north.”
“Me neither.” Blays laughed for the first time that day. “I’d never left Bressel.”
“You never saw the sea?” Dante said, tucking his cloak around him.
“Well yeah. Never any further than that, though.”
They thought their private thoughts. Dante’s heart thudded when Blays reached for the pack, but he emerged with the leaf-wrapped fish and a handful of withering mushrooms. He passed Dante one of the fish. “May as well eat these. Won’t need to save anything if we’ll hit town tomorrow.”
“Yeah.” They ate their largest meal in days and sipped from the water skins. Exhaustion hit him before he was full. He could feel the puffiness in his eyelids, the discontent in his muscles that would mean full-fledged aches in the morning. Without speaking they both knew the insanity of lighting a fire, and instead pawed leaves over their legs and torsos, to hide and to insulate.
“It’s the book,” Blays said, and Dante realized he’d been asleep.
“Huh?”
“They’re following the book.”
Dante opened his eyes. He reached into the folds of his cloak, felt the leathery cover of the book where he kept it wrapped beside his face.
“Leave it, if you like,” he said around the lump in his throat. “I won’t.”
Blays didn’t respond. Dante lifted his head to see if the boy had been talking in his sleep.
“I don’t run from my problems,” Blays said at last. “Well. Not if I can help it.”
“We’ll outrun them to town. When they get there, they won’t find us, we’ll find them.”
“That’s a different tune than you were singing earlier,” the boy said. “I can’t tell if that’s the kind of optimism that’s like to take them by surprise or the kind that gets us killed.”
“If you die,” Dante said, closing his eyes, “what’s it matter anyway?”
“I assume it will hurt,” Blays said. Dante didn’t know whether to laugh or curse or learn to pray. How had it all ended so suddenly? How did this violence keep finding him? If the nether drove them to it, and if the nether lurked behind all things, where in the wide realms of man could he go where it couldn’t follow?
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He woke up. That was a good thing. It meant he hadn’t been killed in his sleep.
He stood and wished he had. Leaves fell from the folds of his cloak, rustling like distant water, and Blays stirred. Dante’s calves and lower back felt like someone had been tugging on both ends of them all night. He stretched out, gingerly, closing his eyes. After the initial shock, and as long as he didn’t move, the ache was almost pleasant. The sun hadn’t yet lumbered over the fields of the east but the stars on that side of the sky were growing faint in the deep blue. Through a gap in the trees the six stars of Taim’s hourglass were just above the horizon. Autumn was slipping away. He sat back down, shivering a bit, giving Blays a little longer before they picked up where they’d left off.
The world was shadow. In the moment of that thought his senses seemed to fade—the hesitant predawn birdsong became muffled, the fuzzy shapes of the last of the night grew darker, less distinct. His own breath galed in his ears. He reached out for those shadows, extending both his hand and his mind. They didn’t come and somehow he knew that was right. He tried again, slitting his eyes until he saw more eyelash than forest, counting the seconds between his deep and steady inhalations. Somehow he expected the slivers of darkness to be cold but the only way he knew they were sinking into his skin was through sight and a dull, far-off feel for its travel, the way you can finally see the sun move when it hits the horizon, or how the moon and fixed stars seem to have jumped whenever you look to the skies of the night. The pain faded from his limbs then; a bright red bramble scratch on his left hand went pink and then to the rusty brown of an old scab. He picked it away with his thumbnail and beneath it the skin was fresh. He closed his eyes and thought if the opposite desire of his mind would cause the opposite change to his flesh.
“What time is it?” Blays asked, rousing him. The nether—naming it for what it was—shuddered back into normal shadow.
“Just before dawn.”
“Time for unreasonable men to be on their way,” Blays muttered.
They packed up and lit out. Leaves spun to the forest floor. Dante let Blays lead. He wouldn’t know how fast to travel if his legs still burned like they had when he’d woken. Birds chirruped in the treetops like nothing were different. He walked with a stillness of thought, feeling light, feeling holy, the calm in the center of a storm of all this life.
He’d stopped pretending like he didn’t understand what was happening to him. He’d imagined it would take longer, in fact. That he’d need a teacher or a guide. That he’d need to meditate or pray to be handed the way. He didn’t know how the book was showing him the way, only that it was. Dante watched the back of Blays’ head bob as he stepped over fallen branches or ducked under live ones. He’d learn faster if he didn’t have to watch himself, to keep what he was learning hidden. He needed practice, but couldn’t get it when proof of his ability would turn the boy to silence and sidelong glances when he thought Dante wasn’t looking. Blays had become something like a friend since the days in the woods had shown him Dante was nothing but an average kid. He didn’t want to lose that. He’d had friends before, but not many, and he’d left them all behind the day he’d left the village. He missed them, in an abstract way, knowing they were gone to him and he would never see them again.
He began to forget himself. Little tricks as he walked. Concentrating on the shadows until they curled around his finger. Putting a dark globe on the toe of his boot and seeing how long he could make it keep up with his steps. Thinking on the men he’d read about in the Cycle and the thrill they must have felt when they reached out with their hand and made the world change. They were no longer so unimaginable, so distant and alien; Stathus the Wise and Linagan, Jack Hand and Kerry Cooper—he wished he could meet them and hear their words for himself.
“Stream up ahead,” Blays murmured, and Dante jumped.
“Okay.”
“It should turn into the river.”
“That’s what streams do, become rivers,” Dante said, tucking his chin against his chest and peering into the crossed boughs of the trees to the east, as if looking hard enough would summon up the gray waters of the Chanset.
“We could follow it, I mean,” he said, shrugging off Dante’s tone.
“That’s an idea. Can’t follow our tracks if there aren’t any.”
“Let’s cross it, head upstream a bit, and double back.”
A couple hundred yards on the other side they turned around, retracing their path as closely as they could. The stream was shallow, fast, and strong, widening abruptly from ten feet across to twenty or thirty of ankle-deep flow, then constricting again, just as quickly, at the next elbow in its path. Its banks were dug deep—if they ducked they couldn’t be seen unless someone were watching right from the lip—and its bed was a carpet of rocks, as smooth as if they’d been sanded, some as small as robins’ eggs, others sturdy and immobile as the heads of bulls. Big floods in the spring carved it deep, no doubt. They walked on dry rocks at its edge for a while, throwing out their arms for balance, stones thocking together under their weight. The rush of water washed away the sounds of the woods and they spoke, when at all, in raised tones that would have carried like seeds on a breeze if they’d been above the banks. At the bends in its path the banks narrowed on them until the stony beds were buried in cold water that yanked at their ankles with the strength of a man. They slowed at these times, keeping a hand on the wall of dirt to their right or the shoulder of whoever was leading the way.
“This is not a civilized way to live,” Blays said after the third or fourth such passage, raising one soggy boot while he balanced himself against the slope of the bank. The waters were getting deeper, reaching their knees when they took a wrong step.
“Want some food?” Dante said. His feet had begun to ache again. He wiggled his toes, fighting back the numbness. The water felt like it came from close snows.
“I want a fire.” Blays stomped his feet, squirting water over the pale gray rocks, darkening them with dampness.
“And I want a pony. That breathes fire. And craps strawberries.”
“You’d probably eat them,” Blays said. He sat down and let out a long breath.
“You wouldn’t?”
“Out of a pony’s ass?” Blays hawked and spat into the swirling current. “I don’t even want to know where you think the cream would come from.”
Dante shrugged. “More for me, then.”
He found a few mushrooms wrapped up in his pack, squashed by the books as they’d shifted on the walk, moist and drooping in their own fluids. He handed Blays the bigger share and the boy set them on his lap and stared at them a moment.
“This is what I mean.” Blays popped one in his mouth, chewed, paused, then swallowed. He dipped a hand in the water and drank. “This is how animals live.”
“It’s just for a few days, you baby.”
“You’re the baby.”
“Why am I the baby?”
“Because you’re always scared like one. No one’s going to save us. We’ve got to deal with this ourselves.” Blays ate slowly, chewing each off-white cap for a long time. Dante had to still his arm to keep from punching him. He blinked, looked away. This whining.
“I’m starting to learn,” he said when he could trust his voice.
“Good. I’m tired of running this show by myself.”
“Not that.” Dante pulled his lips from his teeth and put his hand on Blays’ wrist. The boy met his eyes, then looked down, saw the gray trailing from Dante’s fingers like wisps of smoke.
“What are you doing?”
He called to it, brought the dark places under the rocks like he’d brought the black images of the leaves that morning. He felt a click in his chest, like something there had turned on its side, but he kept the summons, his mind an empty tunnel.
“Stop it!”
“Shut up.” The words didn’t break his command. Then it was done and he sucked air and freed his hand, shaking it. The tips of his fingers felt as cold as his waterlogged feet.
“What did you do?” Blays said, sharp as his weapon.
“Stand up. Walk around.”
“Go to hell,” he said, then got to his feet and bounced in place. He walked a circle around Dante and Dante saw the knots fade from his face.
“I’m not tired.”
“Neither am I,” Dante said, sticking out his jaw. He let the silence linger, let Blays think his thoughts.
“Can you do anything else?” Blays said, gazing into the woods.
“Not really. Not yet.”
Blays folded his arms. “No. It’s not right.”
“Why? Because you can’t hold it in your hand?” Dante picked up a rock and chucked it into the stream. Its splash was too soft to hear over the ceaseless whorl of water. “It’s like you just woke up, isn’t it? Like you haven’t been walking at all.”
Blays rubbed the faint blond hair on his upper lip. “My dad used to say if you build your life around nothing more than swinging a sword, you’ll start to think all things come down to who can swing it better.”
And he’s dead, Dante thought. “You’re a swordsman!” he said instead.
“That’s not the point.”
“I’m being careful,” he said. “I’m not about to mess with things I don’t understand.”
“It’s not enough to save us,” Blays said, dropping his eyes.
“It’s just a start.” He tightened the drawstring on his bag, jerking the knots so they wouldn’t slip. He got his feet under him and walked on down the stream bed. Blays kicked pebbles behind him. The only trees that could cling to the steep sides of the banks were small things, deep-rooted gnarls with close-clustered branches, and they walked in the full light of day. They hadn’t seen sign of their pursuers since they’d heard their talk the day before. For all they knew the three riders had headed west, lost their trail, and been turning in circles ever since. They were being chased by shadows. With a week to himself, with a month of study, Dante knew he could learn things to put a stop to all this. His eyes stung. Why didn’t they just leave him alone? If the book was so special, why had they left it abandoned in a ruined temple? He slipped on a moss-coated stone and Blays grabbed his arm.
“Thanks,” he said, brushing his sleeve where Blays had touched it. The stream turned again and the walls grew tight. Overhead, trees leaned over them, casting them into shadow. A gap no wider than an armspan separated the leaves on one side from those on the other, a blue and ragged line of sky so small he thought it could close completely if they faltered. He planted his feet in the water, each step deliberate as a chess move, thwarting the pull of the current. His legs were soaked past the knees. He walked on, eyes split between the treacherous stones under his feet and that thin blue band up above, one step, then another, cold but not tired, alone but leading his friend.
* * *
It was hours before the banks leveled out and the trees pressed them to the water’s edge. Dante’d cleansed himself of his weariness again but hadn’t touched Blays since. If he wanted to ache and struggle to lift his feet that was his business. The stream doubled in width and when he looked to its middle Dante could no longer see the bottom. The voice of the waters moved from the thin nattering of gossips to a deeper, thoughtful hum. Sometimes he wondered where the speed of the stream had gone, then he’d catch sight of a leafy branch on its surface, hurtling past them at twice their swiftest walk, and he’d remember clear waters didn’t mean still waters.
He didn’t speak up, but it wasn’t long before he thought he could smell it, that faint tang of fresh water. Not so stagnant as the pond, less of the earthy musk of dead, wet plants and more that of a moving body, the crisper scent of pebbles being ground into mud and dry dirt taking on water. A final elbow and the forest disappeared in front of them, giving way to the flat gray depths of the Chanset River, half a mile wide if a foot, the same river Bressel straddled eighty or a hundred miles downstream.
There they rested long enough to catch their breath and wring out their stockings, which steamed on the broad rocks where the stream funneled into the river. They crunched down on the last of their carrots, tossing the limp green tails into the water. They felt the sun on their faces.
“Which way?” Blays said, jabbing between his teeth with a stiff sprig of grass.
“North? Put more distance between us and Bressel?”
“Makes sense. Five more minutes, say.”
Dante nodded. He cupped his hands to the stream, made sure his water skin was full. He wriggled the feeling back into his wrinkled toes, drying them for the first time since they’d been following the waterway. It might be days before his boots dried.
“What’s funny?” Blays asked.
“I don’t know why I bother,” he said, nodding to the damp on the rocks where his feet had dripped.
“So moss doesn’t grow between your toes,” Blays said with an air of authority.
“You can’t grow moss on your feet,” Dante said. A small string of carrot dislodged from his teeth and he spat it out.
“I suppose you’ve soldiered in the fields where such things are common.”
“You have?”
“No,” Blays said, scratching his nose, “but my dad told me. Moss on your feet like the hair on the knuckles of grown men’s toes.”
“Moss only grows on things that don’t move,” Dante said, but he no longer knew if that were true. He’d passed plenty of days with wet feet, but couldn’t remember any that hadn’t ended around a fire.
“Be quiet.”
“Like trees and—”
“Be quiet,” Blays commanded. Dante glared at him and saw he was peering down the riverbank. It was a moment before the horseman moved into view a couple hundred yards distant. Dante pressed himself against the rocks next to Blays.
“Do you think he heard us?”
“No,” Blays murmured, then wiped his eyes. “Too much other noise. Do you see any others?”
“No. Could be in the woods.”
“What’s he doing?”
“Looking for sign,” Dante said. “See how he zigzags? How slow it is?”
“No wonder they haven’t caught us,” Blays said, and then his smile went away. “Yet.”
A minute went by, another. The man kept to his search, looking up every twenty or thirty seconds to scan the area. The first time he did so Dante pulled his head down so fast he barked his chin on the rock and almost cried out.
“What do you think?”
“I think,” Dante breathed, “he’s alone.”
Blays nodded. “There’s two of us.”
“Think so?”
“Better now than when the odds are back in their favor.”
“I don’t know.”
Blays touched the hilt of his sword. “We can get him if we sneak up on him.”
“He’s on horseback,” Dante said, swallowing against the dryness of his throat. “He’ll ride away. Or ride out of range, then turn around and trample us.”
“What if we went down a little closer, then ran out on the banks screaming and running away?”
“Like scared little kids?” Dante said, giving him a look.
“Exactly like that,” Blays grinned.
“But we’re not little kids.”
“What do you bet he thinks we are? If you’re strong, you’re supposed to fake being weak. It’s like the first rule of the field.”
“Um,” Dante said, wrapping his head around that. “He’s still on horseback. He’ll murder us.”
“That’s where you come in.” Blays lifted himself a couple inches and started backing on elbows and hips into the protection of the trees. Dante did the same. When they could no longer see the rider and the river showed in faint flashes behind the wall of reddening leaves, they got up and drew closer, placing their feet in the forest carpet like the first steps onto the uncertain ice of a pond. After what felt longer than an hour’s march, Blays put a hand on Dante’s shoulder and snuck forward to where the trees thinned, peeking around a bole.
“Still there,” he breathed when he got back. “Grab a couple rocks.”
“Rocks aren’t going to make any difference.”
“Every little advantage,” Blays said, then bit down hard to stop a laugh when he saw the look on Dante’s face. “You never know. Might get lucky.”
“I bet.” Dante rolled his eyes and scooped up two smooth stones, heavy for how well they fit his palm. He followed Blays toward the river. Insane, he thought. All this chasing had driven them insane. Knowing this was the smart play did nothing to slow his charging heart, to dry the dampness under his arms.
“Ready?”
“I guess.”
“Go,” Blays whispered, then ran out on the bank and began shrieking for his mother. Dante followed him, body tight with panic when he saw the rider not a hundred feet downstream. He heard him actually laugh, then ran harder at the thunder of hooves in the grass. Within moments the rider had halved the distance between them. He whipped his sword from his back and crouched in the saddle, lining the two boys in his sights. Dante tripped, flailing his arms for balance, and his screams were real.
“Now!” Blays yelled, but the stumble had stolen Dante’s focus on the nether. He reached out again, the edges of his mind roaring like the wind. “Now, you son of a bitch!”
The rider raised his sword. Light flashed over Dante’s eyes. He could see the sod leaping from the horse’s strides. He stopped and turned, laughing in horror, and when he imagined he could feel the horse’s hot breath he flung out his hand and the beast’s head disappeared in a ball of blackness. A stone hurled past his shoulder and the rider swiped at it as his mount locked its legs and skidded on the damp grass. One of its front legs buckled and then it was down, sliding and rolling in the grass, the snap of its bones and the suddenly scared curses of its rider as he leapt free and collapsed to the ground. The boys charged then: Dante threw both rocks with all his strength, missing the first and clipping the man’s shoulder with the second; Blays’ blade bobbed beside him and Dante tore loose his own and they were on the downed man before he’d found his feet.
“You tricky shits!” he screamed. He struck from his knees, a fierce blow Dante blocked but which sent him staggering. The man’s eyes were bright with some feral emotion when Blays’ counter cut off his left hand. He swung wildly, forcing the boy to fall back, then reeled to his feet. Dante stepped forward and swung his weapon with both hands. The man deflected it, but his motion threw off an already poor balance and Blays’ stroke broke his ribs like the staves of a barrel. He fell to his knees, propping himself up with his bleeding stump. He opened his mouth and spit hung in strands. His elbow quivered as he raised the point of his blade at the two boys. Dante’s backhand strike knocked it from his hand. Blays aimed a final blow at the soft stretch of his neck. It didn’t fall cleanly, but when he pulled back his sword the body dropped and didn’t move.
Blays laughed, a hollow thing. Dante didn’t join him.
“The others can’t be far,” Blays said.
“We can hide his body.” Dante slid his sword into its sheath. The man’s wide wounds steamed in the chill air.
“Not the horse.”
“Then we’ll run,” Dante said. He found a small coinpurse and added it to his pocket. The horse was thrashing on the earth, legs shaking each time it tried to rise and the bones wouldn’t hold. Its great glassy eyes rolled in its skull. Dante looked to Blays.
“I can’t,” Blays stated.
“There’s a bow,” Dante said, pointing. “Take it.”
“What if it kicks me?”
“It couldn’t kick through a broken board,” he said, and when he went for more words he found half-digested carrots instead. He leaned over and spat them into the grass.
“He was looking for us to have gone south,” Blays said, turning away from Dante’s gurgles. He shouldered the bow and a half-full quiver. “There must be a town that way.”
“Whetton,” Dante said, the sour taste of his stomach on his tongue. He spat again. “We can go faster on the bank.”
“Can’t risk it.” Blays headed back up the bank. “Let’s stick to the forest’s edge.”
Dante disagreed but found himself light on the guts to speak up. They broke back into the trill of birdsong and the rattle of wind-shaken leaves and made a brisk trot south. Within seconds Dante was shivering without stop.
“That wasn’t how I’d imagined it would be,” he said once his blood had calmed.
“You think about killing people a lot?” Blays said, smiling faintly.
“Sometimes,” he smiled back. It didn’t last. “On his knees like that.”
“Don’t feel sorry for him. He was all set to trample us into the grass.”
“But it was so…savage,” Dante said, and Blays shrugged. It was worse than the other times. It felt like a regression, like an act of a man he didn’t know. He had no illusions fights were supposed to be fair. If the one with the tracker had been even, he without his horse and them without surprise, he expected it would have ended with a few pounds of steel through his heart. Yet he couldn’t shake the feeling what they’d done had been unnatural, that somewhere the gods were watching them and their judgment would be harsh.
“We’d be dead except that spell,” Blays said softly a moment later.
“Yeah.”
“Were you scared?”
“No,” he said, running faster. “A little. When I tripped.”
“I just about dropped a pile in my breeches,” Blays said, chortling so hard he had to sputter out the words. “Then the look on his face when you blinded his horse! Gods!”
Dante chuckled weakly. It had looked otherworldly, the black ball where there should have been a head, the rider throwing his hands over his head like a man falling through the false floor of a wildcat trap.
“You have a strange sense of humor.”
“He’d have laughed too if he could see it.” Blays giggled. Dante joined him, feeling outside himself. Their nervous energy gave out after a mile or so and they slowed to a stroll to catch their breath. Dante clasped his hands behind his head to ward off the stitch in his side.
“They’re not going to miss our tracks after that,” he said, gazing into the woods. “Not even with their woodsman dead.”
“I figured that’s why we were running away,” Blays said.
“The nearest town could be twenty miles from here. They’re on horseback.”
“So what?”
“So what? So they’ll find us and kill us!”
Blays rolled his eyes. “So what do you want to do about it?”
“I don’t know!” Dante said, startled at the pitch of his own voice. He thought he was angry with Blays for being so cavalier, but after a quarter mile of silent seething he’d reached the same conclusion as the boy. They couldn’t hide. They had no horses. Returning to the woods would do no good when the temple men had already found them once. All they could do was run and hope. The trees thinned and he saw a stream of smoke rising from a fraction of a mile down the bank. For a moment he let himself think their luck had turned, that it would be the outskirts of a town, maybe even Whetton, but it was a single house on the river’s edge. The land rolled empty beyond it.
“Wait,” he said. “That smoke.”
“What about it?” Blays yawned.
“There’ll be a boat.”
“Smoke means fire.”
“At the house where they have the fire, you dunce. You don’t live in a river and not have a boat.”
“Oh,” Blays said. “Sure. If we cross over, they’d have to waste time finding a ferry.”
“The current’s fast,” Dante said, frowning, picking at this new thread. “If we row hard, they’d have to be riding pell-mell to keep up. We can reach town ahead of them.”
They looked at each other. “Ambush,” Blays said.
“Nater,” Dante agreed, one of those words you repeat without a clue where it came from.
“Yeah,” the boy said, licking his lips. “That’s it. We take them out of the mix and that gives us time to think up what the hell we do next. If we can’t figure out what to do before they send the next guys, maybe we deserve to eat it.”
Dante crouched in the bushes of the forest’s fringe. Nothing but open grass north and south.
“Can you run?”
“Let’s do this thing.”
They cut right down the shallow slope of the grassy band and then the steep rocky banks until their boots touched water. The house lay straight ahead. It was a small thing, clearly no more than a couple rooms, and as they got closer Dante grew afraid they’d found the one fisherman in the wide world who didn’t own a boat. They drew to a quick walk at a couple hundred yards off, ears sharp for footsteps, for shouts, any sign of its owners other than the white wisps of smoke. At a hundred yards he could smell it strongly, the sweet smoky scent of dry heat and crisp winter. His eyes locked to the hut as they fell into its shadow. The bank stretched out in a tiny spit right before the hut and as they crested the moist earth he heard the hollow slap of water on a hull.
“Nice deduction, Sage Pratus,” Blays muttered, regarding the rowboat moored in the miniature bay beneath the house. A light wind blew in from the north. It smelled like the weather were turning.
“Think it’s safe?”
“Does it matter?” Blays said, tromping down to the two-person skiff. Its timbers were bleached with the wear of water and sunshine, and above the waterline the wood was fuzzy to the touch. Blays knocked near the top of its hull and one of the beams actually rattled. “What’s holding it together? The power of prayer?”
“They take this thing out?” Dante hissed, glancing at the river. “I wouldn’t trust it in a puddle.”
“River looks okay,” Blays said, grabbing hold of the unraveling rope at its fore and following it to a stake a few feet up the bank. “Get in.”
“Lyle’s balls,” he swore, then edged up through the water and rolled himself inside. It was decently broad and didn’t threaten to show its belly at the addition of his weight, but he didn’t like the way it rolled on the current. Blays freed the rope and swung the boat up sidelong to the shore, then wiggled his rear like a cat before it makes a leap and hurled himself in behind Dante. The boat flapped around like a man who’s just stubbed his toe and Dante threw himself flat against its bottom. “You ass!”
“I’m no sailor,” Blays said. “Now I’m the captain here. Grab a damn oar.”
“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather finish drowning me?”
“I think I hear someone coming,” Blays said, cocking his ear and shoving them off.
“Where?” Dante whispered, ducking down and taking up an oar. He dipped it smoothly into the water.
“Well, that got you rowing.” He smiled at himself and picked up the other oar. Dante glared at him over his shoulder, then pressed his fingers to his temples.
“Row on the other side, you idiot.”
“I said I’m not a sailor,” Blays spat back. “Doesn’t sound really carry on the water?”
“One reason among many you should shut the hell up.”
Blays muttered to himself. They pointed the nose downstream and paddled out into the current. From forty or fifty feet off, the bank rushed by like they were running on the water. The blade of Dante’s oar spun whirlpools and clouds of bubbles into the light chop of the gray waters. Each time he lifted it clear a stream of water spattered away from the oar. Blacks and blues shimmered beneath the silvery surface, a hint at the vastness of its depths.
“Whose idea was this?” Blays asked. In five minutes of travel the hut was already little more than a dark blot upstream, further than the opposite shore. “It was a good one.”
“You sound surprised,” Dante said. He let his paddle skim the surface for a moment, arching his back to flex the kinks from his shoulders. He thought about calling to the nether, soothing his muscles, but let it be. Rowing wouldn’t kill him.
The breeze was very faint, buffering him around the ears with only the occasional gust, but back in the woods the heads of the trees were swaying. Brown leaves tore loose and fluttered south, hanging nearly motionless with regards to the boat. For perhaps the first time in his life Dante wished he knew more about mathematics.
Waves beat gently on the sides of the boat in glorps and burbles. The two paddles swished rhythmically. The trees on the banks fell away, replaced by fields of black-brown dirt and old yellow wheat stalks shorn of their heads. Now and then a house stood up alone in the farmland. After a while Dante’s knees cramped under him and he squirmed into a cross-legged stance. When he grew hot he shed his cloak. A few miles down, the Chanset bent to their left. Following its curve, they saw it widen further yet, and beyond the broad gray bulge of waters, no more than three miles away—twenty minutes, he figured, if they kept to their strokes—the welcome smoke and low-slung spires of what had to be Whetton. Dante looked back and laughed at Blays.
“Let’s pull up before we hit town,” Blays said. “It’ll look weird, paddling right up to the docks in this thing.”
“I’m sure we could come up with something,” Dante said, but a mile upstream they angled it into shore on a sandy beach and disembarked into the shallows. He picked up the rope from inside the bow (as far as the rowboat could be said to have one) and carried it to shore. “There’s nowhere to tie it up.”
“Who cares?”
“We should at least drag it aground,” he said, holding the rope in both hands. “Maybe it will treat someone else as well.”
“Fine,” Blays said, and blew air past his lips. They grabbed hold of its slippery sides and leaned forward, pulling it up the sand until it was clear of the waves lapping up the beach. “Good enough, master?”
“It’ll have to do,” Dante said, looking away.
“Well. Forward ho?” Blays took the lead. The land north of the city had been cleared for farms and firewood, coverless, so they took to the road. The hard, rutted dirt felt odd beneath Dante’s boots. It had been weeks and many miles since he’d walked on anything but forest floors and the beds of creeks. He looked down on himself, at the mud stuck to the bottom of his cloak, the knots in his bootlaces where they’d snapped and been retied, the grime coating his hands, the black crescents of his fingernails. He looked filthy even by city standards. He realized, with a small shock that made him feel old, he wanted a bath.
The north wind kept Whetton’s stink of smoke and sewage and tanneries and manure and sweat from their noses until they were within a bowshot of its gates. It hit them all at once and they looked at each other, noses wrinkled, then laughed quietly.
“Haven’t missed that,” Blays said.
“We’re probably no better,” Dante said, nudging his nose against his shoulder. He was right.
“At least we came by it honest.” The boy stopped before the gates and put his hand on his sword. “Um.”
“Whetton’s a free city,” Dante said, then frowned. “I think.”
Blays glanced among the modest traffic passing through the crossroads behind the gate. Men and women on foot, a lot of ox- and mule-teams bearing wagons filled with the harvest of corn and wheat and potatoes and beans. A good number were armed. Not all, not even a majority, but in a minute’s watching they saw more men (and a couple women!) with swords at their belt than anywhere in Bressel but the arms yards and the barracks of the town watch.
“I’m thinking it’s okay,” Blays said.
“I suppose we could just act natural.”
“I don’t know about that. For you,’natural’ seems to involve getting wrapped up in death cults and murderous intrigue.”
“They’re not a death cult,” Dante said, falling in behind. Among other minor miracles he’d learned to walk without knocking his sheath against his knee, and he allowed himself a small swagger as they rejoined civilization. The shadow of the gate swallowed them up and spat them back into the sunshine of the interior crossroads. A few blocks passed without purpose, lost in the vision of houses of timber and stone, the pillowy white smoke of smithies, the simple presence of other people. Dante found himself watching every man who walked their way. Sometimes, sensing his gaze, their faces darkened with the half-felt emotion of troubled dreams. Sometimes he thought he saw fear.
The shadows grew long and longer yet. Size-wise, Whetton was no contest to Bressel, but it was large enough to hide them, if they wished, and it soon became clear it was far too big for them to keep watch on every road.
“We should get the nearest inn to that north gate,” Dante said, stopping at an intersection. He stepped back from an oncoming carriage. Horse sweat ruffled his nostrils and he tasted bile.
“I was thinking about that. They might cut through the forest. We should hire a beggar to watch the western gate, too.”
“Make it a kid,” Dante said. “That way we can threaten to beat him up.”
“The docks, then. That’s where the scum always floats up.”
Dante nodded, deciding not to remind Blays where he’d first found him. They made a left for the river and descended into the noise and clutter of trade, the stink of old fish and things rotting in the water, the tall blank walls of wares-houses. Down near the docks swarms of mudders and the kind of boy who’s always bumping over bread stands tore through the streets like skinny, reeking flies. None of them looked older than ten. One such group shrieked past and Blays hauled one in by the collar.
“What’s your name, kid?”
“Whatever you want it to be,” the boy said, eyes held fast on their belted swords. He looked about seven, but his clothes flapped loose around his body and his arms were straight and thin, knobby at the elbows and hands.
“Smart,” Blays said. “We’ve a job for you. Come on.”
“Can’t I stay here?” The boy’s round eyes stood out from his cinder-smudged face.
“There’s money in it,” Dante said, bouncing a chuck off his chest. The kid seemed to rematerialize at ground level to snatch it up, then stood and stared up at them, head cocked.
“George,” he said. “What’s yours?”
“We need you to watch the west gate,” Blays said.
“Don’t the guards do that?”
“The guards would want more money,” Blays said, smiling tightly. “Come with us or cough it up.”
“Let me go get Barnes,” George said. “That way he can watch if I fall asleep.”
He darted away before they could object. They hustled behind, tight on the heels of their investment.
“He’ll betray us in a second,” Dante said.
“We’ll promise him more if he doesn’t. And a thrashing if he does.”
“You’d make a good magistrate,” Dante snorted. George pried another dirty-haired youth from the crowd around an impromptu wrestling match and they padded back to the older two.
“He’s my brother,” George said.
“We need you to watch the west gate,” Dante said, bending down to put his face level with theirs. “We’re looking for two riders. They look like—” He stopped. They’d never seen the men, other than the one they’d killed by the river. Doubtlessly pairs of riders filtered into the city a score an hour. “What do they look like, Blays?”
“How the hell should I know? One sounded nasty and one sounded like a princess.”
“One’s going to look weak and the other will look strong,” Dante said. He rubbed his face. How could he have made an oversight like that? How had they planned to ambush them when they had no idea what they looked like? “The weak one should look like a priest. Wearing a robe or something.”
Blays scratched his neck. “At least the nasty one will have a sword.”
“And they’ll be on horseback,” Dante added lamely. “Only two of them.”
“Okay,” George said. “What do we do when we see them?”
“What’s the closest inn to the north gate?” Dante asked.
“The Foaming Keg,” Barnes put in. He was a few inches shorter than his brother, bore the same moppish dark-brown hair, a year or two younger. “It’s the one with the picture of the foamy keg over the door.”
“Right,” Dante said, squeezing his eyes shut. “If you see them, one of you comes and tells us right away. The other one follows them and sees where they go. Another chuck’s in it for you if you do.”
“And the fist if you run off,” Blays put in, shaking his under their noses.
“Ask the innkeep for Dante.”
“Or Blays.”
“Okay,” George said. “When do we start?”
“Now,” Blays said. The brothers looked at each other and trotted off toward the west. They weren’t wearing shoes. “That may have been very stupid.”
They made haste for the Foaming Keg and spent ten minutes arguing with the keeper about the vacancy of windowed rooms on the second or third story facing the north gate. Back in Bressel, Dante would have given in at the keeper’s first sob story or breakdown of expenses, but after the last few weeks, facing limited silver and an uncertain future, he accepted no terms until he was paying only half again what he thought fair. Both parties left angry, which struck him as the mark of true sophistication in the intercourse of society.
Blays installed himself in the window to watch the streets. His tanned face grew murky in the twilight. Dante lit a candle and holed up in the corner, spreading the Cycle over his knees.
“There’s a couple riders,” Blays said, leaning forward. “No, wait, that one’s a woman. A woman riding outside a carriage? What kind of a town is this?”
“Couldn’t say.”
“There’s a couple…but that guy looks like he’s a billion years old. He looks like he died about five miles back.” Blays laughed and clapped his knee. Dante scowled at his pages. “And those two look like they’ve bathed in the last month. Can’t be them.” A couple minutes dragged by. “Oh, there’s a—”
“Enough,” Dante said.
“Hey, at least I’m doing something here.”
“Do it quietly.”
“There’s a couple,” he stage-whispered, then laughed at Dante’s glare. “All right. Fine. Read your damn book.”
“I will.”
“Good.”
“It is good,” Dante said, and found he’d lost his place. The skies grew dark. With fading frequency Blays would crane his face out the window to meet the clatter of hooves. Dante lost himself in the book, flipping between sections to make certain he was matching names to lineage and king to kingdom. A knock banged against the door and he bit his tongue.
Blays pointed at him, mouthed “You.” He lowered himself from the sill and stepped to the side of the thin door. Noiselessly, he drew his blade.
“Uh, who is it?” Dante called, giving Blays the eye.
“Barnes, sir,” a small voice said from the other side. Blays let out his breath and Dante unbarred the door.
“Did you see them?”
“George says to say we saw the two people you wanted us to see,” Barnes said.
“Where’s George now?” Dante asked.
“Following them.”
“Where’d they go?” Blays said.
“I dunno,” Barnes shrugged.
Dante looked at Blays over Barnes’ greasy head. “Shit.”
“It’s okay,” Blays said, eyes darting. “Uh. We should have at least a couple hours until they’d go to sleep. Barnes, do you think you can find George before midnight?”
“Yeah. He’s my brother!”
“Then go find him. You two keep following until they go inside an inn. Then George stays there while you come back here. You got that?”
“I think,” Barnes said, twisting his hips and swinging his arms.
“What’d I say?”
“You said go find George, then when they go to sleep come tell you.”
“That is what I said,” Blays said, giving Dante an impressed look. “Well, go do it, damn it!”
The boy disappeared without a word. Dante stared through the open doorway, wondering how many of them died before they reached his own age. His older brother’d been among them. Sending Barnes and his brother to spy on killers for a chuck apiece. But they were willing to take it. To them it must feel like the wealth of dragons.
He rebarred the door and yawned. The dawn in the woods felt like ages ago. He slumped back in the corner, massaging the back of his head. The rears of his eyes felt like someone were pressing against them with a thumb.
“I’m going to nap,” he told Blays.
“Switch you in a couple hours.”
He settled down on the pallet, wrapping up in his cloak. Some time later a knock stirred him from sleep and he drew a deep breath. There was the tick of a lock, a muted conversation, but in his half sleep he couldn’t make out a word.
“Get up, dummy,” Blays said. “Barnes is back.”
Dante sat up straight. His brain felt like it had been left in the thoroughfare for a season. He blinked at Blays’ wiry height, at the squirming Barnes who didn’t rise past his rib cage.
“Hello,” Dante said, scratchy.
“Hi,” Barnes waved. “The two men went to their room a while ago.”
“How’d you find George?”
“I asked the other boys if they’d seen him until one of them said yes.”
“Oh.” Dante got up. He emptied his pack of everything but the book and a knife and relooped his sword belt around his waist. He had no idea what time it was. He felt worse than when he’d gone to sleep. “What’s everybody standing around for?”
“Lead on,” Blays said, shoving Barnes lightly between the shoulders. They tramped down the streets. The night was cold. Wind channeled down the empty streets. Overhead the stars watched with blank eyes. For ten minutes Barnes led them through an impossible tangle of alleys, stopping briefly to greet other small boys who looked up at Dante and his sword with round and gleaming eyes. Barnes stopped in the mouth of a sidestreet and pointed across an avenue to a wooden building with a painting of a frog’s head above the door.
“They’re the third room on the second story,” said a voice behind them. They whirled, swords out, and saw George. “Don’t hurt me!”
“Sorry,” Dante said. “Get up already.”
“Do we get our other chuck now?” George said, scooting toward them, ignoring the fresh dust on his breeches.
“How long ago did they go to their room?” Blays said.
“A while,” George said. “First they had some drinks. I got thrown out but I sneaked back in.”
Dante handed him a blackened piece of silver. “Go buy yourself some bread.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” George said. He jogged into the depths of the alley. Barnes waved at them and ran to catch up to his brother.
“Did you hear what he said to me?”
“You’ll get over it,” Blays said. He put away his sword. “Sounds like they’re drunk. Couldn’t ask for more.”
“You ready?”
“Are you?”
“It’s the only way to get them off our backs,” Dante said.
The common room was stifling, rank with smoke and the sweat of men and the vinegary odor of vomited wine. The innkeep glanced up and they kept their eyes front and beelined for the stairs. At the second floor Blays brought out his blade and Dante followed suit. Blays counted off the doors, pointed to the third. Dante nodded. Blays squared himself in front of it, paced back. He waited till loud laughter pealed up from the first floor, then barreled forward, leveling his shoulder against the wood. It splintered to chunks and he hurled right through into the darkness. Dante yelped and leaped over the wreckage of the door, whacking at the first figure that wasn’t Blays, who was busy extricating his sword from the chest of the same man Dante’d just stabbed. The dying man gurgled and a candle flared from the far end of the room. They paused, wrists flexing when the dying man slumped forward on their blades.
“Dante Galand,” the remaining man said, and they heard the high, reedy voice from the stream two mornings before. He had a long, pale face, black hair queued at the base of his neck and falling past his shoulders. He was wearing nothing but a dirty gray set of underclothes which sagged at the ass and elbows.
“Some son of a bitch who won’t leave us alone,” Blays said back at him, twisting his sword in the other man’s body and hauling it free. Blood sprayed over his hand and the corpse dropped onto Dante’s feet, pulling his sword from his grasp. The man splayed his fingers at them and Dante saw the air go dark. By instinct he punched back and a black gout rippled like flame from his hand. The two forces met and became nothing.
The man curled his lip, gestured with index and middle fingers. Dante felt the nether enfolding him like a cloak. He swung his arm from the elbow as if to say “Behold!” and again negated the man’s power.
“Stop that,” the man said.
“Burn in hell!” Blays shot, chopping the air and spraying the man with blood. He stepped forward.
“Don’t move,” Dante warned.
“They didn’t tell me you shared the talent,” the black-haired man said, fists held out from his sides. A temporary stillness stood between them.
“What did they tell you?”
“You’d stolen the Cycle.” He smiled with half his mouth. “I can see that much is true.”
“Can you?”
“It’s cleared your mind,” the man said, eyes and voice pinched with suspicion. “Opened the paths to the nether.”
“I see,” Dante lied.
“Indeed,” the man nodded, glancing between Dante and Blays’ blood-slick sword. “This may change things.”
“How’s that?” Blays said.
“They may welcome another into the fold, that’s how.”
Blays laughed. “The only fold’s going to be the one I cleave into your forehead.”
“Then it’s a good thing it’s not your decision to make, because I’d crush you like a bean.”
“You’ve been trying to kill me for weeks,” Dante said.
“That was then,” the man said, drawing back his shoulders. “What you need now is proper training.”
“I’ve stopped you well enough without it.”
“If kicking down a door should impress me, then I’m impressed,” the man said, brushing the shoulder of his underwear. “But I’m not much, really. Nothing compared to the ones who’d teach you, or the ones who’d come after you if you deny me.”
Dante said nothing. To accept would be to part with Blays. He knew there were parts of the book that would take years to untangle, that its pages held knowledge he’d never learn in isolated scholarship—the powers he saw when he slept. He didn’t even know how it had caused him to come in tune with the nether in the first place. He did know he didn’t like this man and didn’t trust the sect he represented. They may not be the amoral, bloodthirsty force the histories tried to paint them as, but Dante suspected a force as primal as the nether couldn’t be tapped without a certain recklessness of spirit that must taint their entire order.
“Who are these others?”
“The holy of Arawn,” the man replied, as if he’d asked which direction the sun rose.
“And what is it they want?”
“Open worship of our lord. An equal place among the houses of the Belt.”
“Their temples are smashed,” Dante said. “Their people are slain.”
“The gods can’t be killed! And neither can the ones who’d praise them. As for temples, we have ours within Mennok’s, with Carvahal’s. Even the houses of Gashen count priests of a deeper alliance.”
Dante drew back his chin. “What? You’ve been seeding them with your own people?”
The man snorted. “Am I supposed to think it’s dishonorable? What’s the honor in getting slaughtered in the open field? What’s the glory in a Fourth Scour when you’re the one getting scoured?”
“I don’t understand,” Dante said, trying to remember all the men of cloth he’d met in the temples and cloisters and cathedrals of Bressel. How many of them served a second god in secret? The very one whose knowledge Dante had been seeking? “How long has this been going on?”
“That’s enough.” The man held up his hand, palm out. From the corner of his eye Dante saw Blays’ arms tense up. “Come with me back to Bressel and we’ll sail to Narashtovik. There, you’ll learn whatever you want. Things you don’t yet even know to ask about.”
Agreement ached in Dante’s chest so hard he’d almost said yes before he could think. He glanced at Blays and the blood sliding down the boy’s sword. Say Dante left now with this man for Bressel, for this Narashtovik. Say Dante had thirty or fifty years left to his life: three to five decades to spend forging a name so bright he’d rival the stars. And every day of which he’d spend regretting the moment he’d left Blays to whatever mean fate awaited him.
“I won’t be bound to anybody,” Dante said, knowing there would be other ways. “Not even the gods.”
“I thought the same thing when I was your age,” the man chuckled. “Have faith in those above and some day you’ll be the one looking down.”
“I’m not much for waiting,” Dante said, and when he flung out his hand he sent the opposite edge of the shadows that would heal. The man jerked his hands up to his chest, but before he could speak his stomach spilled open like a sword had torn across it. His hands plunged to catch the intestines that slithered to the floor. Blays screamed.
The man hunched, clutching at his belly, gaping at Dante. The man raised shaking fingers thick with the blackish blood of the body. Dante reached for more shadows to meet the man’s summons and found only a flicker. Blays’ arm blurred and his sword spun across the room, pinning through the man’s neck. The black-haired man made a choked gasp, tongue jutting from his mouth. He rolled his eyes, as if exasperated it had come to this, killed in his underwear in a foreign town by two dirt-caked boys. Then he went limp, hanging from the sword embedded in the wall.
“What in the name of whoever you hold holy was that?” Blays said, planting his foot against the wall and clearing his sword. The body thumped. He wiped it clean and sheathed it.
“I healed him,” Dante said.
“No you didn’t!”
“I mean, I did it backwards.” Dante lowered himself and groped for his own sword beneath the body of the first man they’d killed. He touched the warm stick of blood and drew back. “I didn’t know it would do that.”
“I don’t think he did either!” Blays kicked the corpse, then shuddered so hard he fumbled his sword. He turned to Dante, face white and misted up with sweat. “Did you mean what you said? About not being bound to anyone?”
“I’ll find my own way. I don’t need them or anyone else to find what I’m searching for.”
Blays nodded and looked away. His face soured. “This place stinks like a slaughterhouse.”
They left down the stairs. For whatever racket their disturbance may have raised, there was no sign the drunk keepers and drunker patrons of the common room had heard a thing. The two of them took to the streets, hunting their way back in the bath of the moon till their eyes found the painting of the Foaming Keg. Dante pushed down his nausea. His shoulders felt as broad as a bear’s. There was no power in the world that could stop him and Blays, he thought. They’d bend the world to its knee.
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“They arrested your friend.”
Dante spun for the high-pitched, sexless source of that news. He backed in a circle, then saw the dark head of one of the two brothers. Now that they weren’t standing next to each other he couldn’t tell which was which.
“Arrested? For what? How do you know?”
“I saw them go in after you left,” the kid said. “There were a whole lot of watchmen. They carried him out on their shoulders.” He tipped his head till his ear touched his shoulder. “He said lots of nasty words.”
Dante grabbed the boy by the collar and hauled him into the alley he’d just come out of. If they’d been after Blays, they’d be after him. It was only blind chance the kid had found him on his way back from the market before he’d returned to the Keg.
“Where are they keeping him?”
“They keep them all at the old bailey. They have the trial on the Saturday, and then if they’re guilty they hang them the next Saturday.”
“How do they tell who’s guilty?”
“I don’t know,” the boy said, sweeping the dirt with his toe. “I guess they all are,’cause they’re all at the hanging.”
“Go see what you can see, kid. I’ll reward you beyond your dreams.”
“I can count to a hundred,” he said, then spun off down the streets.
Dante rested his hand on his sword, glancing down both ends of the alley. He double- then triple-checked his pack to make sure the book was still there. Anything at the Keg was lost. Going back would mean arrest. His prayer books, his histories, his candles and his notes and spare paper, all that was replaceable. It hurt to leave it, but he had no choice.
His first instinct was to skip town. His second was to hunker down in the woods until the Saturday after and make a one-man assault on the city when they brought Blays down to the gallows. He saw several flaws in this plan, however, not least of which was he’d have no chance of surviving and Blays would be killed anyway. The gesture would be nice, noble even, and if there were a bard in the crowd maybe Dante would have a song written about him everyone could sing and forget in a season or two, but that would make him no less dead, except possibly in a metaphorical way that would do nothing to stop the worms from eating his skin.
He picked up a shard of cobble and hurled it against the alley wall. He took a breath and looked around again. What did he have? Time, in some small measure. He had time. He should juice that for all its worth before getting sucked into anything rash. The trial was two days off, the hanging a week from then. The first order of business was to find a place to hide so he couldn’t be caught before he had a chance to try anything tremendously stupid.
He drew his cowl over his head. Rule out the docks. The boys were too easily bought if any of the watch were canny enough to throw a little coin their way. Plenty of other inns in town, but inns attracted traffic, and traffic attracted do-gooders and bounty-vultures. Even if he holed up in his room, coming and going by cover of darkness, someone would see him. He needed isolation. The kind of place no one went without being dragged. An abandoned building could work, if he could trust himself to differentiate between the truly abandoned and the merely decrepit, but that could be little better than an inn—abandoned buildings attracted vagabonds and vagabonds attracted lawmen. The basement beneath a slaughterhouse would be avoided by anyone with a working nose, but he’d have to do an awful lot of sneaking to avoid the laborers, and anyway it was a place of trade. A churchyard, maybe. No one went to graves except on the anniversaries of the faithful departed, but he’d feel too foolish skulking around the tombstones. Leaving for the woods would cut him off from the clockwork of the city. He had to stay close. If for some reason the courts changed their schedule, Blays could be killed before Dante’d heard word one.
The graveyard, then. He set his mouth. At least his shame would be private.
Dante fake-limped through the foot traffic, coughing wetly like a man on his way out and enthusiastic about sharing his imbalanced humors. The first man he stopped drew his sleeve over his mouth and waved Dante to the south. Not knowing local landmarks or much other than what Bressel had taught him of how cities worked, he kept to the main streets, trusting his hood and his cough to deflect wandering eyes. Twice he crossed paths with officious men in cleanish brown uniforms. They walked without hurry, sweeping the crowds. Dante steeled up and strolled past them. If they had his description, he’d either run, fight, or die.
Finding the churchyard wasn’t hard. He just kept heading south until he saw a steeple surrounded by green lawns and gnarled old trees. Its lower stretch was coated in simple wooden poles, flat stones, fieldstone piles, and the dicklike obelisks of Simm, Lia’s wayward husband who made sure to come back her way every spring. Just as often there were no markers at all, just scruffy grasses on an ankle-high mound. The yard was big and quiet and empty. The shouts and hooves of the city faded behind him, blending into birdsong and the rustle of the wind. He made for the towering markers and mausoleums that clustered at the crest of the short hill a ways inside the yard.
The first mausoleum door he tried didn’t budge. The second swung with a sound of grating stone, but before he’d taken two steps inside he was floored by the meaty stink of the recently deceased. He backed out, tenting the collar of his cloak over his nose. The fifth vault he tried opened reluctantly and he eased inside, breathing through his mouth.
All he smelled was dust and things turning into dust. Old flowers rested on the shelves with the urns of the cremated, but they were gray things, and when he touched them they crumbled away, paffing against the stone floor. With the door propped part open, there was enough light to read by if he squinted.
He sat down on a cool stone shelf at the back of the room. He could bribe the bailey guards, maybe. He didn’t have much, but the collected purses of all the men they’d put down between Bressel and here would make a decent temptation to spring a nobody like Blays. Just as likely they’d see right through him and lock him up and take the money. He could use George and Barnes as a go-between, but that was no better; they’d be beaten or killed if they showed up with that much silver, and them showing up at all after he’d handed them that much coin was no sure thing. He could try getting Blays a note, notes were simple enough and maybe Blays could tell him something that would help Dante break him out, but Blays couldn’t read. Dante covered his eyes with one hand. He’d relished his solitude not a month ago. Now it felt empty, powerless as a childless old woman.
Blays had been arrested for the crime of being caught keeping himself alive. Those were the facts, but Dante had the sense the arrest itself would be proof enough of his guilt. He grabbed a vase and hurled it across the vault. The lacquered pottery exploded, shards tinkling on the stone. Ashes billowed low on the floor like a fog. Where had the law been when they’d been hunted like foxes? The watch had only shown their fat faces after the blood had been spilled, the blades put away. Blays had been sleeping when he’d left. No doubt they’d crept up on him that way, catching him in his bed. They wouldn’t have the decency to meet him with a sword in his hand. Whatever his fate, Dante resolved to slit as many of their throats as he could reach before it was over.
He spent the daylight with the Cycle, groping for answers that would bring him the strength to find a solution. Jack Hand kept showing up:
Jack Hand’s kingdom grew to hold the two rivers at its north and the golden forge at its south; he married the maiden of the west and saw the sun rise over two hatches of cicadas, but as with all growths it began to take forms he could neither guess nor control. He wiled the days in the Tower of Venge and brooded on the new powers he could feel stirring within his lands. Shadows played in the hands of men he’d never met, men who owed him no homage. In the time-honored right of a king to own the hearts and minds of those who live by his grace in his lands, he dispersed the army of rats to train their eyeless sockets on the men who practiced in secret. He called his advisers to the Tower, trading tactics over maps and oaths over ale.
At the end of seven days he knew the names of the 54 conspirators and the homes of their families. Wise to the ways untreaten roots will bear poison fruit even when the trunk and its branches are hacked and burnt, he dispatched his bluecloaks to reach every manor within an hour’s span, and in that way he cut short that threat in a single long-armed stroke; the wails of the doomed had no time to reach the ears of the next in line, and they perished before they could take to the road and plant the seeds of retribution.
He’d meant to send a signal of fire that night to all who watched, but when he gazed from his tower at the fresh green folds of land and the fine white houses of the dead, he puzzled on the balance of destruction and creation. Instead of burning the houses of the traitors, he washed them clean of treachery and bequeathed them to the priests of his patron, and they sang the miracle of the man who’d turned crippling poison into the strength of blood.
He napped through the twilight and first hours of night, then cut out for the docks. Boys shrieked and punched and threw dice. He lingered in the shelter of doorways, wasting half an hour before he spotted the kid who’d told him of Blays’ arrest.
“Hey. Barnes.”
“I’m George,” the boy said, separating from his group.
“Did you find anything?”
“No,” George said, waggling his head. “They won’t let me into the bailey.”
Dante swore. “Doesn’t it have windows?”
“Why would a bailey have windows?”
“There has to be some way in.”
George shook his head more. “Vance tried to go in when he wasn’t supposed to last year and we never saw him since.”
“You’re smarter than him, aren’t you?” Dante said. The boy shrugged and anger flashed through his veins. “I’m beginning to doubt your value.”
“You smell,” George said, and before Dante could strike him he’d retreated to a pack of eight or ten other boys. Dante took a step toward them and their eyes glittered like animals beyond the light of a fire. They moved forward as one, faces and hands tight. He spat in the dirt and turned away. Once he left their sight he ran and didn’t stop until he reached the churchyard. He called out for the nether, released it, called again, convincing himself it was his to command.
* * *
The next day gave him nothing. He read through the morning, leaving long enough to buy some bread and salted meat and ask the grocer where and what time they held the trials, then returned to his tomb and read and ate and slept. Like that the hours were gone.
He woke that Saturday and it was some time before he remembered enough to be afraid. He didn’t intend to do anything more than go down to the trial and see what turned out, but even that modest plan shook him like a boy shakes a lightning bug in a bottle. He ate a bite of bread, chewing long after it was soft enough to swallow, then put the rest away. He’d puke if he tried any more.
For a while he walked among the tombstones, reading names, feelings his boots in the grass and the dirt between him and the bodies of the forgotten. The stones bore names and titles and families, lands and holdings and glories, cracks and crooked bases and vandalism. A bent-backed figure trudged slowly through the flat part of the yard a couple hundred feet from the hill. Dante crouched behind a tombstone and waited for the man to go away. He reminded himself he was just going to observe, to see if maybe they’d just give Blays the lash and then the two could be back on their way. He scooped up dirt and rubbed it on his cheeks and neck, mussed his black hair, combing it through his fingers to stretch it over his ears and down his forehead. Let them recognize him through that.
The crowds weren’t too bad. A few hundred people had found the time to loiter around the square to laugh and jeer the accused. Others formed a lopsided ring around a red belt of flagstones kept clear by a passel of watchmen in rich brown cloaks. The red stones were divided into twelve sections and looped around an inner circle of white stone. At its center a magistrate held court on a raised dais. Before him, attending his words with dirt-streaked faces, three men dressed in rags and chains awaited sentence. Dante’s heart shuddered. Had he missed Blays’ hearing? He threaded among the crowd, trading elbows and shoulders. The magistrate murmured something and the mob ruffled with laughter. Dante got about four people deep from the belt of red stones and found he could go no further. He stood on his toes, scanning the faces of the accused, and after several long moments he found Blays. The boy’s cheeks looked puffy. A number of lumps and cuts stood redly on his nose and chin, but his eyes were hard and bright.
The three men were dragged off for various beatings and imprisonments and the next man in line was brought to stand before the court and be accused of attacking a tailor. For the next two minutes the magistrate heard arguments of witness and defendant. The crowd cheered his sentence.
“See you next Saturday!” some wag called as he was hauled off. The bailiff stepped up beside the magistrate and thinned his eyes at his parchment.
“Next to stand before this court, Blays Buckler,” he said. The people exchanged glances, laughing as the name circulated through the crowd. Dante clamped his jaw together as Blays waddled into the open circle, chains clanking.
“Blays Buckler,” the magistrate said, and bulged his lower lip with his tongue. He had a fine, delicate-boned face, and he stroked the saggy skin of his neck while he considered Blays. “The charges against you are of two murders in a public house. What say you of your guilt?”
“Not,” Blays said.
“Very well. The witness?”
A man stepped forward and Dante recognized the innkeep they’d seen in the common room of the Frog’s Head. He was a fat man, the kind of man who spent more time in his own kitchen than fetching drinks.
“That would be me, sir.”
“What did you see that night?” the magistrate said, leaning forward.
“I saw the two boys come in,” he said, looking around the craned faces of the crowd. “They looked like rough boys. I’ve seen too many like them to be fooled by youth.”
“To the point?”
“Right. They went upstairs. After a bit we heard some crashing around like the end of the world and a bit after that they walk down cool as the nor’wind. I go upstairs and see the two slain. They had their guts hanging out like does.”
“Sickening.”
“Yes, sir. I’d never seen human intestines before. Were a sort of pinkish gray, with these funny blue bands around them. Ghastly.”
“Indeed,” the magistrate said, pursing his lips. “As concerns your earlier statement, is that to say you didn’t actually see the murders take place?”
“Well I wasn’t about to go upstairs,” the innkeep said. “It sounded like people were being killed up there!”
The crowd groused with laughter. The magistrate quirked his mouth, then beckoned Blays forward.
“What do you have to say in your defense?”
“They were tracking me and Dante for days,” Blays said. His voice lost its waver as he went along. “They’re cultists. They tried to kill us before we turned the tables on them.”
“So you admit killing them,” the magistrate said, raising a gray brow. He met the eyes of the audience and they laughed.
“It was them or us,” Blays said, standing straight in his chains.
“So you say. Can anyone corroborate your story?”
“Co-what-o-wait?”
The magistrate steepled his hands. “Were there any other witnesses?”
“Well, Dante was there,” he said. “If he was here he’d tell you the same thing.”
“Wouldn’t he tell me anything to save his neck from rope burn?”
Blays cocked his head. “Is your majesty calling me a liar?”
The magistrate lifted his eyes to the overcast sky and waited for the nattering of the crowd to die down. He chuckled once they were reasonably silent, scratching his upper lip.
“I’m no king,” he said, “and I’d say your motivations cast some aspersions on your words.”
“What? Well, how do you know he’s not lying?” Blays said, pointing at the innkeep.
“Because he’d be hanged for it. He’s run the Frog’s Head for two decades, and his father before him. Do you have family here? Property?”
“I’m a registered armsman of Bressel.”
“Your papers,” the magistrate said. Blays said something Dante couldn’t catch. The bailiff approached him and fumbled through the pockets of Blays’ grimy doublet. From here and there the men of the crowd started hissing. The blank-faced bailiff removed a greenish crust of bread from Blays’ shirt, then scowled and cast it away. In another pocket he found the papers and carried them to the magistrate. “You’re not of the arms guild,” he said after a moment’s examination. “Perhaps you gave them some trouble.”
“They said I was too young!” Blays cried.
“A likely story.”
“Look, you old crow, those guys were trying to kill us! What else were we supposed to do?”
“Peace, peace,” the magistrate said, raising his palms. “The court has other business today and you’re not the first nor the last to hold himself above the law. That’s all this matter is, isn’t it? Your defense, so far as it can be believed, is the law of the wilds. The laws of man are derived from the gods of the Belt itself. We believe in justice on this earth and mercy in the heavens.” He parted his lips and gazed up at the clouds. “You’re to be executed one week hence.”
“Well eat shit!” Blays shouted. The bailiff punched him in the eye and he dropped out of sight. Dante shoved the man in front of him out of his way, bouncing up and down to get a glimpse of Blays before they wrangled him back to his cell, but the boy stumbled on his chains, pelted by hard bread and softer, less savory things, and was swallowed by the rabble. The next prisoner was brought forth and the mob forgot about Blays as the process began again.
Dante turned and forced himself away from the white stone circle and its red band. He bumped someone and they responded with a fist to his ribs. Dante’s hand clutched at his sword. The man’s life was saved by Dante’s dim understanding he would only have the chance for one big scene in this town and this wasn’t the time for it. He walked on. He walked back to the tomb. He walked in a fugue of scarred faces and screeching voices that echoed from the city walls like the whole thing was shaking apart. Nothing but a show. A dance. An act for the men of Whetton to pat themselves on the back and feel great about having sent a trumped-up monster to his grave. Their laws were as hollow as the black between the stars. He’d see them swing from their own nooses next Saturday.
He felt grass beneath his feet and stopped to get his bearings. Rain was falling, pocking against his hood. Back in the churchyard. Back among the dead. The rest of the town could learn a thing from the way they laid there without screwing anything up. He closed his eyes, shook his head. His chest quaked as he sucked air.
“See the show today?”
Dante didn’t turn. He cleared his mind, as best he could, and gathered up the shadows.
“You were there, I’m sure.”
“Ah. Already I begin to see how you survived.” The voice was nasal, accented with the clipped, burnished words of the kind of man who rode around in knee breeches. Dante faced him then, expecting a strong-chinned, empty-eyed lord, and meeting instead a skinny, dirty, two-steps-from-sackcloth graybeard with stringy hair and an air of patient amusement.
“What do you want?
“It isn’t what I want. It’s what you want, Dante.”
“Now that’s downright profound,” Dante said. He froze, tightening his grip on the nether. “How did you know my name?”
“Lucky guess,” the old man said. “My name’s Cally.”
“Pretty nice beard for a Cally.”
“I think I’ve been hearing that joke for longer than I’ve been alive.” Cally smiled at Dante, letting him stew. “It’s short for something obnoxiously longer.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, unsure why.
“Don’t be.” The old man folded his hands behind his back and gazed up into the churchyard. A drop of rain hit him in the eye and he blinked. “Anyone would be angry after what they did to your friend.”
“It was like a punchline without a joke,” Dante said. “It’s not fair. He was telling the truth.”
“What are you going to do about it?”
“Wait a week and find out.”
“I know your name,” Cally said, looking on him with fever-bright blue eyes, a green corona around their pupils, “because I’m one of them.”
Dante jerked back and lashed out with all the nether he could hold. The old man should have ruptured like a sack of oats, spilled his guts like the devotee in the inn. Instead nothing, a slight pressure in Dante’s ears. Cally pinched his upper lip, chuckling.
“I didn’t say I was trying to kill you.”
“Oh, I suppose you’re just here for a friendly chat about the glory of Arawn.”
“That would be boring for us both,” the old man said, beetling his brows. “I’ve got far more interesting things to teach you.”
“Like what?” Dante said. His hand drifted toward his sword.
“Like how they wanted you to find the book.”
“Right. That explains why they’ve been trying to kill me to get it back ever since.”
“And sending a single neeling to fetch a copy of a priceless relic makes sense!” Cally whooped, slapping his knee with his shapeless black hat. “I always told them that would be transparent as a window pane, but it always works. It always works!”
Dante rolled his eyes. “So logically, they wanted me to have it.”
“Well, they did and they didn’t. It’s a large organization. It isn’t like a single body, where all organs work in harmony. There are many cross-purposes. Contradictions. Disagreements in methodology.”
“Are you expecting me to believe or understand any of this?”
“Think about the gods for a moment,” Cally said, then glanced behind him. He leaned in and touched Dante’s elbow. “Walk with me. We shouldn’t do this here. Good. Where was I: the gods. It always comes back to them, doesn’t it? How is it they’re able to make everything so clear?”
“Perhaps it’s the advantage of their heavenly perspective,” Dante muttered. Cally chuckled at that, a noise surprisingly like heh-heh, and led Dante further into the churchyard. Once a few trees stood between them and the eyes of the city the old man stopped and mused a moment, listening to the patter of the rain on the leaves.
“We speak of the houses of the Belt of the Celeset as if the gods were all one mind. Yet all the stories are about how they squabble and shift alliances whenever it’s expedient. And who could blame them? Their brothers and sisters and fathers and daughters are all bitches or the sons thereof. In similar fashion, the admirers of Arawn are fractured in their methods. The underlings who don’t know what’s going on see a book’s been stolen and are ordered to sprint off and plant you in your grave. Others, notably the ones who give the orders, put the book there for it to be stolen.”
“Why the hell would they want to do that?”
“Because it suits their purposes, obviously.”
“And what’s your purpose in telling me all this?” Dante said.
Cally just laughed. “A good question. Listen. Do you want to save your friend?”
“Of course.”
“Do you think you can do it alone?”
“I think a lot of them will die,” Dante said. A crow cawed from among the graves. Cally’s own mouth stayed shut. “No,” Dante admitted. “There’s too many of them.”
“It turns out true justice can always be made up for with numbers,” Cally agreed, clenching his fists and cracking his knuckles. “It’s enough to make a man wonder if there’s any such thing. On the other hand, a pure state of justice wouldn’t be sullied just because—”
“Can you help me or not?” Dante grabbed the old man’s arm. A cold shock ran from his fingers to his shoulder and he pulled away. “What are you?”
“You know what I am,” Cally said, deadly soft, and the whole world went dark. Dante staggered back, hands shielding his face until he saw the overcast light of mid-afternoon, the silent flight of birds, the fall of rain, the row on row of long-buried bones. When he looked back at Cally, he looked old and skinny as ever.
“Will you help me?”
“Teach you,” Cally corrected, holding up a finger. “‘Enhance your knowledge’ may be a more accurate phrase. I trust all that running hasn’t left much time for reading.”
“Right again,” Dante said slowly. “How do you know all this?”
“Simple deduction,” the old man said, “and having lived an awful many years in the company of men too given to scheming.”
“So why do they want people to steal the Cycle?”
Cally sucked his teeth, smacked his lips. “You should know that already.”
“Until a few minutes ago I was under the impression its theft was a capital crime.”
“Who is Arawn?”
“Is this a trick?”
“Humor me.”
“The god of death,” Dante said. His face flushed, but he let his simplification stand.
“More like the god who greets the dead and transfers them to what comes next. What else?”
“I don’t know. He’s Carvahal’s brother.”
A gleam took Cally’s eye. “And the history between the two?”
“Not very good.” Dante frowned. “He gave Carvahal the secret of fire, then Carvahal walled him up so he’d get all the credit.”
Cally raised his eyebrows. Dante thought he had the answer, but it was too wild, too conspiratorial. The old man sighed and dropped his eyes.
“And you seemed so promising.”
“They want to release Arawn from his prison,” Dante blurted. “And they want someone to steal the book because—they can’t do it themselves?”
“You’d make a decent rhetorician,” Cally said, applauding.
“I can’t do that! I don’t even know what I’m doing!”
“Oh, indeed. It’s more complicated than that. Much more complicated. But the book is bait for the kind of person who might be able to help them. Running you through all the rigamarole like that—”
“What?” He drew back. “To weed out the ones who can’t help?”
Cally bit his lip and wagged his head, weighing the statement. “Something like that.”
“Isn’t trying to kill me a little extreme? Couldn’t they just have me read a few pages and then have a go? Or, you know, ask whether I’ve ever seen a shadow slithering around like a snake? Wouldn’t that be easier than some big charade where either I die or a lot of them do?”
“First off, the minions who’ve been chasing you don’t know anything more than that you stole the book. They really do just want you dead.” Cally scowled. “I told you, it’s complicated.”
“Is that your word for insane?”
“Lower your voice, for the gods’ sakes,” the old man winced, patting the air with his hands. “It’s one of those things that’s worked, no matter how crazy it sounds, so it’s hardly worth getting into why it works. It has a lot to do with the fact everyone else thinks they’re dead in these lands, so if they don’t want to spill the beans they have to be elaborately sneaky about these things. The rest of it’s one of those webs of politics where understanding it would take a lifetime of history and then another lifetime of theology. If it turns out you’ve got two lifetimes to spare we’ll hash it out in front of a hearth some day, but for now, stop asking stupid questions and just believe what I’m telling you.”
“And what’s your role in this web?” Dante said, ignoring the bevy of suspicions that popped up whenever anyone talked about taking something on faith. “Why are we even talking right now?”
“Because I happen to think my brother believers are full of shit.” He looked around himself, as if noticing their surroundings for the first time. “What are you doing staying in a cemetery, anyway?”
“No one comes to a graveyard if they can help it.”
“Smart. Smart enough to ask your damned question a third time.” Cally sighed, wrinkling his nose, then laughed just as suddenly. It was supposed to be charming, Dante saw, but he found the man’s shifts of mood jarring, a sign of a mind more fractured than fanciful. “I am not a fanatic of their ends-over-means philosophy. That’s what caused all this trouble in the first place.” He tugged his beard, far away. “So. I’m cast out. Meanwhile, they’ve found a way to tell people about the power of the book and the truth of Arawn without exposing themselves, then recruit the few who can actually make any use of it. But you know what happens to tools that don’t get the job done, right? Or tools that ask too many questions?”
“What?”
“They’re thrown away, you idiot.” Cally huffed. His breath curled in the moist air. “But I know the same things they do.” He narrowed his eyes, sly. “The things that can’t be learned by reading the Cycle. I can turn raw men into great men, and in so doing steal them away from the hands of my foes.”
He smiled and with his gray beard and bright eyes Dante thought he looked like a grandfather who’d spoil a boy hardened by the father’s tough love. He shifted his feet.
“Every man of Arawn I’ve met so far’s wanted to make my head a separate entity from my body.”
“Indeed. And when you tried to throw that little trifle at me, what did you feel?”
“You barely had to think to deflect it,” Dante replied. “You could have smashed me to bits.”
“Tiny ones! But then I’d have blood and bone all over my cloak.” Cally cracked with laughter as he stroked his grime-streaked rags. Dante shut his eyes. He’d resigned himself to flinging himself at the men who held Blays in chains and dying in the attempt. Ever since he’d run out on the village he’d felt hemmed in, a minor part in an infinite play, casting out blindly for a force that could never be his. Three months since he’d left them behind. He could still see the grasses turning yellow in the heat of high summer as he ran down the path that led to Bressel, still smell the dairy-like stink of his feet when he’d unbooted them after that first day’s travel. Before he left he’d been taught nothing more than what the monk of Taim who’d housed him had seen fit: the stories of the gods, how they’d created man and then been betrayed by men’s foolish arrogance, how we wouldn’t know peace until we learned to return to them on our knees and seek forgiveness—a weak-minded lie the monk told himself so he could accept his meager place. Dante owed nothing to anyone. And so he’d left, chasing the story of the book, but when he’d found it the monk’s threat of a mediocre existence had been replaced at once by the mortal threat of the men of Arawn. Never in his life had Dante been left alone to find his own way.
“I want to learn,” Dante said, gazing into Cally’s mirth-wrinkled face. “I’ll burn the whole city if they stand in my way.”
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The vault was as good a place as any for their work, Cally had declared, if a little dramatic, so there they went. Cally swung the door shut behind them, closing them in darkness. Dante reached into his pocket and his torchstone bathed them in a pale light.
“Where’d you get that?” Cally said, seating himself on the pedestal near the front of the room.
“I’ve always had it.”
“I may have made it, for all I know.”
Dante lowered himself to the cold stone floor and tried not to sigh too loud.
“Made a lot of them, did you?”
“I did, actually, so stop making that face. We all need money.” Cally puffed out his cheeks and looked around himself. “So. Let’s see about tying some terminology to these vague things you’ve taught yourself so far. We’ll start at the beginning.”
“Oh good.”
“Modern understanding says the ether is the force that illuminates the firmament and bestows motility to man and beast. Some schools take this a step further, equating this original force with jurisprudential order, explaining that just as the laws of our courts are derived from the reflection of the perfection of the revolution of the heavens, so are the laws of man’s nature a reflection of the animatory power of the Belt of the Celeset. So. Personally, I feel these schools are unnecessarily harmonious, establishing a false dichotomy of order meant to reinforce the position of the elite in the minds of the blank-slate boys they’re supposedly educating. Any idiot can see this school is an artificial imposition of the human mind. As if the mishmash of vengeance and despotism we witnessed this afternoon bears any resemblance to the unabridged consistency of the stars. Do you think the ether’s responsible for poor Blays’ fate?”
“No,” Dante said, face stony. Cally barely noticed, launching into the next phase of his lecture with the intensity of a man who’s spent decades thinking without an audience to relieve the pressure of his head.
“Tell me what I just said,” he said some ten minutes later.
Dante turned his hands in his lap.
“You said the nether—”
“The ether.”
“You said the ether,” Dante said, pausing until he was certain there’d be no interruption, “lurks behind all things, and that’s where we draw our power.”
“That’s not what I said.” Cally snatched his cap from his head and twisted it in his bony hands. “You’re just parroting the book. Treating the ether like a mirror image of the nether. Is gold the opposite of silver? Is the sun the opposite of the moon? You’ve got it all backwards.”
“Backwards?”
“First the ether, then the nether. How can you define the primary when your view of the secondary’s all warped up? You don’t even have the grounding to understand the words ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ are themselves gross assumptions of a Taim-based perspective!” Cally scowled, combing out his beard with his fingers. “Listen, I’ve got some things to go do.”
“But I haven’t learned anything,” Dante said, rising to his feet.
“I’m beginning to understand how true that is. I’ll be back by dark.” Cally pushed his frail back against the door. It grated open and he wormed into the gap. “Meditate on what it means to be a duck,” he called back into the tomb.
“A duck?” Dante said, but the old man was gone. Dante wandered from the door and propped himself on a shelf. Somewhere across town Blays was in a room like this. Probably it was smaller, darker, had been home to more of the dead than this mausoleum. Dante punched the stone shelf, then sucked his bleeding knuckles. A duck? What the hell was that supposed to mean? If this was a game, why didn’t Cally just spell out what he wanted? If Dante was supposed to do all the work without any guidance, what was Cally doing there in the first place?
He took a long breath. There was a chance Cally knew what he was doing. He was very old, after all. If he wanted ducks, Dante would give him ducks. He’d give him so many ducks the old man would be ashamed he’d ever given him such a juvenile exercise.
Okay. A duck had wings. It had webbed feet, like the neeling, but that couldn’t be important. A duck had a bill. Feathers. Liked water. Could travel by land, sea, and air. Was that it? That its home was everywhere and thus nowhere? That sounded like the kind of shallow paradox that would send Cally twittering. What else? What made a duck a duck? Was it the feet, the bill, the feathers? The sum of its physical features? If you chopped all the duck-like parts from different animals and sewed them into one new animal, would you then find yourself holding a duck? Or was the opposite true—a duck was created with an inherent element of duckiness that informed its growth from the egg itself? Dante glanced at his torchstone as its light grew dim and found he was no longer angry. He dug a hunk of bread from his pack and chewed.
It wasn’t a chicken or a goose or a swan; it was close, but the differences were enough to earn it a separate name. It walked on two legs, but it wasn’t a man. It swam, but it wasn’t a fish. Dante traced a mallard in the dust on the shelf. He didn’t think Cally intended him to define it by what it wasn’t. In the end, a duck was very few things. There was a whole world it wasn’t.
Was a duck its quack? Nothing else he knew of quacked. Geese honked, but that was different. Hens clucked and roosters crowed and chicks peeped; meadowlarks sang and starlings chirped and crows cawed; a duck, it seemed, was the only thing that quacked. That must be a part of it. If a duck walked up to him and asked him about the weather, that would make it, in some sense, a man. Still a duck, but less duckish. He bounced his heels against the stone wall beneath his seat. How long could you spend sitting around thinking about ducks? Was there a point where you’d know everything there was to know? He decided to go back to basics. Ducks lived in pairs, but sometimes they lived in flocks. Ducks laid eggs. Ducks also hatched from eggs, which he thought might be a slightly different thing from laying them. A duck ate water-weeds and bugs, he thought, though he wasn’t certain of that. He realized he was just listing their traits without conclusions. Duckiness was something more than what it ate or how it looked or lived or quacked. All those things were true, but if he told someone who’d never seen a duck all the things he’d just thought, they might be able to visualize one, but they wouldn’t really know what made a duck a duck, would they? How could he explain the nature of duck-kind so an outsider would understand?
Footsteps jarred him from his maze. How long had it been? The sun was all but set. Dante stuck his head out the door, hand on sword, and saw Cally’s bent-backed figure trudging up the hill through the drizzle.
“Have you dwelt on the nature of duckhood?” he said as he entered.
“I have.”
“What have you learned?”
“A duck is a duck,” Dante said.
Cally pinched the bridge of his nose. “Go on.”
“It’s not a chicken or a goose or any other bird, though if you told someone that’s what a duck is like they’d start to be able to see one. It’s got a bill and feathers and wings. It swims, flies, and walks; so what element can be said to be its home?” He stuck his tongue between his teeth and waited for a cue. Cally screwed up one eye, shrugged. “It quacks,” he tried. “Nothing else quacks.”
“Except a duck call.”
Dante went pale. He hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t think you can ever define a duck,” he said slowly. “If you could, you’d have created one. I think all you can do is describe it, piece by piece, until you’ve got an animal like nothing else.”
“An interesting theory,” the old man said.
“Well? Am I right?”
Cally pulled back his chin and snorted. “How the hell should I know?”
“Well why did you make me do all that thinking about ducks if you don’t know what one is yourself?” Dante said, pounding his fists against his thighs.
“You weren’t doing well with the discursive approach. What else do you want?”
“Why ducks?”
“To hear you quack,” Cally shot.
“That doesn’t—” Dante snapped his jaw shut. He walked to the back of the room and glared at the inscriptions on the wall. His face felt hot as a branding iron. “Making sport of one’s students doesn’t strike me as enlightened instruction.”
Cally laughed brightly. “Were you so petulant with whoever taught you to talk like that?”
“Do you always expect the ones you teach to read your mind?”
“Youth,” Cally spat, a grunt so hateful Dante’s scalp tingled. He spun around and Cally’s pinched face opened with laughter. “You take yourself too seriously, do you know that?” He rubbed his hands together and got the look of a man who’s just had his first puff on a pipe. “I suppose you want to get down to business.”
“That had crossed my mind.”
“Double-crossed it, maybe,” Cally said, looking worried. His eyes flicked to Dante and he smiled tightly. “Think about the nether the same way you taught yourself to think about the duck.”
“That’s it?” Dante’s mind flashed with the notion this had all been a mistake, that he was wasting what short time he had left. “What about this ether stuff?”
Cally waggled a hand. “Forget it. We’re taking a new approach. Dwell long on the nether and we’ll see where you are in the morning.”
“But the night’s just started. You haven’t shown me anything!”
“Patience!” he thundered. “It’s a week from now till your destiny becomes known. That’s as long as it took the gods to build the world. Do you really think this will be harder than the creation of everything in existence?” Dante worked his throat and Cally stepped forward, craning his thin neck. “You know what happens to apprentices who try to work gold before they’ve hammered iron, don’t you?”
“They’re commended for their initiative?”
“Their masters stuff them into the forge.” Cally patted his palms against his stomach. “If you unravel all the secrets of the nether tonight, read your damn book. Lyle’s wrinkly, sweaty sack, boy, haven’t you ever heard the tale of the tortoise and the hare?”
He spun on his heel and left the tomb. Dante closed the door and lit a candle. He yawned, tired as he’d been after a full day’s march through the woods. He didn’t think the shadows would help. He sat down on the cool stone floor and let his mind unspool. What was Blays doing at that moment? Sleeping? Staring at the ceiling? He had no doubt the boy was alive, at least. If the condemned died before they could be killed the whole process was thwarted.
The man they’d killed to get them in this mess, the long-haired man at the inn, had said the priests of Arawn had infiltrated the shrines of the other gods. Somehow this inclined Dante to believe Cally’s ludicrous assertion that they wanted people to find the book. There was a strange intuitiveness to it all, a compelling alternate logic in sacrificing a few pawns to expose the people like Dante and draw them into the fold. What were they after? Rebellion? Build influence in the temples while they scared up talented men to—he still didn’t know if he believed it—to release Arawn from his starry prison? How would they do that, exactly? Build a really tall ladder? Or better, hold a fake olympics to find who could jump the highest and then launch him into the heavens. He tried to laugh. They were going to take a shot, though, no matter how stupid their plans sounded. Where did they get that kind of power?
It would come from the nether, he knew that much. What was it? He stretched out on the floor and plumped his pack under his head. He closed his eyes and tried to picture what it looked like when he called the darkness to his hand. It was darkness, yes. Intangible, but it moved less like light and shadow than like water. Flowing where resistance was least, pooling in the low places, filling the gaps between things like water filling up a box of pebbles. But it wasn’t water. It moved with a mind of its own. What was it? When he drained his thoughts and let the black tide take their place, what was it he held inside his head?
* * *
“Get up! It’s the guards!” Fists pounded on the door. Dante’s heart jump-started itself right off a cliff. He couldn’t see a damn thing, just the faint light wriggling through the chinks in the wall and the narrow line that traced the door. Pretend he wasn’t here. They might be dumb enough to believe it. More likely they’d force their way inside and chop him into geometry. He’d need to think fast. Act fast. He cleared his mind and let the nether come. He rose then, drawing his sword with a steely hiss, left hand wrapped in darkness, and swung open the door.
“No, it’s just me,” Cally said in his normal nasal pitch. “Be proud. You looked like you could have scared someone.”
“I suppose this is a lesson on the virtue of vigilance,” Dante mumbled, sheathing his sword. He stepped out into the yard.
“I just thought it would be funny.” Cally blew into his cupped hands and stood in the feeble sunlight. “Make any progress with the Cycle?”
“I fell asleep.”
“Good. Sleep’s more important than history, as evidenced by the fact the latter puts you to the former.” Cally spent a minute gazing over the graves. The morning was foggy, the grasses bent with dew. Their breath roiled from their mouths and hung in the air. One of the yard’s many crows cawed out, waited, then cawed again, as if it were asking if anyone was home. “Did you think on the nature of the nether?”
“It’s like the ocean at night,” Dante said. His face bunched in thought. He shook his head. “I feel like the moon, in a way. When I look on the dark water with the fullness of my face, it rises and heaves to meet me.”
“Poetic,” Cally judged, “but ultimately as inaccurate as all poetry.”
“What do you think it’s like?”
“Were you listening at all yesterday? What do you think all that talking was for, my health?”
“Maybe it’s not the subjects that are slippery,” Dante said, a thrill in his skin, “but the manner of their instruction.”
Cally frowned at him. His gray eyebrows were so thick Dante worried they’d pull his brow right over his nose. The old man looked away, letting it pass.
“It’s not the answers, it’s that you remember to seek them. Each definition you find brings you one step closer to an unreachable ideal. Don’t take that to mean you shouldn’t try just because you can never reach it, of course. That’s what babies do. Are you a baby?”
“No,” Dante said through his teeth.
“Of course not! Who said you were a baby?” He sighed like all hope had faded from the world. “Don’t think of it as hopeless. If you had no name for it, would that mean it doesn’t exist? We have no single word for this pre-winter breeze that teases you into thinking it might snow although it’s not really that cold and which kind of buffets against your face rather than streaming or lashing,” he took a breath, “but does that mean you don’t feel it, and in a different way than you’d feel a dozen other kinds of wind’? Defining the nether’s the work of a lifetime. The only way to keep reaching closer to its central duckiness is to know you’ll never be done.”
Dante waited to see if there was more. “So you’d define the nether as semantics.”
Cally shook his head. “Just—keep trying to think about it in new ways, but don’t get so wrapped up in trying to understand what it is you stop learning how to use it. That’s all I’m saying.” He blinked, chuckled. “Well, not really. But let’s pretend that’s what I said.”
Dante thought, and not the first time, taking the man as a teacher might have been a blunder. So the old man had thoughts so deep he couldn’t capture them with words. Cally whistled something mournful and keening, ignoring him for the moment. Dante’s eyelids fluttered. He clumped the shadows in his hands and unleashed them on the old man, just a sort of probe, and before it reached Cally it disappeared like spit on a summer flagstone.
Cally stopped whistling. “What was that?”
“Just how much do you know?”
“Enough to know how little you do.”
Again Dante gathered the nether. This time it boiled off his hands before he could unleash it.
“I said stop that.” Cally’s voice echoed against the walls of the vault.
“What’s your mind like, when you call out to it?” Dante asked, clasping a coin-sized pool of the stuff between his palms.
“You’re not used to it yet. That’s why you have to think so hard.” Cally regarded him with one eye closed. “To me it’s like scratching my ass, my hand’s there before I have to tell myself I’m itchy.”
“That’s beautiful.” Dante opened his hand and blew the shadows at Cally in a puff of tiny motes. Cally flinched, scowled.
“You could punch me in the stomach and it wouldn’t make a difference,” the old man said, tossing his head. “You could probably stick a sword through my heart and I’d still strike you down, though that must remain a regrettable hypothetical.”
“Do something,” Dante said. “I want to see how someone else does it.”
“Could be useful,” Cally said. His face kept its vaguely bored expression. Dante was about to ask when he was going to start when he felt Cally’s summons looming in front of him like the empty space beyond a cliff. Dante laughed and punched the old man in the stomach.
He woke up some time later. The world was fuzzy and gray. A toe nudged his side and he realized it had been doing so for some seconds.
“What happened.”
“You expressed a sudden urge to cease existing,” said a blurry, Cally-shaped object. The object helped Dante to his feet and the boy faltered and leaned against the old man. “See what you wanted to see?”
“I’d had enough talk,” he said when he trusted himself to speak. His nose tickled. He wiped it, saw blood.
“We’ll start there,” Cally said. “The nether will come once the mind is ready to receive it, but it’s the nether’s nature to thirst for the water of life. And I’m not talking about whiskey.”
“Blood?” Dante said, wiping his fingers in his palm. Except for that last part, Cally had sounded like something from the Cycle.
“Blood.”
“I’d wondered about all those scars on your arms.”
“Most of them are actually the product of an oversized mouth.” Cally smirked, then pressed a knuckle between his eyes and peered at Dante. “Call to it. It’s going to look like it’s eating you. It’s not, so don’t be afraid.”
“It can sense fear?”
“What? It’s not a bear. Being scared just makes you do stupid things.”
Dante counted his exhalations for most of a minute, then unlimbered his mind. They came at once, swirling in his outstretched palm, minnow-like wraiths that seemed to flash black.
“So far you’ve worked the nether in its most basic state,” Cally said. “Blood amplifies its strength, allows it to truly alter what it touches.”
Dante waited, watching them circle one another. Others came without being called. The ball expanded from a large marble to the size of his closed fist, but mostly it grew denser until he thought he could feel an icy weight denting his skin.
“It’s a fragile thing in this state. It burns as violently as Souman’s oil.”
Little pricks and tingles rippled across the flesh of his palm, as if the leechish things were nibbling with razor teeth. He no longer felt the dull throb from when Cally knocked him out. His vision flickered, then returned brighter than before. The scent of grass stuffed his nostrils. It would snow that night, he knew, he could feel it in the breeze. The muscles of his arm began to twitch.
“This is when it wants to create or destroy. This is the nether in its most potent state. Release it now.”
The thing was so dark he could barely bring himself to look at it. The individual motes had stopped following each other’s tails and the ball pulsed slowly, almost as if it were breathing. A note as high as the clouds sounded between his ears. His hand had gone numb. He thought he could crack the tomb with a punch. Raze it with a look. Nothing seemed beyond him.
“Release it! For the sake of the gods, let it go!”
Dante turned his hand palm down and jabbed it at the trunk of an acorn tree thirty feet away. Its bole was a foot and a half across. It crumpled like paper. Splinters of bark shot into the air. A great crack thundered past him; he staggered, stripped of all strength and senses with the departure of the nether. He wanted it back. He wanted the shadowy outlines he’d seen around all things to retake their shape, for his eyes and ears and hands to once more feel like the world’s own will. He mewled, and as the tree’s wide head boomed into the grass he fell to his knees, paused there, then slumped in a heap.
“We should probably hide somewhere for a while,” some part of him heard Cally muse. “Oh. Right.” He grabbed Dante’s wrists and dragged the half-conscious boy into the sanctuary of the vault.
* * *
Dante squinted against the candlelight. He tried to sit up and the blood rushed from his head.
“They’re all going to die,” he said, and his laugh twisted into a cough. He slapped the stony floor, fighting for air.
“Always good for a boy to have ambitions,” Cally said. “For your next trick try something a trifle less flashy. Think of yourself as a channel through which the nether may flow. Like the narrow banks of a creek. If a meandering little stream suddenly finds itself engorged by a few hundred thousand cubic tons of water, it tends to no longer resemble itself once the flood has gone away.” He got to his feet, eyes glinting down at Dante. “A stream doesn’t really capture my meaning, however. Swollen streams aren’t all bloody and shrieking and flopping around until they die.”
“I’ll be careful.”
“I doubt that. And for gods’ sakes, eat something. Stop making me sound like your father. These things will burn you up before you know it.”
Dante managed to sit up. Nausea and hunger battled for his stomach. He had a headache. He touched his face. It was still there. That was good.
“If you were my father I’d make patricide popular again.”
“Oh, shut up,” Cally said with no real annoyance. He furrowed his brow. “What were you thinking? Were you trying to destroy the city with your first attempt?”
“I just wanted to see what would happen.”
Cally rubbed his chin, whiskers rustling. “Frankly, you shouldn’t have been able to do that first try. Be more cautious next time.”
“I am learning fast, aren’t I?” Dante said. He squared his shoulders, daring himself to press for praise. “I mean, have you seen other people learn as fast?”
“Probably,” Cally said through a yawn. “Some take faster to it than others. Like a duck to water, you might say.”
“Ha ha. Why do they pick it up so fast?”
“Why do some students learn to read quicker than others?”
“What? No lecture on the nature of the talent?”
“A physician named Kamrates once theorized a correlation between the width of one’s veins and one’s ability to channel the nether,” Cally began, considering the ceiling. “Obviously bunk. The notion of channeling is only a metaphor. That didn’t stop him, however, from dicing up a dozen corpses in his search for proof, including a couple that may not have been corpses for another few years if he wasn’t so dead-set on proving an anatomical connection. No pun.” Dante opened his mouth and Cally immediately cut him off. “What’s your birthday?”
“February 12. Why?”
“Duset. The two rivers. Ruled by Arawn in the old design, you know. The Belt’s first link.”
“You think your birthsign influences it?”
“No,” Cally said, sighing heavily. “That’s what some people think.”
Dante bit his teeth tight. “You don’t have any idea, do you.”
“I think the answer is a boring variation of’all things in moderation’: it’s likely there’s some inherent quality that gives one man more facility with the nether or the ether than his fellow, but the strength of one’s will probably has a great deal to do with it as well.”
“That is boring.”
“Would it be more interesting if I told you there was a gland in your skull that’s probably twice the size of a normal man’s?”
“Did Kamrates discover that?” Dante’s face went guarded. “No, wait.”
Cally chuffed with laughter. “Listen, there’s a lot of theories, but none of them are very good. Would you believe you’re chosen by Arawn? Or maybe you’re the offspring of an imp and a woman? Be practical.”
“One could well argue it’s nothing but practical to try to find out why you’re good at the things you do well.”
“Well, then one would probably be slaughtered by the town watch in a few days when he should have been learning to kill them instead.” He clapped his hands on his thighs. “You’ve got work to do. Book to read. Do it.”
“You’re leaving?”
Cally turned and went for the door. “Good night. You’ve got a lot to do. I’ll be back in a couple days.”
“You’re always running off just when I’m beginning to learn.”
“Shut up and accept your progress for once.”
“I could hurt myself,” Dante mocked, but Cally was already on his way. Beyond the doorway the land was dark. Flakes of snow drifted into the grass. Cally had stayed for hours while he slept. He fished out the rest of his bread and chewed it in the dark. He wanted meat. A beef stew of a haunch of lamb. Something so big he’d feel silly taking bites out of it. He clinked the coins in his purse. What use was money if you didn’t spend it? Who wanted to save when you could be dead the next Saturday?
The following days were quiet. He ventured out for food and lingered around the market, eyes sharp for members of the watch. No one mentioned the executions. They talked about whether the snow would stick next time and the work they still needed to do on their homes, about the new viceroy appointed for Whetton and its farmland, the recent turmoil so intense in the streets of Bressel a member of the council had been killed and another had stepped down. The retiring man said he meant to focus on his work at the guild of arms, but the talk was he’d been exiled for a secret incompetence even rumor couldn’t unravel. Dante edged closer to the four men who spoke of this, daring himself to ask questions about violence he’d seen no hint of when he’d lived there, whether it had anything to do with the city’s temples. Strangely, he was concerned for the city. He’d only lived there a few months, but he’d heard so many stories about it as a boy it had felt like a home from the start. He still considered himself a Bresselman, could speak with more authority than these bumpkins on its onion-domed Library, Tenterman Palace, the fiery eyes of the statue of Phannon planted centuries ago where the sandbar had once regularly grounded the dumber, drunker, or unluckier captains of the merchant fleets. He’d live there again, he resolved.
He knew better than to ask about the riots, though. They’d want to know his name, whether he was from the great city and if he had news of his own, might even want to know his position on the struggle. He was an adept liar, as all boys learned to do to avoid chores and beatings and, once they were old enough, public whippings, but he had no room to chance it. His tongue didn’t always listen to his brain. He wouldn’t have the freedom to join such talk until Blays was out from under the law.
Instead he went back to the mausoleum, intending to ask Cally next time he saw him. Of the Cycle’s 800-odd pages, he’d consumed no more than a quarter, and he set on the remainder with the same futureless abandon he spent his money. When he stopped to rest his eyes or stretch his legs he messed around with the nether, forming a shadowsphere inside the tomb, or sweeping it along the ground to stir the leaves or send a small rock rolling. He fed it no blood. No matter how badly he wanted himself at the center of all things once more, he was dogged by the memory of how crushingly small he’d felt after he released it and destroyed the tree.
“So, how’s it been? Transcended this mortal existence yet?” the old man said when he appeared some time later, tugging his cloak tight around his shoulders.
Dante closed the book and looked up. “Who wrote the Cycle?”
“Many people,” Cally said, fixing him with a look. “The first part was assembled, according to the few scholars who’ve done credible research on the time, in something like a half dozen sources over a span of sixty-odd years. The second part is actually much older. Some of them go back as far as we have records. A Gaskan scholar named Nettigen once claimed to have found a tablet in the ice north of Narashtovik with an Arawn story dated at 9,000 years ago by its description of the locations of the stars.”
“No one was alive back then!”
“How do you know that? Were you there?”
“No doubt you were.” Dante cocked his head. “If it’s got so many authors, how do we know we can trust it?”
“It’s not like it’s the word of the gods themselves,” Cally scoffed. He tugged his fingers through his beard. “I think the many authors are a stroke of its genius. They’re all collected under the umbrella of authority that is the Cycle, yet it’s possible, if you read closely, to read the writings of men with distinctly opposed states of mind. Who’s right, then? Neither? Both? Maybe the answer lies not in the words of the men but in what emerges from their implied dialogue.” He stuck out his lower lip, conceding. “Or maybe one of them is just wrong. This is dangerous, in a sense, since his inclusion in the Cycle would seem to make his words infallible, yet a learned man will know they’re clearly false. Is this intentional on the part of whoever finalized its structure? Is it a deliberate maze meant to guide us not so much to a certain set of facts as to an enlightened flexibility of mind? Well? Is it?”
Dante started. “I didn’t realize those questions were anything but rhetorical.”
“They weren’t, but let’s pretend.”
“We can’t know the answers to any of your questions without digging up the authors and shouting interrogatives at their bones,” Dante said, not entirely meaning to make fun with his aping of Cally’s mode of speech.
“But—”
“Yeah, yeah, that doesn’t mean they’re not worth asking. But it does mean there’s no way to know for sure. Besides, wouldn’t a much simpler explanation be there was no plan, they just scooped up all the legends and poured them between two covers?”
“I suppose,” Cally said. He huffed. “It’s possible they didn’t write the Cycle with the express purpose of refining our mode of thought. But I don’t see how else we’re supposed to reconcile all the disconnects.”
“I don’t know about that. When I read the stories of Jack Hand, I see justice in his vengeance. I admire his courage, that he can just seize things and reorder them how he sees right. Isn’t that a truth that’s always true? It’s the story of every age, isn’t it?”
“Ah. The time-honored absolutism of youth.”
“I’m young, so that means I’m wrong?”
“No,” Cally said. He sighed. “Age muddles things, that’s all. You’ll see what I mean if you thwart all decency and live another couple decades.”
“Ah,” Dante said. “The time-honored condescension of age.”
“Mind yourself,” the old man warned, but his voice was warm. “I suppose you’d even try to make sense of all those numbers the Cycle is so fond of repeating. Anyway. I didn’t come here for sophistry. Frankly, it bores me.” He scratched his ear, face clouded with thought. “What’s the name of your reprobate friend?”
Dante looked up. “Blays.”
“I’ve found a way to contact him.”
“When can I see him?”
“You can’t,” Cally said, silencing him with a look. “What I can do is pass him a message.”
“Tell him I’m coming,” Dante said, pressing his hands together. “Tell him not to worry. I won’t let them get away with it.”
Cally smiled beneath the thatch of his beard. “That’ll show em.”
“What? Then tell him to start figuring out how he’s going to repay me. Is that better?”
“Much.” Cally yawned and went for the door.
“That’s it? Aren’t you supposed to be teaching me things?”
“You’ve already got too much to digest and not enough time to do it in. Practice. Think on what you’ve learned. Read the damn book. I’ve got better things to do than mope around a graveyard like a widow pining for her husband’s yard.”
“Fine.” Dante turned away. “Go lecture at someone else for a while.”
“Choke on your ingratitude,” Cally spat. He flipped his hands. “Bah.”
Wind gusted through the open door. Dante watched him go, then turned his eyes to the walls, to the drawers full of corpses. Like Jack Hand and the bones of the rats in his prison. He’d been one man against a keep full of defenders—and he’d taken it and made it his.
When Dante’d first settled into the tomb he’d found other things dead than men: the leathery bodies and dry skeletons of rats and rabbits that had found their way in but not out, pigeons and crows that had taken shelter from the weather and battered themselves dead at the cracks of daylight in the walls. Seven or eight tidy piles of bones. Maybe the Cycle was a past meant to be borrowed by the ages to come after. Was that why its authors had written it, however many hundreds of years ago? To let later men stand on their shoulders? To preserve themselves through the actions of people they could never hope to meet?
Something rustled in the shadows of the vault. He doubted that, whoever’d written the book, whatever they’d had in mind, they could have seen what he had planned. He hoped it would be enough.
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A holy day, a joyous day, the midpoint between autumnal equinox and winter solstice when Lia left the land and Mennok reluctantly took up its reign. The day, by coincidence, of the execution.
Dante watched the sun spark up over the roofs of the east. He’d loved this day when he was younger. The night before was Falmac’s Eve, the Night of Fire, the night Carvahal flew down from exile to take arms against white-bearded Taim who’d thrown him out for bringing the fire to man; the night when head-high stacks of wood were burnt in the squares and boys wore masks and “robbed” men of apples and tin pennies in the street, “slaying” any man who bore a beard. The theater dressed in yellows and reds and bright-burning gems and played out Carvahal’s original betrayal, how he lit a torch from the Millstar of the northern heavens and descended with it from the skies to the earth. Taim saw the blaze of its fall and gathered his children and his children’s children to destroy whoever’d defied him, but Carvahal brought the torch to Eric the Draconat, he who ate dragons’ hearts, and Eric climbed the ladder of the heavens to duel winged, scale-backed Daris and so win his northern army to face the forces of Taim. They met on the snowfields of the north and the snow churned and boiled under the heat of their blood. There Taim slew Daris, and confusion shouted across the land. Eric’s rebellion of men and the half-gods and Daris’ drakes were smashed, but in the final moment when Eric struck deep at Taim’s heart with Anzode—the sword tempered in the hearts of 108 dragons—he actually spilled the god’s blood upon the ground, forcing the father of the skies to retreat to his seat in their heights.
Carvahal fled then too, bearing Eric’s unconscious body to the hole in the north sky where Mallius’ bow had punctured it long ago, and every year on Falmac’s Eve Carvahal seduced the blackbirds of Mennok to bear him down to earth and drag the punishing fires of Barrod’s sun away so he could wreak his rebellion by cover of dark and the earth could rest and heal. The next morning the farmers set down their scythes and plows and flails and drank to the cycle of the gods. They toasted Lia for her faithful bounty, praised Simm for making their wheat and oats and barley grow tall, thanked Barrod for the life of his yellow rays; they gave a cry for Carvahal’s daring that would keep them warm through the winter, for the saturnine locking of the time of Mennok that would make the return of the gods of light and life all the sweeter. Many of them ended up passed out before the sun had gone down. Dante thought he could already hear the earliest revelers singing out in the city. The watchmen would partake too, he knew. There would be few better days for the confusion he meant to sow.
“All set?” Cally said when he showed up twenty minutes later.
“Yes.”
“Good. Overconfidence is a strong ally. People are always surprised when you try to do things you can’t.” He started at the soft skitterings in the dark corners of the tomb, then snorted. “You’ve been reading too much.”
Dante flushed despite the cold. “I haven’t had anyone around to teach me different.”
“It’ll probably make them think they’re crazy. That should be fun.” Cally wiped his nose. His ears and cheeks were pink. “Auspicious day.”
“Does the nether run stronger on Falmac’s Day?”
“Don’t be daft,” Cally said, rolling his eyes. “As if the forces of nature change because a kingdom throws a party.”
“I just thought—”
“Ridiculous.”
“I walked out to their tree a couple days ago,” Dante said after some silence. “It’s in a clearing south of town. Not much in the way of cover.”
“I’m sure there’ll be plenty of meatshields,” Cally shrugged.
“When do you think we should leave?”
“Sometime before they hang him, I imagine.”
Dante pursed his lips. “I want to be there an hour early. I haven’t exactly been able to find out how many guards they’ll have, or how they’ll bring him in. I won’t know what I’m doing till I see that.”
“Fine.”
“Are you coming with me?” Dante said, heart jumping up a tick.
“I’ll be there,” Cally allowed after a moment of hemming. “You realize I can’t just wave my hand and bring peace unto the world.”
“Why not? What can they do to you? We can be so quick they won’t know what’s going on.”
“I haven’t lived as long as I have,” the old man said, tossing back his chin, “through vulgar displays of power.”
Dante glared at him through the dawn. “Why have it if you won’t use it? What can you possibly be afraid of?”
“There’s a difference between fear and prudence. And even if there isn’t,” Cally said, sticking his finger at Dante, “fear’s a good thing to have. You might live longer if you had more.”
“Sounds like a pretty crummy life to me.” Cally looked away from him, like the matter were too stupid to discuss. Dante folded his arms. “Just do what you can, then. I won’t be holding back.”
“That’s the spirit.” The old man rubbed his jaw. “It’s probably best if you hone your plans under the assumption I’ll give no help at all. That way if I drop dead between then and now you won’t be left in the lurch.”
They killed time speaking of the meaning of the figures in the Cycle and then about where they might meet when the two boys escaped. Cally suggested running (or riding, if circumstances allowed stealing a horse) into the southern woods, saying he could find Dante easily enough; he’d found him in the first place, hadn’t he? The old man bitched for a while about the weather, made threats about sailing for the islands of the south. They watched the sun shed clouds and fog, resolving from red to orange to yellow, and then Cally once more took his leave.
Dante couldn’t quite understand how the day had come so quickly when the last week had dragged like a broken leg. He paced away the morning in the tomb, trying a couple times to sit down and meditate on the nether, but every time he tried he’d get five seconds of clear thought followed by five minutes of noodly worries about what if the watch carried bows which they probably would and what if the innkeep was there and recognized him before he made his move and what if he made it there and they were just too fast and turned Blays off before Dante could wade his way through. What would Cally tell him? Some paradox about allowing his worries but rising with them like an eagle on a storm. In other words, something useless under any practical circumstances.
He took up the pen and ink he used to make his notes on the Cycle (though never within the book itself) and sat down in that late autumn daylight that always looked to him like the pure light of nostalgia: fuzzy, faintly yellow, hardly warm but not quite cold. He didn’t care if no one would ever find his letter, or if it was only read when they tore down this tomb to build something living people could use. He didn’t care if it had as little impact as if he’d written it in water, he just wanted something to leave behind. He had no kids, no lands, no books written by or about him, and if he failed his only notable friend would be every bit as dead. He spent an hour alternately scribbling on and shredding up his dwindling supply of paper. He tried to elevate his speech with the grand aphorisms of the men in plays, but that just sounded dumb. He tried to match the happy irony of the Cycle, but it sounded hollow. He tried to tell his story, at least the part where Blays had been unfairly condemned, but that ended up sounding whiny. He should have thought about this yesterday, let himself sleep on it. Now it was too late.
He listened to the crows jabbering at each other and found them no help. The sporadic bells and shouts from the city weren’t any better. He listened to the light wind whistling in the bare branches. No dice.
At last, exasperated with himself, doublet damp under the arms, worn down by the jitters he’d had since waking, he set his pen going:
If this note is found, it will mean my uncertain fate has been clarified, and to my detriment. I leave now to fight. I’d like to think the cause is just, but don’t all men do what they think right? Let’s leave the issue for once. Know only I laid my life at the door of a cause I felt worth it. I hope, if there is some final judge of these things, he will look on me with more mercy than he’s shown so far.
He signed his name and closed his eyes a while. At least it was less foolish than his other tries. He tucked it under an urn. Who knew, maybe he’d be able to come back and rip it up before anyone could see it. If not, he’d have far more pressing worries than what some idiot thought of his final words.
The bells of Whetton’s many temples and pair of proper cathedrals tolled across the damp air. Two hours till that time. The walk to the Crooked Tree wouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes. He meant to arrive an hour early, size things up. He figured the minimal chance of being recognized in that span would be outweighed by having the time to conceive a more detailed plan than “show up and start killing everyone.”
Where was Blays? Still clapped in his cell? On his way? Eating his final bread? Swearing at everyone within range? He’d forgotten to ask Cally whether he’d passed along his message, and now that too was too late. At once he felt himself on the brink of tears. Deeper than the chance he might never speak to Blays again, he felt ruptured by the knowledge that even if they survived this day, one would come when they didn’t. Dante was sixteen years old. He quite possibly wouldn’t live to twice that. At the outside, he had four times as long to go. What he’d lived so far felt like no more than a blink. He could barely remember anything beyond the last three years. Was that all life was? A brief bubble of memory that slid through the years until the sudden stop? If Blays died and he didn’t, would he still think of Blays when he was twenty? Thirty? If he died and Blays didn’t and Blays forgot him, would Dante then be gone for all time?
Dante opened the Cycle of Arawn and flipped through from beginning to end. After about 600 pages his blood went cold. He stopped, pawed back through the pages one at a time. Narashtovik. The final third was written entirely in the dead language of Narashtovik. How had he missed that? How had he dragged it around for a month without knowing he had no way of reading over 250 pages of it? He’d glanced at the last page or two before, but he’d assumed they were an appendix or a glossary, and since he couldn’t read any of it he’d just put it out of mind. Foreign words always drove him mad. Besides, he’d been a little preoccupied with running for his life to spare much curiosity for what the next section would hold. This was, in no small terms, a disaster.
In all of Bressel he’d found no works that would offer any significant inroads into deciphering the dead language. Were there any translations of the Cycle? Supposedly the fires of the books they’d burnt in the Third Scour rivaled the rising sun—well, that’s what the priests of Taim and Gashen and all the others said, and he’d certainly never seen any evidence to prove them wrong. Most of the references he’d found to the old texts came in the form of warnings that owning them would result in your beheading, or after the initial post-Scour excitement had wound down, behanding. The Cycle wasn’t strictly linear, which muddied the matter of the importance of the part he wouldn’t be able to read, but surely there was something of value in the last hundreds of pages. Nobody would just throw together a pile of nonsense and build a faith around it. Cally would have something to help him, perhaps. At least point him in the right direction.
The half-hour bell rang out and he remembered this was one more worry he could delay for now. Dante laughed nervously, feeling light as a gnat. Perhaps he should risk his life every day.
Departing places without leaving anything behind was getting to be a habit. He double-checked the nooks and corners, then cycled down the list. The book in his bag on his back. His sword at his belt under his cloak. A knife on his other side. Bread and meat and waterskin in his bag along with the couple of candles and the tools of writing. Torchstone in his pocket, of course, and a few other necessities, his silver and flint and needles and salt and a couple neat rocks and those small objects he’d found in the tomb. Why was everyone else so eager to tie themselves down with things? They were idiots, that was why. A man should own no more than he can carry.
By the time he’d gone a block from the churchyard he knew the crowd was going to be huge. The streets were stuffed with red-faced farmers and squads of young boys running around with a hand pressed over their left eye like the one Carvahal had lost in the battle in the snowfields. Carriages crept through the mob, unable to build up the momentum to give the pedestrians the choice of clearing a path or being stomped into the dirt. Impossibly, even more filth than normal clogged the gutters and spilled in the roads. Shattered mugs and the busted slats of barrels lay everywhere. Pigeons dunked their beaks in soggy hunks of bread and the stems and seeds of a dozen different vegetables. From all sides he heard laughter, whoops, the cheery hails of men and women who haven’t seen each other in whatever they think’s been too long. He kept his hood on his shoulders. Unless the followers of Arawn had already dispatched more men to rub him out and reacquire his copy of the Cycle, the only one in town at all likely to recognize him would be the keeper of the Frog’s Head, and between the twin crowds of holiday and hanging he was no doubt more than a little tied up with his work. Dante running around with his face bundled up like a criminal would only have the watch asking why he was running around with his face bundled up like a criminal.
The standing water in the streets wasn’t frozen, but it wasn’t far off, either. His breath whirled away from his mouth, just barely visible. It felt good to be moving. He strode with purpose, weaving his slight body though the blathering clusters of people. He watched their faces, how they laughed and told jokes and found common ground bitching about the boys running wild (with special emphasis on how things had been different in their day) and the unreasonable tithing practices of the churches and the signs of degradation in the criminal element of Bressel. One of them opined that men emanated a mischievous vapor which, when mingled with the same vapor of others in the level of density and proximity you can find only in such overpopulated hives as Bressel, resulted in a much more malicious strain, the kind that led to the careless robbing and killing of drunks and, eventually, widespread anarchy. Dante slowed to hear the man expound his theory, but the hundreds of other voices drowned him out; within seconds he was no more than a single note in the symphony.
There was no one direction to the flow of people—there were public houses on every street in Whetton—but the general movement tended toward the south. No hurry, what with the executions over an hour away, and probably lots of boring proclamations and condemnations to kick it off, but wait too long and you’d get a place too far back to see their feet kick when they were turned off. A hanging wasn’t a hanging when for all you could see it may as well be a sack of potatoes strung up on the branch.
Even in the cold the people stunk. Dante tucked his nose into the collar of his cloak and was reminded he hadn’t bathed since their stay at the pond. At least his ripeness was his own. A dark-haired boy brushed past him. Of course. They’d be drawn to the hanging like flies to a cow’s ass. Dante pulled up his hood then and tugged it low enough to shade his eyes. George and Barnes would be out there somewhere. They knew enough about him to turn him in if there were any price on his head.
Single-story houses began to outnumber those with two or three floors. Sometimes they even had strips of dirt or grass between them. Another couple minutes and he reached the trampled-down field that never quite recovered from the monthly crowds. Copses of trees fringed its edges, but the only tree of note stood planted at its center, casting a shadow over the path that cut across the grasses. A light crowd milled about, talking and drinking, buying meat pastries and finger vegetables from the stalls that no doubt materialized overnight here every four weeks like clockwork mushrooms. Dante stopped a short way into the commons to take stock, wishing he had a pipe to light or any other way to immediately look casual.
Obviously the wain would come in down the path. Already people were mostly keeping clear of the rutted dirt. The tree spoke for itself. The prisoners on the wagon would be bound, but their heavy chains would probably be replaced with rope so hoisting them up and down wouldn’t hurt anybody’s back. Besides, with five extra pounds of iron on their wrists and another ten clamped tight around their ankles, the hangman might misjudge their weight and pop their heads off when they fell.
A few guards would walk ahead of the wagon, he imagined. A second wagon would bear the hangman and his understudy and their armed entourage. No officials, most likely, other than a bailiff or some other nobody with a loud voice. At minimum six men of the watch. Probably twice that, with the potential for more. They’d likely be in varying states of the inebriation that was impossible to avoid on Falmac’s Day, but that wasn’t going to be as big an advantage for Dante as it should. Their minds would want to be off raising tankards and groping paired deposits of fat like every other man, but their captains would want them martial, swords ready. Between a troop of armsman and the Crooked Tree, the crowds couldn’t help remembering their place.
People kept filing in in twos and threes and boisterous beer-sodden throngs. He figured the guards would cluster up on the way in, give themselves some protection from the revelers. That would be the worst time to try to take them. Ideally there would be a few self-important speeches to give the men of the watch time to disperse and get distracted by the fights and taunts of an intoxicated, high-spirited crowd; if he were really lucky a few guards would use the confusion to slip off for a pub. Dante would bide his time, then, and hope they wouldn’t try to string Blays up first as an hors d’oeuvre. What about the other prisoners? Instant allies if he could free them. The watch wouldn’t know which escapee needed to be killed first. That was it. He’d have to act fast, but he could make that happen. Then what? He headed for a copse of trees and thought that over as he searched for a walking stick suitable for staving in skulls—the men he released might have the fighting spirit, but they’d have a serious want for weapons.
And that, he thought, was as far as he could take it. Let them get ready to strangle a few men, then set those men free and go from there. There would be at least a little fighting and a lot of running. Other than that, it was all up in the air. Maybe he’d be able to steal a horse, maybe not. Maybe Cally would strike down with a word everyone who looked at Dante cockeyed, but almost definitely not. He clenched his teeth, stomach twisting. He didn’t like depending on all these contingencies. He wasn’t sure he could trust himself to act smoothly in the confusion of battle. He considered himself a deliberate man, the kind of man who didn’t make a choice until he’d thought it all the way through. That’s what you did when you wouldn’t tolerate mistakes, least of all from yourself. But this, this was chance, chaos, the toss of a die, the blindfolded plunge.
He should have hired the boys to make a scene. He should have taken the offer three years ago to sail from Bressel to Portsmouth and back; it wouldn’t have taken more than two weeks, and he’d never sailed. He should have enticed a couple bodyguards to aid him with careful lies and the reckless expenditure of silver. He should have read more, not just the book, but books, all the books of the Library of Bressel. He should have practiced more with the blood—he’d done so one time more, lighting the shadows into a small fire one afternoon outside the tomb, but he’d quickly stamped it out, afraid someone would see the flames and the smoke. He should have found a way to speak to Blays himself, just one last time. He should have written a letter to the monk back in the village. His life there hadn’t been so bad. Boring, but not bad. After the stark and brutal lessons of the last month, he’d come to appreciate the strength of the monk’s quiet methods, the lessons he taught more often with a well-turned sentence than with an open hand or a bark-stripped branch.
The low-key panic he’d felt since waking up had left his mind reasonably flexible, fast, if a little flighty, but as the minutes rushed on he found it harder to keep a rein on his thoughts. Sweat oozed down his sides. He maneuvered up to within a stone’s throw of the tree. The crowds had swelled quickly, filling the field, spilling into the path and jostling each other for lines of sight before there was anything to see. The bells of one o’clock pealed from Whetton proper. He squeezed his eyes shut. Within moments, his ears filled with the cheers and whoops of those at the edge of the field nearest the city. The wains were rolling in.
A hush preceded the wagons as the people looked on the faces of the condemned and for an instant imagined themselves seated with the prisoners. Once they’d lumbered past, the catcalls and laughter started up again, louder than before, and in that way Dante followed the progress of the watch. His stomach felt like something were pushing up on it from below. There were too many tall men between him and the path to catch a glimpse of the wagons, but underneath the crowd’s babble he thought he could make out the rumble of two separate sets of wheels. Bad sign. He wanted to get close enough to see Blays, but if he moved now he’d never get back his place some twenty yards from the clearing around the Crooked Tree. Half of Whetton must be here. With Falmac’s Day, along with the farmers and peasants who tended to show up in direct proportion to the scarcity and brutality of the method of execution—though hangings were enough to do the trick—there could be twice as many men in Whetton today than was normal.
The wave of silence and the shouts that followed on its heels came nearer. Whips cracked from the direction of the path. He gagged, swallowed. He still had time to leave. No one would know he’d been here but Cally, and Cally would understand. Dante’s death, when it came, wouldn’t mean anything, wouldn’t strike any blow against injustice and the corrupt law of man. He’d just be a body. But as much as his legs were ready to run—and they were shaking so hard he thought he might drive himself into the earth—he knew, if he left now, he would hate himself for all his days. He’d carry a mark so deep it may as well be branded on his forehead. He’d filter all his actions thereafter through the memory of the day he’d let them kill Blays, and in that sense his life would already be told, worthless for however many more years it may last.
Besides, as Cally might say, just because killing the watch wouldn’t do any good didn’t mean it wasn’t worth doing.
The quiet took the crowd around him. Wheels creaked in the cold. He heard the snorts of the draft horses, saw a blip of their driver through the shoulders of the men in front of him. The driver’s bass voice carried past his ears as all the people thought on the day they’d take their own ride on the wain to the tree at the end of the path; and then they were shouting, jeering, and Dante was shouting too, eyes clenched shut, head thrown back, a wordless cry of defiance. He was ready.
He pushed up further into the crowd. If these idiots were still in his way when the time came he’d yank out his sword and give it a taste of their blood before it bit into the watchmen. He shoved his way onward, matching glares, refusing to yield, and made his way within ten feet of the inner rim of the masses. Close enough for now. Close enough to crane his head and see the wagons break from the walls of people and into the clear circle around the tree. He started counting men. Six at point in front of the wagons, brown cloaks flapping behind them. Three more to either side. Five more trailing, one bearing the banner of the city, the eagle’s black talons clutching the golden shock of wheat. And three—no, make it four—crouched down in the bed of the second wain, hands resting on their hilts, scanning the crowd for anyone with any funny designs on the black-hooded man sitting cross-legged at its center.
Dante’s eyes flicked to the first wagon to count the condemned. Seven. Somehow there were always seven. There among them, blond hair a mat of grease, face smeared with dirt and soot and dried blood, sat Blays.
Dante stretched on his toes and pulled his cowl a couple inches back from his face, but he didn’t dare cry out or wave his hands and the boy didn’t look his way. He didn’t appear to be seeing anything at all, in fact. Dante’d never seen that look on his face: eyes downcast, face tranquil as a slack sail, body swaying loosely at the jolts and jounces of the wain. He hadn’t looked that way when they’d been chased through the forest by three grown men on horseback. He hadn’t even looked that way in those days after he’d seen Dante call the shadowsphere in the alley in Bressel—he’d pouted and brooded and kept to himself, but beneath all that he’d kept a spark, an air of confusion and betrayal that lent some moment to his moods. Now, he looked like he were already dead. Dante’s knuckles whitened on his staff. Sure, a veritable army of men drawn for honor guard. For their sake he hoped they said a prayer before it began.
Time blurred. Men jumped off the wagon and hauled the doomed men to their feet. The black-hooded man lowered himself and took down a couple stools. He set them beneath the Crooked Tree and slung two of the nooses draped over his shoulder onto the tree’s one straight and level branch. Dante turned his shoulders and wiggled closer. The watch picked out two filthy men whose age he couldn’t guess and made them step up on the stools. The hangman fitted the ropes around their necks, setting the knot at the back, behind their heads. With a jerk to his gut, Dante realized these men weren’t going to be kicked off a platform so their necks broke like had been the practice of Bressel’s most recent hangman, they were going to be turned right off the stools. They looked like they’d have no more than a foot to fall, two at the utmost; Jack Gray, executioner of Bressel, averaged his ropes at eight feet and, so he boasted, varied their length to the build and weight of his client just enough to make sure the spine snapped without yanking the head clean off.
These men would hang till they strangled. Some of the older men he’d known, men who could remember the hanger before Gray, said it could be five or ten minutes before the legs stopped kicking, that some of the condemned had dangled for a full half hour and been found to have their hearts yet beating. Before they’d made it law that all who hanged must be kept on the line for a full hour after their initial turn, Half-Hanged Kurt had been cut down after forty minutes, buried, then been dug up filthy but breathing when a traveler had heard his cries beneath the dirt. So Jack Gray had brought new methods with his contract.
Dante was amazed the two men who stood before the crowds offered no resistance as the ropes closed around their throats and and tied them to their fates. Why so spiritless? What could they lose? Now was the time for rage, to exact some minor measure of control in choosing the moments of their deaths. Not this farce, this resigned obeisance. Maybe they deserved what they were about to get. Was that it? Did they feel the same way? Had the fact some fancy-man on a podium had deemed them guilty of their crimes convinced them it was their time to move on? The hooded man finished his preparations and stepped back. A watchman with silver pins flashing on the collar of his cloak took center.
“You have been tried and condemned in the courts of this land. Any final words or requests?”
“I ask the mercy of the family of the man I did kill,” one man said. “I only wanted food.” The crowd booed.
“Another slug of whiskey!” the second man shouted through his thick brown beard. The crowd laughed, raised flagons and flasks.
“So it ends,” the watchman said. The hangman stepped forward, draped a white cap over the first man’s face, then the second. Dante’s heart shuddered as he reached into the deep folds of his pockets and gathered up his burden. The captain of the watch reeled off some speech about justice and the obligations of civilization.
“We take no joy in meting out the fate you’ve earned yourself,” the captain smiled at last. “A moment of silence, please. Pray to the gods. They have been known to grant mercy, even to the wretched.”
He held up a hand and the crowds went quiet. Dante’s fingers slid over the fragile bones he’d taken from his pockets. He set Jack Hand’s inspirations on what little open ground he found at his feet. The six fleshless rodents raised their eyeless heads at him, clicking their teeth. No going back now. He held his hand close to his chest and gestured toward the tree. They skittered through the clustered legs of the audience, unheard, unseen. For whatever extra insanity it would add he popped the torchstone into his mouth. Someone cried out at the sight of the bleached-bone animals streaking toward the bound men. It would have been more dramatic to wait till Blays’ turn had come beneath the judging branch, but he wanted as many men turned loose as he could manage, as much chaos as he could muster to conceal his true intent. More shrieks rose up on the tail of the first. The watchmen glanced around. A couple loosened their swords. Within seconds the dead rats had leapt on the hands and ankles of the criminals. This was it, the plunge, the toss of the die.
A cold anger stole over Dante’s bones as he watched the rats’ teeth clashing through the ropes of the condemned. The hangman cried out and bumped one of the men off his stool. His bare feet kicked at the air. One of the rats jumped on his feet and scrabbled up his legs to the noose. It chomped down and within three heartbeats the rope snapped and the man thumped against the ground. Everything began to move at once and Dante whooped like a savage and plowed through the men between him and the clearing. With a terrible thrill he wouldn’t unlive for all the world he burst into the open ground. The dead rats were running out of ropes to gnaw through and with a thought he sent them to assault the first guard who’d figured out Something Bad was going down. Blood leapt away from the man’s leg as the rats ripped in with tiny claws. He smashed the bones of one with the pommel of his sword, then fell screaming to his knees. The rats swarmed up his body.
Dante rushed into the field, staff in his left hand and sword held high in his right, torchstone gleaming from his open mouth.
“The judgment of the gods has come!” he screamed around the stone at the men who’d be hanged. “Kill them all! Fight for your lives!”
Heads turned his way. The cannier men seized the confusion for their own. One of the guards cut down a distracted prisoner while one of the prisoners punched out a guard and snatched up his sword. Like a school of fish every man moved at once. The watch clustered up and began an advance on the tight circle of condemned men. The vast crowds wailed like a roof-stripping gale as some fell back and others pushed forward for a glimpse of this new chaos.
“Fight, you bastard sons! Fight for your lives! Don’t you dare give them up to these dogs cloaked in law!”
Dante closed on their ranks. He threw the staff at the first prisoner to look his way. One of the watch broke rank to intercept him and Dante stretched out his free hand and the man’s ribs popped, dropping him mid-step. Blays’ shocked laughter bubbled over the shouts and the roar and Dante met the boy’s eyes and tossed him his sword. Its point speared the earth and Blays snatched it up and met the first wedge of watchmen, lashing out with the full strength of his arm. Dante spat out the torchstone and dropped it in his pocket. He took his knife from his belt and laid open the palm of his left hand, flashing his teeth at the hot rush of pain. Blood wicked up the lines of his palm and he closed his fist.
He looked up, meaning to join the skirmish beginning in earnest between law and outlaw, and met eyes with a watchman not three feet in front of him. The man’s sword whooshed through the air in a downstroke that would cleave his skull. Dante shouted out to the nether, but there was no time. His eyes and nostrils went wide. He thought: so there’s nothing up there looking out for us. Perhaps it wasn’t all in vain. Blays still lived. Blays could still make it out.
Steel flashed as the stroke fell. Dante heard a hiss like a doused torch and then a gurgle and a wet boom and his face was showered with stinging blood as the guard’s sword exploded in what had been his hands. Dante fell back, swiping gunk from his eyes, and the guard raised his spurting stumps and keeled over like a cut tree.
Cally. Hope flared back up in his chest. He rushed to the main battle, feeling sure and invincible as a panther. A line of bodies from both sides marked the border of the struggle. Small, crushed bones lay in disordered piles, but a pair of his rats fought on, digging into the stomach of one of the watchmen. The man doubled over, crushing one of the vermin as it squirmed through the other side of his body. Blays whirled, knocking back their attacks to right and left, but the guard’s sheer numbers gave him no room to strike back. Three of the other convicts still survived, one with Dante’s staff, one with a guard’s sword, the last with just his own bleeding knuckles; before Dante could make a move a watchman lunged in and ran the unarmed man through. He felt as if it were someone else’s hands grasping the nether and sending it in a black bolt that squirted the guard’s brains from his ear. A knife flipped through the air and into Dante’s left biceps and he screamed and went numb to the fingertips. He yanked it free and flung it at a watchman closing on Blays. The man flinched back and Blays swept out and sprayed blood into the air. At least a dozen of the guard left, though, to their mere four, and already he could feel his control of the shadows growing tenuous, threatening to burst from the channel of his body. He risked a backwards glance, saw some of the crowd had fled to the city while others had fallen back to the safer perspective of another dozen steps away. He thought he saw a brown-garbed group pushing their way forward. Their progress was hampered by the countercurrent of the mob, but they couldn’t be more than a minute or two away. They’d come fast once they reached the clear ground around the tree. The watchmen facing them noticed it as well and fell back to reform their ranks. The prisoners panted, glancing around themselves, beginning to understand the reprieve Dante’d given them was coming to an end.
“I hope the brilliance of your plan doesn’t stop here,” Blays said, edging up to him.
“There’s more of them on the way. We’re not going to be able to fight them all.”
“That’s a no, then,” Blays said, crestfallen.
“Affirmative,” Dante said.
“Do the thing on them where it goes dark,” he whispered. One of the watch tightened his mouth, cursed, then stepped forward and raised his sword against Blays. Steel met steel and both sides stood transfixed, as if waiting for a cue. The watchman made a series of tightly controlled thrusts, forcing Blays back. Blays tried a counter and the man brushed it aside and responded with a stroke that, were Dante in Blays’ place, would have taken off his head; Blays leaned back, swiveling his hips to speed his sword enough to meet it, and the man’s blade scraped down his and into his arm. As if the sight of the boy’s blood were a command, the rest of the watch started forward, points of their swords held in front of them, and Dante coaxed the shadows to plunge them into total darkness. They shrieked blindly. The watchman’s attack on Blays had left his stance open, just a hair, and when he heard the cries behind him he hesitated long enough for Blays to wheel his sword down in a three-quarter angle and lay open the man’s chest. The watchman staggered back into the pitch.
“Charge!” Blays bellowed, shaking his sword high over his head, then turned and ran away for the wagons. The two other prisoners took a step forward, shouting battle cries, then caught on and swerved to follow Blays’ retreat. Thrown by the feint, clearly terrified that their eyes had suddenly stopped working at the command of an archmage who’d come to them in the form of a boy slinging death and destruction over their ranks, the first of the guards didn’t emerge from the shadowsphere until the band of rebels had cut the beefy horses free from the wagons. Blays heaved himself up onto the bare back of a black horse and swirled his blade.
“I can’t ride!” Dante shouted from the ground.
“Neither can I!” Blays said, face blended in terror and exhilaration. He hugged his body to the neck of the horse and reached a hand down to Dante. Dante grabbed it and they wrestled his weight up on the animal’s back. By the time he was set the guards were pouring down the hill toward them. Behind them, another squad rolled out from the road, moving to cut them off.
“This is bullshit!” Blays shouted. He kicked the horse in the ribs and was almost thrown off its back as it galloped straight at the men coming down the hill. He caught his balance just as the first came into striking distance. Blays laid out with his blade, meaning to decapitate the closest man in one clean stroke, and instead his sword caught in the man’s skull and yanked back Blays’ arm, nearly dismounting him for a second time. “This is hard!”
“Just don’t get us killed,” Dante said, gripping the horse for dear life. He’d put away his knife and had no other weapons than the shadows. A faintness in his head and chest told him he needed at least a moment’s rest before he went to them again. To their rear he saw the two other prisoners trotting their way. The one with the staff was clenching himself against his horse’s neck and rapidly falling behind the one who’d picked up a sword. That man kicked his heels, holding the weapon wide away from the horse’s heaving flanks like he’d been born armed and in the saddle. Within seconds he closed on them and matched Blays’ speed.
“What’s next?” he called over.
“What’s the hurry?” Blays said, swiping and missing at a ducking watchman. He cursed and started their mount in an awkward circle.
“Horses are faster than they are,” Dante suggested loudly in Blays’ ear.
“That just means I’ve got plenty of time to kill a few more first,” he said, righting the horse for another pass.
The two groups of guards had merged and were making a slow turn to try to drive them toward the city. Blays set a course for the stragglers and rode one down beneath the horse’s thundering hooves. A second watchman turned and raised his sword and Blays cut his arm off at the elbow. He drew the horse up short by the makeshift reins left over from its ties to the wagon and the animal reared back. Dante flattened himself, clamping his legs so hard against its sides he felt sure he or the horse would break. Blays crouched down but lifted his fist and carved a tight arc through the air with the point of his sword.
“Cower then, you sons of bitches!” he yelled, spit flying from his mouth. “I’d kill you all, but you stamp one roach and twenty others take its place!” The horse’s front hooves landed and a shock ran up Dante’s spine. Blays turned it to the south, where the staff-wielding criminal was spurring his horse through the thin remnants of the crowd. “Rot in hell! Did you hear that? You can all just die!”
He charged forward. The guy with the sword hurried to their front. Dante laughed as the remaining peasants parted like flocks of quail. Young men and women in ragged clothes waved their hands and cheered them on. Blays tipped an imaginary cap and the girls cheered harder.
“What’s your name?” one called after him.
“Blays Buckler!” he shouted over his shoulder. “And my friend Dante, greatest sorcerer to walk the earth!”
“That’s not very wise,” Dante said.
“Ah, we’ll never see them again. This way they can write some songs about us. Make the watch feel like jackasses for years to come.”
They neared the forest fringe at the edge of the field. Blays laughed and cursed a few gods for good measure. As if they’d taken personal interest, Dante saw a spearpoint of men on horseback break from the crowd and angle to intercept them before the woods.
“Oh, come on!” Blays said, slapping the horse’s sweating side. “I didn’t mean it!”
Dante whistled to the other two prisoners galloping ahead. The swordsman glanced back, saw the pursuers, then slowed to let Blays fall in beside him.
“Can’t outrun them,” the man panted, and Dante saw it was true. The horses they’d stolen were so bulky they were practically plowhorses. Next to the saber-thin bodies of the watchmen’s horses, the ones they rode were like the jewel-fattened swords kings used to ennoble their bravest and richest knights. The watch would be on them before they reached the woods. And once again, they were outnumbered.
“Don’t these people have anything better to do?” Dante muttered.
“Can’t you make the earth swallow them up or something?”
“Can’t you stab them all in the heart wearing a blindfold and women’s drawers?”
“You’ve got women’s drawers?” Blays gave Dante an intensely interested look, eyes going wide when he saw the riders behind them. “Hey, they’re really getting close!”
One rider spurred himself ahead of the pack, intent on Dante’s undefended back. If they slowed down to fight, the others would catch them. If they rode straight on, the one would run him through. His eyes felt moist. He blanked his mind and touched the nether. It leapt up easily, ready to return. There was no holding back now. Dante shouted at the swordsman on their flank.
“Can you hold that one off?”
“The one, sure,” the prisoner said, straightening his arm and slanting his sword at the ground.
“I just need a few seconds.” Dante turned his face from the wind trying to tear the breath from his mouth. The man dropped a couple lengths behind them and blocked the path of the lone watchman. They crossed blades and the other five pulled side-by-side with each other and hurried to his aid. Dante’s palm had mostly scabbed up and he sucked in air and cut an X across his hand. Shadows flocked to his blood at once, wriggling around his fingers, coating his skin halfway to the elbow. His body went cold. He could see the individual beads of sweat rolling down the faces of the watch, could smell the horse’s sweat and the earthy mulch of rotting leaves. He felt as if he could drop down and outrun their horse on his own two legs. Why hadn’t he been doing this more? What was there to be afraid of? Lightning in his veins and vision so sharp it was like he could see into time itself. This was everything he’d ever wanted.
“Watch this, Blays. I’m going to do something neat.”
He splayed his fingers and released the nether, shaping it to the image in his mind. For a second nothing happened. He looked at his empty hand, expecting sparks or smoke. Nothing. They were going to die, then.
In the gap between the battling pair and the five galloping watchmen a wall of flames erupted from the earth. It roared twenty feet high, then collapsed to half that, a fire so hot it was white. The five men screamed as one. Their horses bleated, reared back, trying to stop the wild rush of their bodies. One man and mount tried to leap through and the fires scorched the skin from its belly. They tumbled apart. Dante saw the silhouette of another man flying forward, thrown by his horse. By the time he cleared the fire he was a corpse.
Dante tried to swallow, but none of his muscles wanted to work. Behind them, before his sight started going gray, he saw the sword-wielding prisoner swing forehand, knocking aside the watchman’s blade, then backhand, slicing off his hand, and finally swung his shoulders in a second forehand, sending the man’s head spinning into the grass. A low branch rushed past Dante’s face.
“Someone kill me while I’m happy!” Blays shouted. “I can’t believe you came back, Dante. I didn’t know what to think when I saw your face back at the tree. If I’d had a real meal in the last week I probably would’ve filled my trousers.”
“Unggh,” Dante said, meaning something about how he couldn’t think either. His vision tunneled. His legs loosened their grip on the horse’s flanks. Blays had escaped, he thought, and then the darkness took him.
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Pain woke him. This didn’t surprise him—some animal part of his brain had been registering hurt even as he slept—but rather than the all-body throb Dante’d slumbered through for however many hours or years since he’d collapsed mid-ride on their escape from Whetton, this pain was in his face: light and stinging, and with it a flat smack.
“What did I tell you,” a nasally voice said, “about streams that want to be rivers? Don’t you remember the part about the dying?”
“Stop it,” Dante slurred, pawing at whatever was hitting him. He blinked a few times. “Cally?”
“No, bearded Gashen himself. I’m here to recruit you as my chief general in the war for the heavens.” The old man scowled down on him. “Were you trying to get yourself killed?”
“Kind of the opposite,” Dante said, and before he could say more his lungs spasmed. Cally threw a handkerchief in his face. Dante dabbed at his lips and the mess came away bloody. “Where are we?”
“Somewhere safe from Whetton’s watch and the Arawnites’ hounds.”
Dante blinked again, gazed dumbly at the musty stone walls. “It looks like a dump.”
“It’s my temple,” Cally said. “Show some respect.”
“You blew up that man’s sword when I was charging them,” Dante remembered. He laughed, quickly clutched his sides. “Ow.”
“At that moment, you weren’t looking very capable of not dying.”
“Dante!” Blays shouted, head stuck through the doorway. He poured into the room and shot Cally a black look. “I told you he wouldn’t die.”
“Technically it was a bet.”
“You should have seen yourself running onto that field,” Blays said, grabbing Dante’s shoulder and shaking him like a crying child. “Those rats stampeding in front of you like hell’s own army, staff in one hand, sword in the other, face all lit up with light—you looked like a demon come down to earth, or one of those old wizards that used to obliterate a battalion just by pointing at them.”
“Those stories are all exaggerated,” Cally said.
“You’re old enough to know.”
“So you admit you’re wrong.”
“What happened to the others?” Dante said. “Did they make it?”
“They’re out in the yard somewhere,” Cally said, flipping a hand. “Eating up my food and drinking down my wine, no doubt. Why couldn’t you have saved a 16-year-old girl?”
“I wasn’t trying to save anyone but Blays,” Dante said. He eased himself upright. The blood left his head and he felt as if he were floating in a warm sea. He waited till his eyes weren’t full of specks. “I was just using the others to make a mess.”
“I don’t think mess’ quite covers it,” Cally said. He frowned through the snarl of his beard for a moment, then couldn’t help chuckling. “All right, it did look ridiculous. They’ll be talking about it for generations. Ten years from now, all the people who’ll claim to have witnessed the Execution That Wasn’t could fill an ocean.”
“How long was I out?”
“A whole damn day,” Blays said. He bounced on his heels. “I’ll go grab the others. They’ve been waiting to thank you.”
“What?” Dante said once Blays had run off. “What do they think, I was trying to save them?”
“That’s exactly what they think,” Cally said, running his fingers through his beard and laughing to himself. “They think you have a special purpose for them.”
“That’s crazy! In what way is’dying so I don’t have to’ a special purpose?”
“Try to get them to swear you a life-debt. Never know when that might come in handy.”
“Will you be serious for a minute?” Dante doubled over in another coughing fit. He brushed water from his eyes. “What am I going to tell them?”
“Obviously not the truth. That would crush them.” Cally explored a gap in his teeth with his pinky nail. “In a minute, they’re going to bound in here and slobber all over you trying to convince themselves you really do have a meaning for them. The polite thing would be to play along.”
“Well, I’m not going to lie to them. Not about something like that.”
“Oh yes, it would be far more ethical to strip them of their illusions and leave them to fend for themselves philosophically naked.”
“You talk like they’re little babies. I think they can do all right for themselves.”
Cally rolled his eyes. “The first time you saw them they were about to be hanged.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Dante said, wriggling upright in his bed. “Those people hang anyone they don’t like. The whole thing’s a sham. They were going to kill Blays for looking like a scumhole and not having any friends there.”
“And for killing all those people.”
“Those people were trying to—” Dante started, then bolted upright, scanning the room. Cally looked puzzled, then his face wrinkled up in a smirk. Dante turned back to him. “Where’s the book?”
“Your pack’s on that peg over there,” the old man said, tipping his chin past Dante’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t let go of it even after you’d been knocked out.”
“Praise the gods,” Dante said, sinking back into the bedclothes, then glanced in fresh panic at the door as Blays burst back into the room, followed by the bearded swordsman, who Dante now recognized as the noosed-up man who’d asked for more whiskey before they turned him off, and the staff-wielding man who’d made a poor horseman and, Dante noted with a strange thrill, was still carrying the staff, as though Dante’s touch had made it into something more than a snapped-off branch. The two ex-prisoners exchanged a smile, then looked back at Dante.
“Was some talk of whether you’d pull through,” the bearded man said, glancing at Blays and jingling some coins in his pocket. “My name’s Robert Hobble.”
“I’m Dante.”
“No, I mean, I’m Robert Hobble.”
“And well met,” Dante said.
“Guess I’m not as well known as I thought,” Robert smiled. “Thought I was a corpse for sure up there. I had this half-assed notion the mob, once they saw it was me, would rush right up and uproot the Crooked Tree for now and for ever, but I guess they thought I deserved it after all.” His face went blank, just a light crinkle around his eyes like he was trying to fight off a headache. “Don’t know what to make of getting rescued by you.”
“Think nothing of it,” Dante said quickly. The man with the staff stepped forward.
“They don’t tell stories about me like they do for Robert,” he said, ducking his head, “but I appreciate what you’ve done just as much. It’s like I’ve been given a second chance.”
“Then spend it well,” Dante said, avoiding Blays and Cally’s eyes. “What’s your name?”
“Edwin Powell, sir.”
“We might not have made it if you weren’t fighting alongside us, Edwin.”
“Might be,” Edwin said. He leaned on the stick and nodded at the far wall. “But I’d be strangled and buried if you hadn’t led the charge.”
“I’d planned to die there,” Dante said. “I think I would have if you two hadn’t discharged yourselves so well.” To his ear, his words didn’t sound entirely his own. He had the sense he was repeating sentiments he’d once heard from someone else, and while he meant what he was saying, there was something platitudinal in it, a blandness that made him feel as if he were lying. He flushed, and before he could find a way to thank them that felt real he coughed so hard he sat up straight, eyes watering.
“The young lord needs his rest,” Cally said, restraining his smile till the two men had turned back to Dante. “In other words, get the hell out.”
“I pledge to spend my second chance better than I did my first,” Edwin said. He tapped the staff against the stone floor. “I won’t make you regret what you did for me.” He looked down. “My family’s worried, no doubt. With your leave, I’d like to go back to them now.”
“Of course,” Dante said.
“No one’s eager to see me back,” Robert said, scratching the stubble on his throat. “Would probably be best if I stayed out of sight for a while, in fact. Maybe I can pay you two back by teaching Blays all the ways he’s embarrassing himself when he waves around that sword of his.”
“My dad taught me how to fight,” Blays said, hands gripping his belt.
Robert held up his palms. “I just mean no education worth its salt ends at twelve.”
“I’m fifteen and a half.”
“My mistake. I try not to pay attention to anyone under twenty. They have the habit of dying right around the time you start to like them.”
“Maybe you’ve got a habit of boring them to death,” Blays said.
“Enough,” Cally said, tugging at sleeves and shoving at backs. “Go yammer at each other out in the yard.” He overruled their objections and ushered them out of the room, then closed the door and pressed his back to it. “Country hens. The real crime was not letting the watch turn them off when they had the chance.”
“I couldn’t find a way to thank them,” Dante said.
“You sounded fine to me. I once heard a duke say the same thing after a successful siege.”
“That’s exactly the problem.”
“You want to be you and you alone,” Cally said knowingly. “The key is to be less civilized.”
“What does that mean?” Dante said. The old man just stared at him through the gray halo of his beard and ruffled hair.
“What are you going to do now?”
“Sleep,” Dante said, stretching his arms over his head and sliding back beneath his blanket.
“Yes, but I presume at some point, hours or even days from now, you’ll wake up and be wanting for something to do.”
“Finish the part of the Cycle I can read. Then learn how to read the part I can’t.”
“I see,” Cally said. His eyes flickered wide with something that looked bizarrely like hunger. Then he nodded, inscrutable as ever, and went for the door. “First, rest. Once you’re done coughing up blood, then you can think about what comes next.”
* * *
Dante could stand after the first day and walk around after the second. When he felt well enough to hobble outside his room he found the building really had been a temple. A poor one, most certainly, more of a shrine, given that it had only four rooms and the largest of these wouldn’t have held a congregation of more than forty. It was a sturdy edifice, though, all mortared stone, with high arched ceilings that stole up the heat even when the main hearth was blazing. The walls were covered in bas relief from Dante’s knees to a foot above his eyes, filled with hand-sized figures of bearded men in crowns and robes with stars flaring from their hands and a number of smaller figures who appeared to be getting killed by those stars. Concealed among the kingly shapes was a frame of a man standing in a cell. Rags hung from his shoulders in abstract tatters. At his feet, three rats stood on their hind legs, front paws dangling. His outstretched hand bore four fingers.
He saw Blays no more than two or three times a day, at meals or when the boy came in from hours of traipsing around the open wood as he’d done when they lived by the pond. In the mornings and late afternoons of the shortening days Dante heard the crash of swords out in the yard mingled with the phlegmy laughter of Robert Hobble as he doled out some new lesson. Cally all but quarantined himself to his room, as if he couldn’t stand sharing the same space with other bodies for more than a few minutes a day. Dante sat by the fire reading the last sections of the Cycle that were still in the Mallish tongue and tried to shut his ears to the shouts and play of blades outside.
By the fourth day he could have joined them, he thought, in that he felt physically well enough to spar. It wouldn’t hurt to improve his training; his current worth with a sword was about one notch above being able to take a swing without chopping off his own face. Instead he stayed indoors. He didn’t want to slow Blays down. Robert had skill, that much was clear from how he’d acquitted himself in the field. Blays must know that, unencumbered by Dante’s clumsy swipes and plodding advancement, he could learn something that might end up saving his life—probably Dante’s as well. If they thought it would do any good for Dante to be out there, they’d have asked him.
So he read and reread, scribbling notes, flipping forward and backward, doing his best to place the fractured chronology in some kind of order, borrowing from Cally’s bountiful stacks of blank paper to compose small essays on the Cycle’s curious symbolism and authorial shifts and veiled concerns. He wrote these not because he intended to amend or refute in the public arena the other scholars he’d read (though he hoped, with a desperation he could never wholly admit to, Cally would some day read them and confirm he was on the right track), but from a compulsion that felt as elemental as the stone walls and wood chairs that surrounded him. It was trying work, but it wasn’t tiring; it was slow and uneven and he was constantly frustrated by how little the words on his pages matched the ideas in his head, but he was propelled by the momentum of a boy’s first-found love in the subjects of men. By the end of a week he reached the final page of the Mallish chapters before it shifted to the dead language, and in the last light of afternoon finished what he’d started an age ago in Bressel.
The final times will come as they began, blinded by the white blanket of the northern snows, settled at the foot of the Tree of Bone where the Draconat spilled the Father of the Heavens’ heartblood on the snow and planted his knuckle within the soil. The skies will be black, though it be full day, the winds will howl with the laments of the slain as the starry vault is shattered and all things thought passed once more come forth. A scaled beast will arise with three tails and four wings and lay waste to the land.
Rivers will reverse their direction and graves will spit the dead to mingle with the living. Fire will consume the cities of man: the gift never meant to be given turned in hot cleansing against those who tainted its power. The beast will make himself known, lashing out with his tails to smash the false temples of men who have forgotten the true faces of the Belt of the Celeset.
Eric the Draconat is dead, though he lived long, and in this twilight time he alone will not return. The beast will hold its judgment, and its judgment will be that of the scythe to the wheat.
He knew some priests put great stock in apocalyptic prophecies, but Dante couldn’t escape the sense whoever’d written this hadn’t meant a literal three-tailed dragon was going to show up in the end days and bring a physical end to the world. It was like this story was an ancient cathedral buried up to its steeple—men could see the spire’s tip, but few could guess there was something grand beneath it, and no one could imagine what shape that cathedral might take. An understanding had been lost. Possibly, the man who’d written it hadn’t even understood exactly what he was passing along. This story, though, was a thousand years old at the least, possibly many times that, told and retold until it had been embedded in the Cycle; how could Dante unearth its true shape when the men who’d first conceived it had been dead for so long none of their names survived? Where on earth would he even start to look?
“Finished?” Cally said, startling him from this tangle of thoughts, as garbled as the web of a whirlpool-spider.
“As far as I can get.”
“Good. Then start thinking about where you’re going next, because you can’t stay here.”
Dante’s head snapped up. “You want us to leave?”
“I’ve got my own business to get back to,” Cally said, frowning at him. “What did you think was going to happen?”
“I thought you were going to teach me how to read the rest,” Dante said, finding his hopes sounded much less ridiculous now that Cally had dashed them. “The nether, too.”
“Well, you were wrong.”
“Surely you know as much as anyone about these things.”
“Miles more.” Cally sighed when Dante started in on another objection. He waved his hands in front of his face, brushing it away. “Even if I had the time, which I don’t, I’m not an instructor. I was bad at it when I was young and now that I’m old I’m as likely to kill you as tutor you. Things are muddled. I know how to navigate my own coasts, but trying to explain it to fit someone else’s mind is worse than impossible.”
“Where can I go, then?” Dante said, grasping the cover of the book. “Even the Library of Bressel doesn’t have the rest of it. It’s like the whole world’s forgotten.”
“Not the whole world.”
“Where, then?”
Cally’s blue eyes flinched. “The dead city. Narashtovik itself.”
“That’s where the Arawnites wanted to take me once they saw I knew the nether,” Dante said. He stared hard at Cally. “You think I should go to them now? Why? I thought you hated them.”
“No doubt you heard some news in Whetton. About the skirmishes in the plains of Collen. The riots down in Bressel.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“They stem from the same source as the language of the Cycle’s last section.”
“The dead city,” Dante said, ignoring the embarrassment that came with using its nickname. He shuffled the pieces of what he’d learned and what Cally had told him of their motives around in the workshop of his mind. “They mean to start a war, then. How does that help them release Arawn?”
“It doesn’t,” Cally said, squinting at him, “but they have this idea it would be somewhat disrespectful to restore Arawn to his seat when barbarians like us still beat people to death for having the audacity to praise him.”
“Have you ever seen Arawn?”
“Of course not. He’s imprisoned.”
“Okay,” Dante said. He worried his lip for a moment. “Have you ever seen any of the gods? One of their stellar messengers, even? Anything at all that stands as hard proof of the divine?” Cally shrugged at him and Dante bulled on. “So who cares what the Arawnites are up to, then? They’re just a bunch of dopes in robes. They’re going to sacrifice a few goats, turn their eyes to the heavens, and see nothing but the stars. Arawn’s not going to ride down on a flaming chariot and lay ruin to the earth.”
“But they will in his place!” Cally thundered, striding forward till his face was no more than a foot from Dante’s. “Blaspheme all you like. Maybe Arawn exists and maybe he doesn’t. Maybe he’s nothing but foofaraw. Fine! They still believe he does and they’re still going to war for it. Thousands are going to die for it, including a few who don’t deserve to.”
Dante drew back, silent until the anger worked its way from Cally’s face. He had a long time to wait.
“So why bring this up?” Dante said at last. “What does that have to do with me going to Narashtovik?”
“Two fish, one spear.”
“Will you drop the oracular nonsense and talk like a person for once?”
Cally snorted as if making himself clear would be beneath his dignity. Dante maintained his silence and Cally snorted again, tugging at his sleeves.
“What I’m saying, since during your escape you evidently sustained a blow to the head, is it may be within your power to abbreviate the coming bloodshed.”
“That’s a load of it, isn’t it? Why don’t you stop it?”
“I know, it’s hardly in your nature to prevent people from bleeding,” Cally returned. “You’re much more comfortable rupturing organs and spewing people’s brains out their ears. That seemed especially unnecessary, by the way.” The old man tapped a finger against his teeth. “It’s my very power that prevents me from going there and doing something myself.”
“Now that’s just stupid,” Dante said.
“It’s of equal probability that you’re the one being stupid. I was known in the dead city, once. They’d no sooner let me through their walls than they would a horde of hooting savages. As soon as I got within a hundred miles they’d strike me down with a pike, then chop me into fragments, stick me on any number of other pikes, and dance around a bonfire. You, on the other hand, appear completely unremarkable, and would stand out no more than any other foreigner.”
“Probably because I’m not any more dangerous than a pilgrim.”
Cally chortled at that. “I’m not about to fawn on you like those peasants you saved. In fact, if you actually believe the words you just said, I should crush your skull as a service to the collective human race. The truth is, you’re a sharp young knife, and so’s Blays, in his way. There’s a reason sharp knives are the favored arms of assassins.”
“Even so,” Dante said, flushing a little. Caught off guard—these were the first kind words he could recall Cally saying—it was a second before he understood those words weren’t purely poetical. “Assassins?”
“Well yes. If I thought we’d have to kill every citizen of the dead city I’d send an army, not two boys. As it is, I believe we can stave off war with the death of a single priest.”
“There are people in the dead city?”
Cally gave him a look. “You thought it was full of talking corpses, maybe? Walking skeletons?”
“Of course not,” Dante lied.
“They just call it that to keep out the pilgrims.” Cally looked blankly at the carvings on the wall behind Dante’s chair. “It was sacked a few times. More than a few. After the fourth or fifth time they’d rebuilt it and plotted out all the new cemeteries someone got wise and moved the palace inland a few hundred miles. Now Narashtovik is sort of a kingdom within the wider kingdom of Gask. A few stubborn dunces who equated their land with their identity stuck around and have continued getting sacked ever since. It’s become an isolated place. Weird in a bad way. No one goes there on purpose, and over the years it’s become a shell of its former self, but there are those who still live there. Including an awful lot of Arawn’s chosen, since in that city they could worship a stuffed donkey for all anyone from civilization would care.” He wiped his nose, sniffed. “Some do claim it gets its nickname from the regional practice the people have—suspicious of outsiders, as I hope you see why—of stringing up strangers from the city walls, but I believe it’s just those little differences that makes the world special.”
Dante ignored him. “Whenever the Cycle mentioned it it talked about a place as big as Bressel. Not some horrid backwater.”
“Bigger,” Cally said. “But the Cycle’s a thousand years old, and that’s just the young parts. When a text becomes sacred you can’t just run around updating it for the modern era. It would throw the whole thing into suspicion.”
“So what about this priest?”
“How did we—?” Cally sighed. “Right. It’s difficult to tell what kind of idiocy might be in the heads of the council, but I think if its leader were rendered persona non grata, by which I mean dead, the forces of reason may be able to cajole and flatter the dogs of war back from their madness. Her name is—”
“Her name? They take orders from a woman?”
“Death doesn’t discriminate, does he? Why should his followers? I’m beginning to think you should travel to Narashtovik just to broaden your horizons.”
“I just didn’t know a woman was their leader,” Dante said. He resolved to stop interrupting.
“Samarand,” Cally said. “She’s not terribly old, though all you young people look alike to me. She’s a wretched firebrand. Always going on about how Arawn’s faithful have let themselves be pushed from their proper place at the table. I think if she were to stop rushing around exhorting violence and mayhem, the moderate elements would snap out of their collective nightmare and go back to grinding the radicals beneath their heels, as is just and proper.”
“Fascinating,” Dante said. “I won’t do it.”
Cally’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”
“I’m not a dog of war, either. I’m not going to travel ten thousand miles to kill some woman on your say-so. Do you have any idea how insane this sounds? You don’t, do you? This sounds reasonable to you. No way.”
“First off, it’s barely a thousand miles. Second, you must have killed a dozen men by now.”
“That was completely different.”
“Was it? It seems to me a dead man’s a dead man no matter why he’s dead.”
“We were defending our lives,” Dante said. He clutched his copy of the Cycle to his chest. “I shouldn’t have to apologize for that.”
“Will you apologize when this war kills thousands, then?” Cally said, leaning in again. The old man looked like he should stink like a dock, but Dante was constantly surprised to find he had no odor at all, even when he was practically spitting in his face. “If Samarand lives, thousands will die. How will you split that hair to wash your hands of guilt? What if she was going to kill a million people instead? The entire world? Would you do something then?”
“Stop it,” Dante said. He stood up and faced Cally, meeting the man’s age-honed glare with his own raw outrage. “Find someone else. This mess is none of my concern.”
He started back for his room. He didn’t know where he would go if not Narashtovik, but he’d begun to understand just how large the world was once you’d learned to face the fear of leaving everything you knew behind. There were way too many kingdoms, baronies, chiefdoms, and rogue cities out there for all knowledge of the Cycle to be confined to Narashtovik. He was only sixteen. It galled him to have to wait a single day to read the rest, let alone however many months or years it would take him to track down a Mallish translation on his own (or, he supposed with an inward groan, to learn whatever foreign language it might have been translated into), but if nothing else, a period of far-flung wandering would give the Arawnites some time to forget him, to stop hunting him through the towns and the wilds and go back to their own business.
“Barden is real,” Cally said from behind him. Dante closed his eyes, hand on the handle to his room.
“A huge tree grown out of bone is real.”
“Yes.”
“Sprouted from Taim’s severed knuckle and watered from his gushing heart.”
“I’m a few eons too young to know that,” Cally said. “Nor do I know whether’its limbs bear the waters above the world while its roots rest in the waters beneath the world,’ as the book would have it. But I have looked on it.”
Dante turned, then, knowing it for a ploy, but unable to stop his pulse from thumping till he could feel it in his chest and in his ears.
“What was it like?”
Cally started to speak, then shook his head. “Looking on it was like living in a world without light and air.” His eyes drifted from Dante’s, lids wrinkled so hard his eyelashes fluttered. The old man pulled his lips back from his teeth. He suddenly looked immeasurably older than his 60-odd years, as old as a wind-scoured mountainside, ages older than all the years of man. “I’ve seen many things I’d call miracles if I didn’t have the training to know how to do them myself. But if the gods left a single fingerprint on our world, it was in the White Tree.”
“The book says it’s north of Narashtovik.”
“Just over a hundred miles.” Cally stood there, arms dangling down his sides, hands coarse and spotty and useless, as if nothing existed beyond the walls of his skull.
“Is that supposed to make me agree to kill a woman I hadn’t heard of till two minutes ago?”
“That’s for you to decide.” Cally’s eyes snapped to his, some of their former light restored. “If you won’t, maybe I’ll find another way. Maybe I won’t. But if you want to see the White Tree for yourself, the road leads through Narashtovik.”
* * *
Dante caught Blays before he disappeared the following morning and arranged to have lunch with him down by the clearing with the stream that ran a couple hundred yards from Cally’s forgotten old shrine. Hours later, they sat down in the tall grass in that cool November light, listening to the stream gurgle through the rocks. It was the first time since their arrival they’d been by themselves, free of Cally and Robert bossing them around and making jokes and story references Dante almost but couldn’t quite understand. As he and Blays swore and laughed at each other’s insults, Dante realized he always acted differently when he was around the adults, as if he had to be his smartest and most sophisticated or else they’d stop listening to him altogether, and it was some time before he could make himself interrupt their breezy mood with what he’d come here to say to Blays in the first place.
“Something’s going on out there,” Dante said after a short lull following the laughter that had followed an unbelievably obscene joke from Blays.
Blays cocked his head. “I don’t hear anything.”
“I mean, out there,” Dante said, gesturing his palms up away from each other to take in the woods and the sky. “Something violent.”
“If you’re talking about life,” Blays said with light annoyance, “that started a long time ago.” He bit into the leg of a rabbit he and Robert had caught the day before. Dante shook his head and tried to look serious.
“There’s going to be a Fourth Scour or something. Cally says we might be able to help him stop it.”
“And you trust Cally?”
“You don’t?” Dante said with honest surprise. Blays shrugged at him. “It’s not just him,” Dante went on. “I don’t know what you heard while you were in the clink, but it was all over the streets. There’s riots down in Bressel. Other places, too. People are getting hurt.”
“City people riot over everything,” Blays said. He plucked some grass and tossed it at Dante one blade at a time. “One day they’re rioting over how it’s too hot. The next day they’re back in the streets about how it’s not too hot enough.”
“We’d have to go to Narashtovik. It’s on the north coast of Gask.”
“That far?” Blays examined him. “Do you want to go?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said, and found that though those words hid a sea of desires and doubt, they were nonetheless true. “Do you?”
Blays took a last bite from his drumstick and lobbed it into the fast, shallow waters of the stream.
“Whatever you want,” he said. “If you think we need to go, we’ll go.”
Dante nodded. “If we’re going, we should leave tomorrow. Waiting will just make things worse.”
“I’ll tell Robert.”
“Think he’ll take it okay?”
“I think he’ll come with us,” Blays said, and Dante could only nod again, silenced by an emotion he couldn’t grasp and wouldn’t want to put into words. Blays popped up, brushed grass from his legs and dirt from his seat. “Don’t tell him I told you, but he thinks you’re on to something.” He laughed, ruffling his own hair. “He wants to hop onboard your wagon before it rolls off for the land of mead and honey-haired women.”
“This needs to stop,” Dante said, then laughed too. “I’m serious.”
He went back to the shrine and started packing. With little else to do and possessing the brand of spirit that couldn’t devote a whole day to any one thing, Blays and Robert had hunted more meat than the four of them had been able to keep up with. Most of it was salting in the cellar, the rest was hanging from a lattice of branches they’d arranged to soak up the smoke from the outdoor firepit and that so far hadn’t been molested by a passing bear. Dante gathered up as much as he thought wouldn’t spoil on the trip (the nights had been flirting with freezing, giving his guess a lot of leeway) and stuffed into a sack the meat and some of the breads and vegetables Cally had smuggled in from the city twice a month. He gathered his things, his candles and books and papers and knives, and leaned them inside his bedroom door. In the morning, he’d be able to leave as soon as they’d eaten. Cally bumped into him as he was making a final scan of the temple, sized him up, and offered him a slight, solemn nod.
At dinner they ate a great haunch of the boar Robert had brought in days before and drank stream water so cold it stung Dante’s teeth. The other three shared a bottle of wine Cally dredged up from the cellar, then a second, then Robert slugged down most of a third. Dante sipped from the same glass all night, rising only when Blays and Robert staggered off to their respective rooms to sleep it off.
“This is the right choice,” Cally said then.
“So you say.”
“I won’t pretend to know how to measure the value of one life against another. But there are times when it’s easier than others.”
“A few weeks ago I didn’t know about any of this,” Dante said. He rubbed his eyes. “It still doesn’t feel real.”
“The legends make it sound grand to be swept into causes you have no part in, but in truth it’s grim and it’s unfair and it wears you down.” Cally stood and moved around the table to put a hand on Dante’s shoulder. The skin of his fingers was a lusterless white, flaky from the dry air. Dante didn’t move. “Take comfort you won’t be alone out there. And that, whatever happens, you’re doing something that will keep all these people down here safe.”
Though he didn’t expect to find any rest in his immediate future, Dante managed to fall asleep in little more than an hour after he laid down. They rose shortly after dawn, gathered up the sacks Dante’d packed, slung them over the three draft horses they’d stolen the day of the Execution That Wasn’t and since bought saddles for through the anonymous agents Cally used as go-betweens for his needs. They took up their weapons and their trinkets and their charms. Cally took an old sword from the shrine’s walls and gave it to Dante, deflecting his protests with the advice there’s nothing more dependable than a sharp hunk of metal. They ate a light, quick meal, then sat in the saddle in the cold morning light outside the shrine, saying their thanks and goodbyes to the old man.
“One last thing,” Cally said when they’d hit that final silence between when they’d said everything they needed and when they were ready to ride off. He fumbled in his robes, then produced a wax-sealed letter. “It’s for an old friend of mine. He’s a monk by name of Gabe. You’ll find him in the monastery of Mennok in the town of Shay. It’s pretty much on your route.”
Dante took it from him and tucked it under his doublet. His gloom from the previous night had evaporated with the daylight and the knowledge they were on their way to somewhere he’d never imagined he’d see. There was a big horse underneath him. The air smelled like damp earth and was lightly cold from a rain during the night, but he knew he’d warm up once they started moving. He was glad, for the moment, to be who and where he was.
“Can’t you just fly it to him on the wings of a talking crow?” he said down to the old man.
“Good gods. Just get him the damn letter.”
“I’m beginning to doubt you can do anything at all.”
“Shut up,” Cally mused. He scratched the thick gray beard on his cheek. “Don’t leave town before he’s read it. He may be some help. He used to be a fairly useful man.” He bit his lip. “If he hasn’t died, of course. It’s been a while.”
“We’ll die of old age ourselves if we don’t head out soon,” Blays said. Robert chuckled.
“Then get the hell out,” Cally said. “I’ll finally be able to read in peace without it sounding like a war outside my window.”
“We’ll miss you too, old goat,” Blays called over his shoulder as they started into the woods. Dante turned in the saddle and waved to the old man. Cally held up his time-gnarled palm and watched them go. A cloud passed over the sun, throwing him into shadow. Dante cupped his hands to his mouth and quacked.
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Twelve hundred miles, Dante figured. Between winding roads and the detour to Shay, they could count on twelve hundred miles of travel. Honestly, it sounded insane. It sounded like the kind of trip you started off expecting to lose a third of your men along the way. He shifted his seat, trying to get used to the horse beneath him. The way it bumped, the way its muscles rose with more strength than his entire body. Twelve hundred miles of getting jostled around by this monster. Pilgrims and caravans would take a season to cover that much ground. Robert had looked at the horses and the route and projected they could do it in six weeks of steady travel—not counting snow.
Snow could change everything. None had stuck around Whetton yet, meaning they could count on the first two hundred miles to be clear at that moment. The slow rise of the plains could be completely different; so could the weather in the valley in the five-odd days it would take to reach those plains. The valley almost always saw snow at some point, though some years the Lower Chanset didn’t get dusted until the full thrall of January. Already it was late November. Unless they could gallop so fast they turned back time, there would be snow by the time they reached the north. In that sense, it wasn’t worth thinking about: it wasn’t a matter of if, but when, and whether they walked or rode hell for leather, they would see snow before it was through. All they had to worry about was reaching the pass through the Dunden Mountains before it got snowed in.
Cally’s shrine was about twenty miles west of Whetton. They traveled northeast, meaning to intercept the northern road a safe distance above town and follow it as far as they could into the mountains. They rode with no particular hurry, both to give Dante and to a lesser extent Blays the chance to learn how their horses reacted to their commands before trying anything fancy (like moving faster than a walk). Dante had done some riding back at Cally’s, but by and large the ways of a horse were as foreign to him as those of the neeling.
Twelve hundred miles. Plenty of time to figure out just how crazy all this was.
He pulled his cloak around his shoulders. It had grown thinner and more ragged since the night he’d stolen it off the body in Bressel, poorly mended and open to the wind. They’d need sturdier clothes. Take care of it all in Shay: Cally’s friend, nice thick cloaks and blankets, fresh food, maybe even a night in a real bed.
Blackbirds and robins and crows twittered and coughed. Squirrels and rabbits and larger things crackled among the fallen leaves. The sun swung up into the sky and pierced through the bare branches, warming their bodies. They didn’t talk much. No sense throwing out their voices on the first day.
“Good to be out of that place, huh?” Robert said after an hour or so.
“I was starting to get the stir-crazies,” Blays said.
“Something off about the old man.” Robert let the sunlight fall on his upturned face. “Appreciate his help, but I won’t miss him.”
“He helped more than you know,” Dante said.
“No doubt about that. Just not my sort of company.”
A stream crossed their path two-odd miles on and they dropped down to drink and let their horses do the same. Dante watched Robert walk up to the stream and stoop to scoop water into his mouth.
“You don’t walk funny,” he said. Blays and Robert exchanged a look and a laugh. Fine. Dante drank, flexing his fingers against the cold.
“It’s just a name,” Robert said.
“Pretty weird one.”
They stretched their legs, then got back in the saddle. Robert spent a few minutes rubbing his beard.
“I’m thirty-some years old now,” he said to no apparent cue. “Couldn’t say for sure. Split the difference and call it 35. Back when I was a young man, a couple years your elder, I’d been at the pub long enough to be feeling right when I stood up to go tap my private keg and found my right leg was completely numb. Been sitting on it a while, I guess, and when I tried to walk it just dragged along behind me. Couldn’t feel a damn thing.” He chuckled, running his fingers through his beard. “Earlier that night I’d thrown some lip at a man I’d just met. One of those loud, boastful men who’s always watching to make sure everyone’s watching him as he goes on about the strength of his arm and the speed of his blade and how big the tits on the last one he banged. The kind you want to stave in their head just to shut them up. I’d just offered my opinion on the likelihood of a canine presence in his maternal lineage, but him being that kind of man and all, he didn’t see the restraint I’d employed to keep our differences purely verbal.
“Well, fellow sees me stand up, or more rightly hobble up, between the booze and my leg, and then limp around the room trying to get back the feeling. He sees his chance: not only am I drunk, but evidently I’m lame. Chance to take back his honor without sticking out his neck. Even a man fundamentally scared inside as him thinks he can best a lamed drunk.
“He comes up and at once I see the murder in his eyes. Spend enough time at pub and you develop an eye for that pretty quick. Anyway, without a word I’ve drawn my sword and he’s drawn his and we’re squaring off. He’s dancing this way and that, right and left, taking pokes at me, trying to get me off my balance. I’ve got half a mind to what he’s up to by then and bide my time, letting my leg wake back up. Drunk as I was I knew I wasn’t in any real danger. He was decent at best, but I was good. Damn good.
“Doesn’t take long before my leg’s tingling and just a few seconds after that it’s hurting a bit but I knew I could move it just fine. I kept up the act, shuffling around the same spot, letting him build his spirit, and soon enough he’s taking this big swing meant to open my defense for his backstroke. I jump aside like quicksilver on a griddle and strike for his heart.”
The man chuckled some more, gazing back through the years. It was clear he’d told this story often. Dante guessed this pause was part of the telling.
“Well, for however clear my thinking, however swift my sword, I was still about half a mug short of stinking, and my blade just went through a lung and a few other parts that will kill you but not exactly clean like a good whack through the ticker. I kicked the oaf off my sword and he fell down and gave me a look like I’d cheated him at cards. ‘You’re no cripple!’ he gasped. ‘And you’re no swordsman!’ I roared back.
“The crowd cheered and rolled him out in the street to die somewhere else. They bought me so many rounds I don’t remember much else. Just when I woke up the next afternoon and slouched back in all scared for the watch the crowd cheered again and hailed out ‘Robert Hobble!’”
Dante joined their laughter. Robert hadn’t meant what he’d said about Cally, he’d decided. He’d just been talking.
“Tried that trick a few times after that,” Robert added after they’d settled down. “Every time I realized I’d caused some serious trouble, which wasn’t half so often as when I’d actually gotten in the stew. Then I’d catch that look in their eyes and I’d start limping around like a man without a foot. Men are like dogs when they see a man’s got something wrong. They’ll tear him apart just for being broken. If you can get them to come at you thinking you’re somehow less of a man, you’ll live a very long time.”
“Didn’t they catch on after a while?” Dante said.
“Sure did,” Robert said. He winked at Dante. “Every man in every pub in Whetton knows my name now. These days when I insult them, they just laugh it off. Imagine that, I have to leave my home town just to get in a fight!”
“It’s a cruel world,” Dante said.
It wasn’t hard going, but it was slow going. The horses were used to clear fields and plowed dirt and hadn’t yet loosened up to the disorderly rubble of a forest floor. Dante kept his eyes sharp for sign of the road. Once they reached it they would be nearly 2% done with their trip. Fifty times as long as that and they’d be in Narashtovik. They’d hardly been in the saddle for any time at all. Fifty times nothing was still nothing, wasn’t it?
Robert stopped them for lunch a little after noon. They tore at strips of salted rabbit, gnawed on lumps of bread that still had some give to them. Dante wandered off a ways to urinate. On the way back he saw a gleam of white within the grass. He knelt beside it. Bones. Sharp teeth. Something small, a cat or a ferret. Just a little dirty black fur sticking to the delicate sweep of ribs. He reached down and brushed away the fur. It was dry as old hay.
He could see one of the horses nibbling a tuft of grass back where they’d stopped but couldn’t see Blays or Robert. He got out his knife, wondered what he was doing, and dimpled his left thumb until a tiny blot of blood sprung up on its end. He wiped it along that knobbly white spine. Black flecks leached from the earth and onto the skeleton. The bones shifted as if in a stiff wind and then the thing was on its feet, narrow skull pointing its sockets at his. He grasped it under the ribs (tendonless, fleshless, how did the legs and paws stay stuck to the body?) and stuffed it in the deepest pocket of his cloak. It hung against his body with a cold weight. Dante brushed off his knees and rejoined the others. They were waiting for him, already mounted.
“Find anything interesting?” Blays called down from his horse.
“That’s gross.” Dante pulled himself up, careful not to crush the slender construct against his body. He ducked the low claws of branches. The trees were getting shorter, he thought. Younger. Within a mile they could see the road. A hundred yards out, a grassy gap in the midst of the woods.
“You boys see anything odd down there?” Robert murmured, lowering his head to peer through the skein of branches.
“Yeah,” Blays said. “Traffic.”
“It’s a road,” Dante said.
“It’s ten, fifteen miles from Whetton,” Robert said, tracing the road as it arcked to the south. “How many people you seen pass in the last thirty seconds?”
“I don’t know. Ten?”
“Where were they going?”
Dante inhaled. What did that mean? Was he supposed to be able to read their thoughts? What had Blays been telling them? He was right about to say something nasty about the nature of roads when he saw it.
“North,” he said. “They’re all going north.”
“Funny, isn’t it?”
They watched a while longer. The traffic didn’t slow. Dante stopped counting after fifty. Robert raised his eyebrows at them and nudged his horse forward. They cleared the last line of trees and angled their horses down the shallow bank leading to the wide, well-packed road. A few of the people looked up with dirty, sooty faces. Dante glanced north. They speckled the road like rabbit droppings, going on until the path curved and was swallowed by forest.
“Maybe we should keep overland,” he said. “There were an awful lot of witnesses at the hanging.” He gave Blays a look. “They might even know our names.”
“I think they’ve got worse worries than fugitives,” Robert said. He nodded south toward Whetton. Great gray columns of smoke billowed into the air, forming a hazy cloud in the clear skies.
“Perhaps the chimneysweeps are getting a late start,” Blays said.
Dante nudged his horse forward and flagged down one of the men on foot.
“What’s going on down there?”
“A party,” the man said without looking up. “The kind with fire and burning instead of wine and gifts.” He continued right on by.
“It seems,” Dante said, glancing significantly between the other two, “the city is on fire.”
“Hey!” Blays called, moving his horse to block the path of an angry-looking man with a sword. “What happened?”
“Oh, that?” the man said, turning to the mountains of smoke as if he’d just noticed. “Someone smoking a pipe in bed again.”
“Have I gone insane?” Dante said.
Blays bit his tongue. “Let’s pretend it’s them for now.”
“We’re on horses, you dummies,” Robert said. “That makes us look rich.” He hopped out of the saddle and waved at a pair of men coughing and leaning on each other’s shoulders. “Damn city torched up, did it? Viceroy catch someone squeezing his daughter’s ass and go on the rampage?”
“That would have been worth it,” one of the men grinned. The pair stopped and swayed in the road, wiping grime from their faces.
“Some riders showed up at dawn, way I heard it,” the second man said. “They couldn’t have done all that, though.”
“Are you forgetting that enormous mob?” the first said. “I haven’t seen one like that since the False Succession.”
“Hear what they were up in arms about?” Robert said.
“I’ve heard plenty of things.”
“Anything you believe?”
“No,” the second put in. “Just the trumpets of swift-wing’d rumor—they’re upset about the viceroy’s cut of the grain, or all the Colleners been moving in, or their wives’ ankles are too fat. Maybe the end is finally nigh and it’s time for the guilty to pay for their crimes.”
“Can’t be that,” Robert said. “We’re still running free, aren’t we?”
“Taim kind of dropped the stick on that one, huh?” the first man said.
“Well, nobody’s perfect,” the second shrugged. The three men chuckled.
“I’ll tell you what I saw,” the first one said, squaring his shoulders. “I was walking down Balshag Street when all these people started boiling out of the temples. I can understand coming out of church angry, but they had weapons, right? Swords and torches and flails. There was no one sect, it was all of them. It looked like they were fighting each other—a priest of Gashen was punching another man in a red robe, anyway. That’s when I started running. I don’t know what’s going on, but it started in the temples.”
“What’s new,” Robert muttered. They exchanged agreements and spent a silent moment gazing at the smoke hovering above the southern forest. “Well, we’d best be on our way.”
“Say, what’s your name, friend?” the first man asked.
Robert leaned in. “Robert Hobble,” he said from behind his hand.
“And I’m Lyle’s no-account brother,” the first said.
“The one who still lived with their mom while Lyle was out talking to the gods,” the second added.
Robert began to walk in a stiff-legged circle, mumbling curses like a confused drunk. He stumbled, waving his arms.
“I thought they’d hanged you,” the first man said, folding his arms.
“Never underestimate the power of bureaucratic incompetence,” Robert said. He reached into a pocket of his cloak and shook out a couple time-tarnished chucks. “Here, friends. Don’t let that trouble catch up with you.”
They doffed their caps. The second bit his lip and grinned.
“You off to clear it all up, then?”
“Naw,” Robert said, raising a doubting brow. “Too much anarchy that way lies. People with no respect for the law scare me.”
They laughed again, then clasped Robert’s hand and started back down the road. Robert grinned and pulled himself up on his horse.
“Well, as usual, it’s the clergy’s fault,” he said.
“That’s what we’re going to stop,” Dante said. “We’re 2% of the way there.”
“Sounds horrible when you put it like that.” Robert sighed, then brushed off the mood like dirt on his sleeve. “I suppose that means we ought to hurry.”
“Indeed,” Dante said, looking north on the hundreds of miles of mountains and rivers and snowfields between them and the dead city. “Let’s haul ass.”
* * *
Night came quickly. They’d made another twenty miles along the road, then spent the twilight penetrating far enough into the woods to where they could light a fire without drawing the attention of the bedraggled masses that kept coming out of Whetton. The sun disappeared behind the trees and hills of the west and they brought in the kindling and roasted some of the uncured meat they’d taken along. Considering all they’d done was ride, Dante was shockingly tired, saddle-raw aching. More than a month of this to go. Whetton was already burning. He had no idea whether the local militias would be enough to quash this thing, whatever it was. This unrest and whatever they were trying to accomplish with it had roots as long as a river. They’d hidden for years, keeping their memory alive in the minds of the people, and finally, for reasons he couldn’t guess, they’d taken this thing back to the open. They were ready. Dante had no delusions they’d ride into Narashtovik in a few weeks to find Samarand and all her people had fled to exile or been executed for their perfidy against the southlands. The fight would only get bloodier before order showed its sheepish face.
Dante hadn’t told the others the full nature of their mission, that they were traveling a thousand miles to kill some old woman. He’d just said they had to get to Narashtovik and go from there. Neither Blays nor Robert were the kind to get too worried for details or complicate things with their own plans; he had the impression they thought of life as something like the act of riding backwards on a pell-mell horse—they could guess where they were likely to head next by the things they saw whipping past their heads, but who could say for sure, and in any event they’d certainly be there soon, so what was the point of turning around and taking up the reins? The horse had done well enough so far. Why mess with a good thing?
They made low talk around the fire. Robert thought they’d made good time despite the slower trek through the woods and the careful path they’d had to weave around the foot traffic on the road. He looked up to the flat sheet of clouds that had rolled in during the evening and grunted.
“Daylight’s a little scarce this time of year,” he said. “So long as we’ve got a road to follow, we ought to get our start before dawn.”
Dante watched the subdued fire burn against the darkness. “If you think it’s safe.”
“What? Marching before dawn?” Blays crooked the corner of his mouth. “Growing boys need rest. If not for me, think of the horses.”
“Sun sets by six,” Robert said. “There’s no reason to stay up past eight. That should give you plenty of time to rest your weary bones.”
“Eight o’clock? Even Cally burned the candle later than that. And he’d make a dead log look spry.”
“Every second you spend yapping’s one more second you don’t spent sleeping,” Robert said. He wiggled down next to the fire and pulled his cloak over his face. “Goodnight.”
Dante followed suit, settling down upon the dirt and rocks. Hard to believe he’d been in a bed the night before.
“What a terrible thing, when what’s right is overruled by what’s popular,” Blays said.
“I said goodnight. Third time comes stamped on my knuckles.”
He heard Blays mumble something impolite, then the scratch of leaves and the fwoop of cloth being thrown over his head. Six weeks of this, Dante thought. Nothing to it.
He woke to something nibbling on the ends of his fingers. He brushed at it feebly, three-quarters asleep. It ceased for a blessed second, then bit down hard. Dante drew his hand to his chest, inhaling sharply. Before his eyes snapped open he thought he could see his own face. He gasped and bolted upright and pulled the cloak off his head. By the faint moonlight escaping the net of clouds and the fire’s red embers he saw the skeleton of the small predator reared on its hind legs, front paws bent at the wrist. Its pale head bobbed. He rubbed his eyes, caught another glimpse of himself, this time from the perspective of something looking up at the puzzled oval of his face. He thought he heard two separate winds whispering back and forth. Again he closed his eyes and again he saw through something else’s.
The Cycle had not mentioned that.
The thing scampered off a couple feet, then turned and ducked its head. It spun away and disappeared into the undergrowth. If Dante was meant to follow it, the thing didn’t have a brain in its skull. Instead he closed his eyes, planting his palms firm against the intense vertigo of what the little beast saw as it rushed along six inches above the dirt. It parted the grass and scrabbled over roots and rocks, fast as a man at a run and quiet as a bird on the breeze. He could hear no more than the most minor rustles of its claws—and through its own ears, he realized, though it didn’t have any. For just a second he opened his eyes and heard nothing at all.
It streaked along through the brush. After no more than a minute it stopped short, creeping forward until the fuzzy impression Dante received from its eyeless sockets fell upon a circle of six men in hushed conversation. It was too dark to make out faces or even tell one from another.
“Are you sure it’s him?” he heard through the predator’s ears.
“I can feel it. Can’t be anyone else.”
“There’s three sets of tracks.”
“What, are you scared? They’re asleep.”
“We were told there’d be two. The Unlocking must have driven ten thousand men into these woods. It might not be them.”
“And if it’s not, what’s three more bodies? We need that book. The book is the key. We can’t let them slip away. Larrimore would kill us. I’m not joking. If we come back without it he’ll rip out our guts and laugh. He won’t even bind our hands because he thinks it’s funny when you try to stuff them back in.”
“Weeping Lyle.”
“You said it, man. Get yourselves together. Not a word until they’re dead.”
Dante heard steel rasp from leather. He popped open his eyes, breaking the contact, and shook the shoulders of the others.
“Go’way,” Blays mumbled.
“Shut up!” Dante whispered. Robert awoke soundlessly, sword appearing in his hand. “Six men,” Dante said. “They’re coming for us. They think we’re asleep.”
“Then let’s not burst their illusion,” Robert whispered. “Don’t make a move till it’s too late for them to fall back.”
“But there’s six of them.”
“What are we going to do, run? Only hope now’s to surprise them instead.”
Dante nodded, throat dry as sand. He eased out the old, no-frills sword Cally’d given him and pulled his cloak up to his eyes. The fire was nothing but glowing embers. He waited in the darkness, eyes slitted, ears straining. What if he’d been wrong? He dropped his left palm to his blade and slid it along its edge, cheek twitching against the sharp bite of cold steel. Blood seeped into his closed fist, warm and wet, and with it came the shadows.
Leaves crunched softly as the men filtered into the camp. From between his eyelashes Dante saw their swords glinting in the emberlight. They fanned out, splitting between the three prone forms, two on each. How close could he let them get? Fifteen feet, then ten, boots ruffling the dirt, eyes bright in the shadows of their faces. His throat tensed against a scream. They were standing over him then, looking down on him, processing how they’d turn him into a lump of lifeless meat. One of them raised his blade and Robert’s voice roared up then and Dante leapt to his feet. Robert rolled away from the downward slice of a sword and in the same motion lashed his own across the calf of the attacker. The man dropped with a shout of shock and pain.
The two men on Dante cried out, then pressed forward. Dante leveled his sword in front of him and flicked the blood pooled in his left hand at the nearer of the two. Where it landed the shadows followed, sizzling against the man’s skin and sinking to his innards. The man sunk without a word. The remaining attacker made a quick thrust and Dante fell back, offering a weak counter. The man deflected it, eyes grim in the starlight.
From the corner of his eye he saw Blays retreat to Robert’s side as Robert curled past a thrust and laid open the man’s back. A flicker from Dante’s front and he jerked up his sword to prevent his head from being struck from his shoulders. Someone screamed and a gorge of fire opened up at the spot he’d last seen Blays and Robert. Steel clashed in a staccato smack of swings and backswings. Dante dropped to a knee to dodge another blow. His attacker hefted his blade, then grimaced and screamed as the skeletal predator sank its razor teeth into his hamstring. Dante gripped his hilt with both hands and slashed out as short and fast as he could manage. The first hit cut open the man’s forearm and he dropped his sword. The next three put him down.
He turned. He didn’t see Robert. Blays faced off against a tall, long-limbed man dressed in the plain black uniform of the others and a caped figure draped in chainmail and trimmed in silver thread. Except for a dancing white flare on Dante’s eyes, the fire that had flashed up moments before was gone. He saw Robert then, stretched out on top of the two men he’d slain. He wasn’t moving. Blays unleashed a flood of obscenities and charged toward the mailed man, bowling back the one remaining swordsman. Dante felt a cold pulse of nether from the mailed man. The man pointed at Blays and Dante planted his feet and struck the attacker with a column of shadow. The small dark sphere in the man’s hand evaporated with an angry hiss and he yanked his hand back, shaking it, glaring at Dante with eyes full of unfairness.
Blays and the last swordsman had squared off, trading blow for blow, but the swordsman’s size and range fell back in the face of Blays’ rage. He swung heedlessly, sword whipping through the air with the full strength of his arm, and just as Dante thought the boy had overextended he drew his sword level with his ear, muscling the swordsman’s downward counter behind his head, then stabbed straight forward into the man’s neck. The man gurgled blood and fell face first into the embers.
“How did you know we were coming?” the man in chainmail asked in a tone of open surprise. Dante answered with a spike of nether that would have split the body of any other man. This man’s face creased as he cupped his hands as if to catch a ball and split the shadows to either side of his body. His nostrils flared. “Who taught you that?”
“You learn fast when someone’s trying to kill you every week,” Dante said. He saw Blays advancing, sword angled from his body.
“Rest easy then. This will be the last attempt we need.”
He swung his arms at Blays as if he were heaving a sack of wheat and it was all Dante could do to divert the fires to boil away into the sky. Blays bent like a sapling in a gale but somehow kept his balance enough to swing a swift, light backhand that clipped off the last knuckle of the man’s middle finger. For the first time in the battle Dante saw fear cross the man’s face.
“What was that?” he cried, skipping back a couple steps to try another strike. Blays stepped forward, wary as a cat. Dante held his breath and focused on a point six feet above the man’s head. If the man went for Blays now, he could do nothing to stop it. Blays jabbed like a fencer and the man dropped back again. The two were too close for Dante to release the thing above him. The tendril of energy between himself and the summons felt tight as a string tied around his heart. Blays chopped at the man and he actually held out his arm. The sword struck it below the wrist and the metal of the blade and the tight rings of the armor flashed like a storm. Blays yelped and slung away his sword, stumbling back. The man smiled, curled his bloody fingers to finish off the boy, and that was when Dante released it, pouring on the nether till the sheer drain forced him to his knees.
A swirling pillar of white fire leapt down from the point of his focus. An all-consuming crackle roared through the camp like the sky-high bonfires the people lit on Alden’s Eve to remind the sun of its strength. In that instant the man’s eyes flicked up and his brow wrinkled like he’d splashed mud on a fresh robe. He bellowed and clenched his fists and the pillar faltered but kept on coming, smashing him into the ground. It disappeared as quickly as it had come, wisps of smoke trailing up from a half dozen tiny fires on the man’s cloak. Dante took a hesitant step, flinching when the man raised his head.
“Well, now you’ve done it,” the man said, skin sloughing from the left side of his face. “You’ve gone and killed Will Palomar.”
His eyes widened and his breath rattled away. The body relaxed, flopped back against the dirt.
“You’ve got to help him! Quick!” Blays said.
“He was trying to kill me!”
“Robert, you dunderhead!”
Dante took a woozy step. Not again, he thought, but he clenched his jaw and forced away the gray stealing over his eyes. He crossed to Robert’s limp body. Blood wicked through the man’s cloak. Dante couldn’t tell if it was his or from the two men dead beneath him.
His head pounded like the last time he’d been drunk, both the daze of the during and the misery of the after. He balled his fists and rubbed his eyes. He lowered his ear to Robert’s nose and heard shallow, uneven breathing. Half his cloak was singed; bright white blisters stood out on his cheek. Dante pulled back Robert’s cloak and saw a deep gash along his ribs leaking blood down his side. Some of the hair had been burned from his chest. Dante wiped his nose.
“What happened?” he said.
“What does it look like? They damn well stabbed him!”
“How bad did he get burnt?”
“Can’t you tell?” Blays said, crouching down beside him and clasping his hands together.
“I don’t know what I’m doing! I’m not a physician!”
“Well help him, damn it!”
“Okay!” Dante roared. He flexed his fingers and called the shadows. He sensed a reluctance in their substance—a reticent anger, even, for whatever sense that made—but he pressed back until they folded to his will. Remembering how he’d shucked off their weariness in the chase through the woods, he concentrated on the source of Robert’s bleeding. For a gross moment he thought he could see beneath the skin to red muscle and white bone. As if it were his own, he could feel the sick tickle of flesh knitting back together. His eyelids fluttered. He forced himself to keep going, arms quaking, chest heaving, then felt himself fading and fell back on his ass, gasping for breath.
“Is he fixed?” Blays said, ripping the shirt off a dead man and daubing it over the blood that had washed down Robert’s ribs. Dante tried to say “Kind of” but choked instead. He bent forward, coughing into a closed fist. Robert started coughing too, spitting blackish blood past his lips. He groaned, but his eyes stayed shut.
“Is he going to make it?” Blays said.
“How should I know?” Dante battled down an inappropriate yawn. “I am so tired right now.”
“He’s moaning. Good sign or bad?”
“I think ideally there should be neither bleeding nor moaning.” Dante pressed his palms against his eyes. “What are we going to do here?”
Blays’ eyes snapped to his face. “What are you suggesting?”
“I’m asking.”
“I don’t know,” Blays said. He laced his hands together and huffed into them. “He can’t travel like this.”
Dante lowered himself to his elbows. “What if they’ve got someone else?”
“Then we fight them, too. How did you know they were coming?”
“I heard one of them cough,” Dante said. He glanced around the fire, shut his eyes. The skeletal animal was gone.
Blays’ eyes drifted toward Dante’s pack. “How did they find us?”
“I crept up on them while they were talking. One of them said they’d tracked us. They were confused we were on horseback.”
“How would they know?” Blays scratched the top of his head. “Maybe someone recognized us on the road. Passed the word.”
“Gods know there were enough eyes out there.”
“I think he’s doing better,” Blays said cautiously. “His breathing isn’t all ragged any more. That was scary.”
“That’s good.”
“Were you just asleep?”
“No,” Dante blinked. He struggled to sit up. “If we try to ride, we could kill him. I don’t think I could ride right now, either. That’s not a lot of options.”
Blays nodded, gazing into the low fire. “Risk it?”
“I think we’ve got to.”
“I guess I’ll take first watch.”
“Okay.”
“I’m going to wake you up if he looks any worse,” Blays warned.
“Okay.”
“Dante’s a stupid idiot.”
“Okay. What?”
“I said go to sleep already,” Blays said. He shredded another shirt and pressed it to Robert’s wound.
“Okay,” Dante said, and sleep folded over him like a glove.
* * *
Dante sat in the dark and waited for the dawn. Long stretches of silence were broken by the night-noises of the woods, hoots and screeches and the furtive shuffling of small animals. At least there was no wind. He couldn’t have taken the wind in the trees.
Blays had dragged off the bodies while he’d been asleep. There was that, too. The ground was thick with the shine of dried blood. Clouds obscured the moon and stars. He had no idea how long he’d been asleep. It felt like fifteen minutes, twenty, but Blays had assured him it had been three or four hours. Robert remained asleep. His breathing and pulse sounded…well, they existed. He didn’t know what should sound good for a man who should probably be dead. Blays had stoked up the fire, but he didn’t think that was causing Robert’s sweaty brow or flushed face. Dante ate from the saddlebags and drank a full skin of water, frowning over the unconscious man. He meant to give the nether another shot once he’d absorbed a little food.
He didn’t know how to feel about the lie he’d told Blays. For all he knew the attackers had followed their tracks. To find them in the first place, though, the mailed man who’d called himself Will Palomar had followed their feel. The book’s feel. Dante’s feel. He didn’t know which; maybe it was both. He did know their mission was too important to threaten by telling Blays the truth. He needed Blays, needed Robert, needed their eyes and their arms if he was going to get to Narashtovik. They needed him, too, didn’t they? Robert would be dead now without his aid. They’d all be dead if he hadn’t seen the men plotting their attack. If he hadn’t sprung them from the gallows. Not that that should buy their loyalty, exactly, but there was a give and a take here, he wasn’t keeping them around for his own ends alone. In any event, they were big boys. They’d made their decision to stick with him. If they thought things were getting too dangerous, they could make the decision to leave.
A couple birds started chirping. A few bugs whirred and thrummed, but most had already died in the frosts. The survivors wouldn’t last much longer.
At the first touch of dawn Dante rose, walked around the fire, worked his blood back into his limbs. He still felt tired, but no longer painfully so. He knelt over Robert’s unconscious body and closed his eyes and emptied his mind. When he sent the shadows to the long brown scab on his chest he felt nothing. He saw no change in the flesh. He closed his eyes again, reached out to the wound again, but it was as if the nether were passing under a bridge and disappearing before it reached the other side. He set his mouth and tried at least to assuage the fever. He touched Robert’s brow. It still felt hot. He sighed.
Dawn broke, gray and gradual. He let Blays sleep. It was clear they wouldn’t be going anywhere until Robert had woken or croaked. Maybe it was the false hope of the daylight, but he doubted the temple men would even know their latest agents had failed for at least a few days. There was no use punishing Blays with sitting around waiting for something to happen when he could hold things down for himself. For once Dante didn’t feel like reading. He watched the fire burn and thought about the summers in the village.
“What’s going on? Why does hell look exactly the same as earth?”
Dante jerked his head. Robert’s eyes were open, crinkled in pain.
“You’re awake.”
“You’re brilliant.” Robert lifted his head and looked over his bandaged body. “How’d you get the wizard?”
“I smote him with fire,” Dante said.
Robert frowned at him. “Can never tell if the youth of today are being serious. A weakness of character, I think.”
“You’re right. I played dead until he ran away.”
Robert’s arms shook as he tried to sit up. He lifted his shoulders clear of the ground, then fell back, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment after the impact.
“That was unwise,” he said.
Dante bit his teeth together. “Stop making things worse. We’re already losing time.”
“You’ve always got more time,” Robert said. He chewed his beard. “Well, until you don’t.”
“Indeed,” Dante said. He decided against waking Blays. It would help if at least one of them kept in fighting condition. Dante felt like he’d been sewn up in a sack and beaten for three days straight. He could probably ride, but if at that moment a one-armed eight-year-old challenged him to a fight, he’d either run or cheat.
“How’s Blays?” Robert asked, as if reading his thoughts.
“Unhurt.”
“Is that right.” He chuckled. The sound was like gravel grinding together. “Robert Hobble himself gets flambeed by a sorcerer and stabbed by a bumbling bodyguard who only knows to grab the handle of his sword because it’s the part that sticks out when it’s put away, and that kid comes out without a scratch.” He wiped sweat off his forehead and smiled with half his mouth. “There’s something wrong with that.”
Dante shrugged. “He does seem preternaturally lucky.”
“Maybe he’s just got good taste in friends.” Robert stared at him with pain-hooded eyes. Dante kept quiet. “So what are you, exactly?”
“Why do people keep asking me that?”
“Oh, please.”
“I’m a young man! That’s all.”
“I’ve known plenty of young men,” Robert said, turning his head to face the sky, “and none of them can do anything like what I’ve seen you do.”
Dante hunched up his shoulders. “That’s why I’m learning all this. I don’t want to be like everyone else.”
“Lots of people say that, then ten years later you couldn’t pick them out in a crowd.” Robert shifted his hips to resettle his weight and stopped at once. He bared his teeth and let out a long breath. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything for curing sword whacks.”
“I already tried,” Dante said. Inexplicably, shame stole over his face.
“Ah. Guess the dominion of steel still holds sway, then.”
“For now.”
Robert chuckled, then clutched himself. “Lyle’s holy bastard, that hurts.”
“Then don’t do it.”
“What’s cracking your acorns?”
“This is just the second day,” Dante said. He clenched a handful of leaves, flung them into the fire. “This is supposed to be the easy part.”
“And I suppose this is the part where I tell you nothing’s easy, as if that’s supposed to help.” Robert sighed and gingerly folded his hands under his head.
“It just doesn’t seem fair.”
Robert laughed some more. “Could be worse. You could be me.”
Dante nodded, glancing up a moment later. “You doing okay?”
“I’ve had worse.”
“I bet this feels like a joke to you,” Dante said, uncertain what he meant by “this.”
“For about the last ten years, everything’s felt that way.”
While Dante was busy trying to gauge if he was serious Blays stirred beneath the folds of his cloak. The boy emerged into the daylight, red-eyed, hair sprung out like a dandelion. He gave the world a sour look and belched.
“You’re disgusting,” Dante said.
“Shut up.” Blays draped his cloak over his head and shoulders and clutched it under his chin so he resembled a clothy mountain or a sack with a face. “What time is it?”
“Time to make me some breakfast,” Robert said.
“You’re up!”
“In a manner of speaking,” he said from his place on the dirt.
Blays swung his face at Dante. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”
“You’re up now, aren’t you?”
“I’d have gotten you up.”
“And I’d have punched you for it.”
Blays jumped up, flapping his cloak against the cold, and wandered around the fire to lean over Robert.
“Does it hurt much?”
“Only always,” Robert said.
“I thought you were going to die! You should have seen all the blood! It looked like someone dumped a spittoon on your chest.”
Robert closed his eyes and made a noise through his nose. “You know what, forget about breakfast.”
“Well, it did,” Blays said. He straightened up and his eyes drifted to the tethered horses. “They’ve settled down a bit.”
“Yeah,” Dante said. “Moving the bodies may have helped.”
“I think they got a little spooked when I was chopping them up.” Blays folded his arms at the sudden silence. “What? One of them was moving.”
“Well done,” Robert said. “Now will you stop recounting the recent horrors and get me some gods damn food?”
“I’m not your maid,” Blays said, opening up one of the packs and rummaging around. “How’s some bread?”
“Marvelous.”
He brought it to Robert, who spent a minute propping himself up before trying a couple bites.
“Bread’s a dry substance, you know,” Robert said, spitting crumbs.
“Will water sate His Majesty?”
Robert pursed his lips. “If you don’t have anything stronger.”
“You know we don’t,” Blays said. He gave Dante a look. “You could get off your ass at some point.”
“I’m plotting our next move,” he said, twisting a blade of grass between his fingers. “While you’re up, grab me a bite?”
“I’m going to spit in it.”
“Oh no, don’t trouble yourself on my account,” Dante said. Robert laughed through his nose and winced. He’d live, but it would be three days before he felt well enough to ride. Three days waiting in the woods while the world moved on and Narashtovik drew three days closer to war. Dante spent each one training with the nether till he was close to passing out, vowing they wouldn’t be delayed again. Sooner or later—sooner, according to Cally, and if anyone outside the dead city itself would know, it was him—it would take more than two boys and a drunk to stop what was marching out of the north. It would take an army, if it could be stopped at all. A kingdom could be lost for the wounds to Robert’s body and the want of three days. If he hadn’t been frustrated enough to punch down a tree, Dante might have laughed.
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Robert had to stop within a couple hours the day their path resumed and for the first few days their march was broken by an equal time spent resting away from the road. Dante and Blays kept a guard at all times, switching between watch and sleep while Robert slumbered or merely stretched out and waited for the throbbing ache to subside. Dante preferred to eat up the hours with sleep, but sometimes it took an hour or more to slip away. Things would go faster once Robert was better, he told himself. They would lose a few days, but it wouldn’t always be these stuttery steps of six or eight stops a day. They would make it in time.
The woods gave way to open grassland peppered with trees in the creases in the land. The road held out. The grass rose to their waists on either side of the rutted dirt, swirling in the winds that swept unbroken from the north, carrying with it the promise of winter. Traffic was heavier than normal, or so Robert said, but nothing like what they’d seen the day Whetton burned. The Chanset forked after three days and they curved along its tributary. The plains rose so imperceptibly they couldn’t feel it in their steps, but then the grass gave way to soft, rolling hills blanketed in stubby yellow and gray grasses that shot long-tailed seeds into the air when they led the horses off the road to graze or rest or camp. They lit no fires in the open land; there was talk on the road of a wider struggle, of bands of pike-wielding men marching through the fields. Rumor had the king’s legions assembling in a counter on Whetton and encamping outside Bressel. But, according to the few travelers they spoke with, the enemy had no strongholds, no apparent homeland whatsoever, and the militia spent more time leaning on their own pikes than carrying them; the cavalry combed out the glens and ponds around the cities, but found nothing more than the miserable camps of refugees from the cities.
After a week’s travel the dirt seemed to crackle under their feet and they saw snow streaking the hills ahead. It was no more than a dusting, two or three days old, and it melted in the sun that stayed strong through the day. As dusk fell the sunlight caught the chimney-smoke of a town. They had passed plenty of villages on the way, dropping in a couple times to purchase food but mostly skirting them entirely, cutting through the open lands until they could reconnect with the road. None seemed under siege. Nor were any more than a few hundred strong resident-wise—dots along the river where two roads crossed or traders found deep water moorings and docked their cargo of grain or hemp or hay or wood. The town they looked on in the buttery sunlight could properly be called a town. It could only be Shay. When they encamped Dante took Cally’s letter from his pocket and rubbed his thumb over the sigil-sealed lump of black wax. What did it say? An introduction of Dante to his long friend Gabe? A warning? A plea for aid? He put it back away and dreamed of a city built of the hollowed bones of giants.
They woke early and tramped through the stiff dirt of the road, breath fogging from their noses. Dante pressed his fist against a knot in his lower back. A night in an actual bed or even a thick lump of straw would be a nice thing. A fire, hot food. He liked to think he was too hardy to need such things, and in a way he was already used to the sparer ways of the road, but if they popped up he wasn’t about to turn them down. The town grew nearer, resolving itself into individual buildings lining the river. He bared his teeth, realizing he still hadn’t told Blays and Robert the full nature of their travel. He meant to go to Narashtovik, they knew, and somehow that could stem the tide of whatever was taking the cities of the south. They didn’t know its end would be the killing of a woman. They didn’t know he sought a knowledge of the Cycle only the dead city might reveal. How did Cally know Gabe? How big a role did he intend the monk to play toward them? If they were old friends, and Dante believed they were, perhaps it would all be spelled out in the letter, and when Gabe questioned him or gave him advice or whatever Cally expected from him, the two he traveled with couldn’t help having questions of their own. Dante watched the town grow nearer. He should tell them. Give them the story on his own terms. Act as if he had nothing to hide. But the day wore on, and soon they were too close to stop without looking foolish, and then they rode past huts and the small, squatty homes of full families, and it was too late. They’d meant to reach Shay in six days from Cally’s shrine, perhaps a week if they hit a delay. Instead it had taken them till the afternoon of the twelfth day.
Ten thousand people, if he had to guess, and most of the ones they rode by on the way into town gave them looks. Not dirty looks, exactly, but the kind with questions behind their eyes. Rumor had reached them, then, but not battle. They killed a few minutes wandering, turning down progressively broader streets, reminding themselves what housing and other people looked like.
“Fun though this is,” Robert said, head following an eaveside painting of a stag’s head dipping its tongue into a mug, “it’s neither enlightening nor intoxicating, and thus must be said to be beside the point.”
“It’s probably near a churchyard or some of the other temples,” Dante said, glancing down the street. He thought he saw the clean lines of Gashen’s red shield a few blocks down.
“Probably,” Robert said. He pulled up beside a heap of rags containing a man and eased himself down from his horse. “Well met, good man.”
The pile grunted at him. Robert smiled at it, then turned to the saddlebags and extracted a hunk of bread.
“We’re looking for the monastery of Mennok,” he said, “but all this food’s weighing us down. Afraid we’ll never make it unless we get rid of it.”
“Got anything of a more fluid nature?” the man in the rags said, pulling himself to a sitting position and squinting up at them.
“Ah,” Robert said, favoring the cobbles with a wry smile. “That lack is one of the many tragedies we wish to unburden on Mennok’s ears.”
The ragged man accepted the hunk of bread and snapped it in half. He munched down a couple bites, glancing between the three of them.
“Been on the road a while?” he said, crumbs flecking from his mouth.
“A fortnight or so,” Robert said, taking a bite of the bread he’d kept.
He nodded. “Did you travel through Whetton?”
Dante tensed. Robert bit his lip, as if trying to remember, then jerked up his chin.
“We passed around it about a week ago.”
“Is it true? That they burned it to the ground?”
“They?” Dante said.
“The rebels,” the man said, frowning. “The black-cloaks.”
“It was on fire,” Robert granted, “but not to the ground, as such. You’d still recognize the city if you saw it.”
The man’s whiskered face twisted up. He set his eyes on Dante. “You mean you haven’t heard of the rebels? From what I hear all the southland’s awash in blood.”
“We’ve been on the road a while,” Robert said, cutting Dante off.
“Weren’t there others on the roads with you?”
“We’re men of the cloth,” Robert said, surreptitiously pulling his cloak over his sword. “Our vows allow us to pass words only from necessity.”
“Hell’s bells! And I’ve been flying off with the questions,” the man said. He forked his fingers in the sign of the Owl of Mennok, gaze drifting between the swords at Dante and Blays’ backs. “These must truly be trying days if the monks of the gray god won’t travel without steel at their side.”
“You have no idea how trying,” Blays said, glaring down the causeway.
“The monastery?” Robert said. He placed an arm over the bandages under the mailed vest he’d taken from the body of the sorcerer Dante’d killed.
“Of course,” the man said. He pointed them down the street and described a couple turns. “My apologies for delaying you, sirs. Might I ask you to make a prayer for me of Mennok?”
“We’d be some damned awful monks if we wouldn’t!” Blays said.
“Thank you, my son,” Robert said, working his way back into the saddle in a careful series of limb-maneuverings meant to minimize stress to the vast scab on his chest. “Your aid will not go unrewarded.”
He took the lead, leaving the other two to catch up. Dante spurred on his horse, sending a cluster of men wrapped in debate scattering from his mount’s heavy hooves.
“Over the years I’ve worked out a sort of system of classification for the kinds of questions one may need to ask or hear while on the road,” Robert began once they’d made their first turn. “There’s the rhetorical and philosophical questions, i.e. the ones you can ignore or maybe nod at if the asker’s giving you a look like you should have been paying attention. There’s the immediate, practical, and useful questions, i.e.’Where is a good pub?’ and’For the love of the gods, man, where’s the nearest pub?’ And then,” he said, raising a finger, “there are the stupid, why-did-I-just-open-my-mouth questions, the kinds that are a fancy way of saying’I’m too dumb to see my next birthday,’ such as’Please sir, I’m too drunk to make it to the goldsmith’s with all these heavy bags, do you know a safe place I might lie down for an hour?’ or’Who’s been burning all the known world?’” He shot Dante a daggerly gaze. “Guess which one yours was?”
“He won’t remember it by tomorrow,” Dante said, face prickling with heat.
“You won’t either if you wake up with an axe in your brain.”
“Am I supposed to be able to understand that?”
“I suppose not. Since evidently you don’t even know asking stupid questions tends to get a damn sight more thrown back at you.”
“I know that. I was trying to find out if he knew anything about them we didn’t,” Dante said. His face lit up. “Look, there it is.”
The monastery was a tall, narrow structure of dark stone. Its upper windows bore shadowcut glass of what Dante presumed were important scenes from the god’s life. Its entrance receded from the street, giving way to a well-tended garden of small shrubs and dead flowers. At the garden’s center was the boulder of Mennok, meant to represent his imperturbability, his gravity, the solidity of his pensive presence next to mercurial Carvahal or many-faced Silidus or the crimson rages of Gashen.
“What do we do with our horses?” Blays said. “Hide them under that rock?”
Robert winced as he got down. Dante didn’t think it was for his wound. He tied the reins to the open gate at the street entrance and rolled his hands at the boys to hurry it up. They tied their horses and scampered after Robert up to the thick wooden door of the monastery. By the time they got there someone had already opened the door to his knock.
“May I help you?” said a skinny, sallow man little older than Dante.
“We’re here to see Gabe,” Dante said.
“Brother Gabe is deep in meditation.”
“Then he’s probably bored,” Blays said. “Let us in.”
The man smiled. “Focused meditation is the closest we men may come to understanding the wisdom of Mennok.”
“How long’s he going to be?” Dante asked.
“As long as it takes,” the man said, tipping back his head. “Even a meditation on the worms and the dirt may take days to unravel. Especially those kinds, since in thinking we know so much about them in truth we know so little.”
Robert squinched up his eyes. “Is there somewhere we might wait? We were sent by an old friend.”
“All friends are old,” the man said, “for all of us are made of dirt, and what’s older than dirt?”
“Rocks?” Blays said.
“But rocks turn into dirt when they’re old enough.”
“Dirt dust?”
The man opened his mouth, then closed it and raised his brows. “Have you ever considered our order?”
“Can’t say I have,” Blays said. He wriggled his back. “Got anywhere to sit down? All that riding’s put a pain in my ass.”
“You can wait in the parlor.” The man glanced over their shoulders toward the gates. “I’ll have a boy see to your horses.”
“Thanks,” Robert said. “You just let us know when Gabe wakes up.”
“Meditation’s the opposite of sleeping.”
“Sounds awful,” Robert said. He snagged Blays and Dante by the sleeves before the conversation could go on and drew them toward the room the man had indicated. The floor was of slate, the walls painted a steely gray. A statue of a droop-eyed dog sat vigilant in the corner. For all the room’s simplicity, it was furnished with padded benches, and they plunked down and stared at each other.
“Doubt Gabe will be like that,” Robert said to the look on Dante’s face. “Mostly it’s you young ones who want to preach at you.”
“I don’t preach at you,” Dante said.
“I meant monks and things,” Robert said, waving a hand. “Suppose it can be applied to all youth, now that you mention it.”
“You’re the one always explaining things for hours.”
“Because you’re too dumb to know things for yourself.”
Dante set his mouth and tried to think of a reply.
“You sure Mennok’s not the god of death?” Blays said, raising a brow at all the gray and black.
“He was originally just this guy who sits around and mopes,” Dante said, examining the walls. “When Arawn was expunged, people did start to look to Mennok about death. But it’s not the same.”
“Arawn?” Robert asked, face suddenly drawn.
Dante unlatched his teeth from the thumbnail he’d been biting. “You know about Arawn?”
“Enough to be suspicious of the fact you do.”
They sat with their thoughts. Maybe a quarter hour went by before the man who’d met them at the door stuck his head around the corner.
“Gabe will see you shortly.”
“Good to know the universe has been solved,” Blays said. He kicked his legs against the base of the bench and waited some more. “Next time, suppose we can go to Simm’s temple instead? Get some apples? Fresh pears? Some—ahh!” He bolted upright as a massive, fur-covered beast lumbered through the door on two legs. Blays fumbled out his sword and held it before him. “Get out! I’ll hold it off!”
“Put that away,” Robert hissed, barring his arm over Blays’. The thing in the doorway blinked at them. Dante saw human-like eyes in its face, that it wasn’t furred but deeply bearded, that the man’s whiskers climbed so far up his cheeks they nearly met his eyelashes. “He’s a norren, you sack of rocks.”
“Boo,” the man said. His voice rumbled like the gurgles of the earth. He’d had to duck when he walked through the doorway—six and a half feet, Dante guessed, if not taller, and at least three hundred pounds, though it was hard to tell beneath his loose black cassock. For a moment he couldn’t see his ears, then noticed they were just small and round as fresh-cut coins and pressed flat against his densely-haired head.
“A norren?” Blays said.
“From the north,” Robert said, smiling with embarrassment at the monk. “Usually.”
“Was too cold for my blood,” the man said. He smiled, showing broad, flat teeth that looked like they could grind Dante’s bones. “You’re here to see me?”
“You’re Gabe?” Dante said.
“That’s right,” the norren said.
“We’re friends of Cally’s. He sent us to you.”
“Cally?” Gabe blinked at them.
“The old man,” Dante said, biting back further words. He had the notion, reinforced somewhat by the fact he was a hermit, Cally’s popularity wasn’t great. What if, in a slip of his twilight years, he’d sent them to an enemy instead? Or a friend he’d forgotten he’d quarreled with? Or someone he didn’t know in the slightest?
“You know,” Blays said. “Lectures a lot. Thinks he’s quite funny.”
Gabe chewed on his mustache, nodding blankly. Dante reached in his pocket and took out the letter.
“He sent you this.”
Gabe’s hand reached out. It was large as a plucked chicken.
“Oh,” he said, scratching the wax seal. “Cally. It’s been a while.”
“So you know him,” Dante said.
“Yes,” Gabe said, showing his teeth and looming forward till he seemed to take up all the room, “and now your fates are sealed.”
Blays gasped and went for his blade. Its bright snap cut over Gabe’s barking chuckles.
“I see he’s up to no good again, then,” the norren muttered. He considered them a moment. “Come with me.”
They followed him deeper into the monastery. He glanced balefully at a cell that would barely have room for his shoulders, let alone all of them, then led them up a set of spiral stairs and down a hall into a kind of sitting room or library. A great many books lined the walls, at least, though who knew with pious types. Gabe settled onto a mat, sitting on his heels, and nodded the others into some normal-sized chairs next to the window. An odd, dreary light cut through the smoke-stained figures worked into the glass. Gabe slid his thumb under the seal with a dry crack and unfolded the papers onto his lap. Dante examined the window while Gabe examined the letter. The figures were impressionistic, shadows of men, but he thought the window depicted the scene of Mennok soothing Gashen’s anger before he could blast the land with sunfire after he discovered his priest Ennan had lain with his daughter.
“You didn’t read this, did you?” Gabe asked once he’d finished a couple minutes later.
“Did the seal look tweaked to you?” Dante said.
“I assume you’re a clever lad, if Cally took you up.”
“That may be,” he said, meeting Gabe’s stare, “but however much I may have wished, I didn’t read that letter.”
Gabe frowned, then nodded. “So you’re off to kill Samarand.”
“Kill who?” Blays said.
Gabe glanced at Dante, then laughed, a bubbling thing that may have been called a giggle if it hadn’t sounded like a bull choking to death.
“He thinks it will stop all the things that’ve started in the last few weeks,” Dante said, staring at his hands. “The fighting. The burning of Whetton. He says Samarand’s driving it all.”
Gabe scratched the beard on his neck. “I think he overestimates her.”
Blays gaped. “Her?”
“Quit shouting,” Robert said, touching his temple.
Dante twisted his hands around. “Cally thinks she’s a firebrand, that she’s whipping up the radical elements of the order of Arawn and leading them into open battle. He thinks with her death, they might fall back from the brink to a more reasonable course.”
“What do you think?” Robert said to Gabe.
He shrugged. “I think someone else will step into her place.”
“So it’s a fool’s errand.”
“I didn’t say that,” Gabe grumbled. He frowned at the filtered light in the murky window. “I’ve renounced all violence as an abomination against the brotherhood of man, but if I could I’d pop that bitch’s throat with my bare hands.”
“I’m getting mixed messages,” Blays said.
“From a moral standpoint, I condemn all sides,” Gabe said. “From a practical standpoint, killing her would be grand. I just doubt whether that would put a stop to anything.”
“What’s so bad about her?” Dante asked.
“How long are you here for?”
“Long enough to learn a little about the woman you all so dearly want dead.”
“Samarand’s a priestess,” Gabe began in a soft voice. “For a long time, the god she serves has been worshiped only in secret. Do you know what they do to anyone caught with a copy of the book you carry?”
“Cut off the hand that turns its pages,” Dante said.
Gabe pushed up his lower lip. “They used to kill you. The march of progress.” His mouth twitched down as he remembered more. “When she was young, she’d give speeches about how believing in secret was living in slavery. She resented that we’d be persecuted for following a god they want us to forget but was integral to the forging of the world and its people. We all resented it, of course, but some of us recalled the lessons of the Third Scour, and thought it best to continue to live in the fringes than to provoke the war that would obviously follow the path she advocated. There had always been extremists who considered their freedoms a worthy cause of all our lives.”
“You saying they’re wrong?” Robert said.
“Arawn’s glory isn’t lessened if his supplicants can only bow to him in the shadows. He’s a god, not a king. In truth he doesn’t need our prayers and sacrifices at all—he helped forge the fixed stars themselves, for the sake of the gods, he doesn’t need me telling him’Arawn is great’ to know it’s true—but it does help keep us focused on matters celestial rather than earthly.
“Anyway, we’d have been crushed like a beetle,” Gabe said. He paused a moment, glancing from Dante to the others, then back, as if rearranging long-abandoned furniture of his mind. He cleared his throat. A shadow crossed his face. “Samarand. She became de facto voice of the dissenters. Over the years she swelled their numbers to a full third of our ranks. She herself rose to the council, though the continued unpopularity of her views, combined with the insistence of how she expressed them, prevented her from reaching the direct line of succession. She was charismatic. Fiery. Plain-faced, but when she spoke a light took her eyes and men sworn to celibacy hoped Arawn might forgive them for their thoughts. The surprise would have been if she didn’t attract a following. Nor were the things she rallied behind wrong, exactly—just impractical. The Belt of the Celeset is broad, splintered to its own interests, but there are those things that may reunite them, however temporarily, and the resurgence of the faithful of Arawn is one of them.”
Gabe fell silent, staring at the creases of his massive hands.
“How did she come to power, then?” Dante said to break the silence. Gabe looked surprised to see others in the room.
“The usual way,” he said, looking out the window. He brooded for a long moment. Distracted, Dante thought, perhaps by old memories. The norren closed his eyes, as if reaching some thorny decision, then went on. “The head of the order dies suddenly and unexpectedly, and she takes advantage of the vacuum to reassemble the hierarchy in the manner she considers proper.”
“Did she kill him?” Blays said, perking up.
“Cally thought so. It’s why he left, along with the fact those of us who’d been content to stay hidden no longer had much role in the order, and left Narashtovik, where it was safe.”
Dante licked his lips. “You disagree with Cally?”
“Who said that?” Gabe clasped his face with his palms, running his fingers through his thick beard. “Always putting words in my mouth. He’s probably right. The old man was old, but not that old. When he left—well, his death was unexpected. Convenient enough to render an accident unlikely. Samarand’s power had grown stagnant. Did she do it? Probably. Even if she didn’t, the way she strongarmed the council was reprehensible.” He gave Dante a strange look. “She’s the one who revived the idea of using the Cycle as bait for powerful recruits. That should give you some idea of her methods.”
“In other words,” Robert said, gathering his words and parsing them out one at a time, “menace she may be, but there are plenty of others who’d take her place easy enough if she were to wake up with a knife in her face.”
“More or less,” the norren rumbled.
Robert glanced between the boys. “What do you think?”
“What I think is I don’t know what the hell’s going on,” Blays said. He tried to catch Dante’s eyes. “This sounds like the kind of thing that gets you hanged. Remember that? Hangings?”
Gabe itched his nose. “Well, only if you’re caught.”
“Know what I think? I think this thing’s a runaway boulder,” Robert declared. “Difficult to pry out of a slope, but once the descent’s begun, the only way to stop its momentum is to throw a bunch of bodies in its way until it’s bashed itself to a halt.” He glanced between the boys. “We can either fling our own bodies beneath it in the hopes of slowing it some tiny fraction,” he said, shaking his head, “or let lots of other people waste themselves on it while we go get drunk,” he concluded, nodding emphatically.
“That’s the most cowardly thing I’ve ever heard,” Dante said. He stood and gazed out the window into the filth and decay of the street. “Cally thinks it will work, that we’d be enough to stop it. We have to reach Narashtovik. We have to try.”
“Can’t promise to follow you there,” Robert said, shaking his head. “Sounds virtuous enough, sure. But also like I’d end up six feet under.”
“I’ll go.” Blays rose and joined Dante at the window. “I don’t know why. It sounds dangerous and stupid. But I’ll go.”
Dante nodded. He listened to the muted shouts and whip-pops of the city streets, thinking how to say thanks.
“Well enough,” Gabe said. “Cally told you about the dead city’s views toward foreigners?”
“He said they’re a little aloof,” Dante said.
“I’ve got something that should keep them from killing you on sight. A token the traders use to prove they’ve been there before without causing problems. It’s why Cally sent you here.”
“Ah,” Robert said, ticking his nails on the pommel of his sword. “Only if it’s no trouble.”
“No more than anything else.”
“Right then. Got any food?”
“Preferably something you don’t have to eat with a hammer?” Blays said.
“There is a kitchen downstairs. I’ll have a boy fetch the token. You’ll stay the night?”
“Wouldn’t turn it down for a full keg,” Robert said. He patted his stomach. “Well, I wouldn’t turn it down, leastwise.”
“Well enough,” Gabe said. “I’ll see to your quarters.” Dante turned to go and felt a heavy hand weighing on his shoulder. “A word, young master?”
Dante nodded and watched the others go. Blays waved on his way out the door. Dante took up a chair and scratched the wispy hair on his chin. He needed to learn how to shave.
“How do you know Cally, Gabe?”
“The order. And before that we fought in a war together.”
Dante tried to imagine Cally swinging a sword or charging a line of armsmen. He couldn’t even see him without the gray beard or bent back.
“Which one?”
Gabe sniffed. “The one twenty or thirty years after the one before it. When a new group of eager young men had had time to grow up without its memory and decided it was time to leave their own mark on the world.”
“Oh,” Dante said. “That one.”
“I left when he did. It was clear the place we’d called home had become something different. Something we no longer felt right to support.”
“Thus why you came to lie low in the receptive arms of Mennok?”
“No,” Gabe said. He painted Dante with a scornful gaze. “I came to Mennok because of a philosophical understanding with the god. We should spend our lives brooding by ourselves. It makes more sense than the egoistic struggles for supremacy of every other sect, including the one whose tome you carry.” Dante didn’t reply. Gabe let loose a long, slow exhalation and removed some of the edge from his voice. “Tell me how you came here.”
“We followed the road from Whetton.”
“I’m speaking in a broader, less literal sense.”
“Ah.” Dante cleared his throat. He thought a second, then, in abbreviated detail, told the monk how he’d heard of the book hidden in the temple outside Bressel, of the men that had come after him once he’d taken it, how they’d chased him and Blays to Whetton, how he’d met Cally when preparing to rescue Blays from execution, how he’d sprung Blays and the other prisoners and fled to Cally’s shrine to hide and recover, how Cally’d told him the secrets and menace of Narashtovik and why he had to go. The whole tale took less than ten minutes. When he concluded he thought how unfair it was, that everything that had happened to him since the fall could be summed up so readily. So much got lost in the telling.
“Let me see the book,” Gabe said at its end.
“All right,” Dante said. He picked up his pack where he’d set it by his feet and held it to his chest. Gabe raised his eyebrows, then Dante opened it and drew out the Cycle. He handed it over.
“I see,” Gabe said, tracing the cover-image of Barden with one thick finger. He opened it. “I see.” He flipped a few pages, then leaned his nose toward the text. Dante saw his eyes scanning lines. His mouth opened a little, showing those big flat teeth. He turned to the back, to the sections written in Narashtovik, and Dante tried to read the emotions that roiled across the stolid flesh of his face: surprise, amusement, wariness, urgency, at last back to guarded brooding. “I see.”
“What?”
“I see,” he said, “why they want it back so bad.”
“You said they use it to discover recruits. Cally, too.”
“Yes, but they use copies. Things they can afford to lose if the trail goes cold or the thief goes down with a ship.”
Dante actually blinked. “This—?”
Gabe ruffled his beard and tucked in his chin, chuckling in a way that wasn’t entirely happy.
“I once knew a man who hated Samarand’s idea of how to use the book. Thought it manipulative, dangerous to the order. He once joked about switching out the copy for the original. See how smart they felt without their special book.”
“I think I’ve met that sense of humor,” Dante said. “How can you tell it’s the one?”
“You know who’s conscripted to transcribe these things?” Gabe said, offering Dante a rare smile. “Men like me. Bored with bad eyesight. The mind wanders, you misspell a word. Transpose things. Maybe you editorialize a little. Every copy has errors.” He lifted the book. “This one’s clean.”
“Oh,” Dante said. Gabe tapped his fingers together. “Meaning?”
“Objects collect power through age and use. That one’s different from its copies.”
“I can’t tell if you’re speaking literally.”
“Me neither.” Gabe twiddled with one of the black cords around his neck that dangled from the cassock. “You should tell Blays to name that sword he used when you freed him from the law of Whetton.”
“Will that make it…” he trailed off, not wanting to sound stupid. “Special?”
“If not, it might make him think it is. These things can’t exactly be measured.”
“The book,” Dante said, taking it back from Gabe and running his fingers over its cover. “Does that mean—”
A high ring of shattering glass sounded from the street. Angry shouts followed at its heels. Dante waited for them to settle up who owed whom a bottle before going on.
“Do you think—”
The door burst open. Robert half-collapsed through it, sword in hand, face bearing that tight, flat expression he’d held the night of the fight around the campfire.
“Something’s going on downstairs,” he said.
“Just a couple drunks,” Dante said.
“No. Downstairs in the monastery.”
“What’s going on?” Gabe said, getting to his feet in a way cassocked hills shouldn’t be able to do.
“One of the monks killed one of the other monks,” Robert said. He leaned into the hall and a moment later Blays swung back into the room, sword out, breathing heavily.
“Killed?” Gabe said.
“A bunch of them have swords and staffs and things,” Blays reported. “It looked like a few of them came in from the street.”
“None of the monks would kill anyone.”
“It’s happening,” Dante said, the back of his neck tingling the way it did when he heard an animal creeping through woods by dark, or when he finished a book that read like it had been inspired by the gods themselves. “The fighting starts in the temples. That’s what they said.” Yells and crashes of wood and steel came up from the first floor, underlining his point.
“Shit,” Gabe took a long breath through his nose and nodded at the doorway. “You should leave. You’ve got other troubles to see to.”
“A compelling argument,” Robert said.
“No,” Dante said, drawing his sword. “We can stop this, here. They won’t take this one place.”
“Going to save the whole town, too?” Gabe said.
Dante stuck the point of his blade into the wooden floor. It came to him all at once: the idea that he was more than an arrow shot from another man’s bow, unable to deviate his course once he’d been set in motion. He’d known Gabe less than an hour, but already he liked him. By nature he had no patience for the self-important mysticism of the men of the gods, but something about this monastery and the quiet conviction of its men was too important to hand over to the Arawnites. Cally might say their passage to Narashtovik was too important to risk their lives in this place, but he was almost three hundred miles away, was too wrapped up in his own dealings to venture out into all this strife. Dante was here now, and here, he thought, was a place worth saving.
“We can’t defend the whole town,” Dante said. “But we will fight them off here before we run like rabbits. At least you’ll have time to prepare for whatever comes next.”
“Besides,” Blays said, “we still need that token. I’d rather die here than get eaten by barbarians a thousand miles from here.”
“Idiots,” Gabe said, with neither a smile nor a scowl. He lifted a sturdy, dark-wooded chair and snapped off a leg. He swung it through the air. “Well. Let’s go see what the fuss is about.”
“Yes,” Dante said, neck tingling again. He pulled at his sword and found it was stuck in the floorboards. He yanked again and stumbled into Blays’ back.
“What’s your hurry?” Blays muttered. He put an arm in front of Robert before they left the door. “Me first. You’re unsound.”
“Physically, perhaps.”
“Tell me who not to kill before I do it,” Blays called back to Gabe. They pounded down the stairs. At its base lay the still, bleeding body of the young man who’d answered the door. Blays and Robert flanked out, facing the two doors in. Gabe’s face went slack and he knelt beside the body. Dante stood over him, beginning a call to the nether.
“Don’t,” Gabe said. “He’s dead.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Grieve later.” Gabe surged to his feet, chair leg in hand, and took them through the parlor and to the outer entrance of the monastery. Drops of blood shone on the slate flooring. Fresh gashes marred the table in the parlor; dusty old fabric spilled from a slash in one of the benches. The rooms were empty. Gabe cracked open the front door and peered into the gardens. From deeper inside the monastery they heard raised voices.
“Follow me,” Gabe said. Blays tried to stay at his side but the hallway was too narrow for any more than Gabe’s bearish shoulders. Dante and Robert jogged at their heels. The norren took a right turn and they emerged into a relatively open room of simple chairs and round, roughhewn tables, a dining area or meeting hall. At its far end, some forty feet away, a group of men were pounding on a closed door.
“What’s going on here?” Gabe shouted.
“We’ve trapped the usurpers in the kitchen!” a bald man in a cassock cried back.
“You have swords in your hands,” Gabe said, stopping after he’d crossed half the room. “And who are those men with you?”
“They’re the gardeners I was telling you about,” the monk said, glancing to the men at his sides, dirt-faced men wearing black cloaks and naked swords, one of which streaked blood down its length and tacked against the floor.
“Hansteen,” Gabe said in a quiet voice, “lay down your arms. This can end now.”
“I thought you were one of us,” Hansteen said.
“I thought you were one of us!” Gabe cried. “You killed Roger! He was a boy!”
“There was confusion.” Hansteen pinched the bridge of his nose. “Help us out and he’ll be the only one.”
“Have you ever even read the Ganneget? Do you remember that second rule? Where you may willingly harm no man?”
“Oddly, it mentions nothing of our conduct toward norren.” Hansteen smiled, briefly. “I know what you used to be. It’s time, Gabe. We will no longer let ourselves be hunted and killed for serving the first among the gods.”
“Then go serve them in the street,” Gabe said, taking a step forward, “and get the hell out of my monastery.”
“Why don’t you leave?”
“Because this is the house of Mennok!” Gabe roared, shoulders bunching. The men at Hansteen’s side fell back a step, then tightened their grasp on their swords.
“Then let it be reconsecrated in the name of Arawn,” Hansteen said. He glared at his swordsmen. “With their blood.”
They eased forward, leading the way with their blades. Hansteen flung out a hand. Nothing happened.
“I thought you knew who I was,” Gabe said.
The men walked forward, leaning into aggressive crouches. Blays leapt at the lead man then skipped back, drawing him into Robert’s waiting blade. Blood splashed against the slate. Dante swung out his sword, blocking a strike at Gabe, whose hands shook as he absorbed the stream of nether Hansteen had slung at him. Dante screamed and opened a wound across his attacker’s forearm. His blade clattered against the ground and Gabe laid out a pounding backhand with his chair leg. The wood snapped in half on the man’s skull, dropping him. Blades clashed to Dante’s left where Blays and Robert fended off two men. The remaining one on Dante’s side feinted, knocking aside the tip of his sword, and Dante spun to dodge the following thrust. It ripped over the thin flesh over his sternum and he felt the woozy scrape of steel dragging over his bones. He stumbled back.
Wrapped in his invisible tussle with the other monk, Gabe stepped forward, leaving Dante behind. Dante scrambled backwards, scooting on his ass. The swordsman swung down and he rolled away. He tried a swipe at the man’s ankles and his sword was knocked wide. The man leaned forward for a crosswise sweep meant to open Dante’s guts and his sword bounced from Robert’s. Robert followed up with a quick poke that drew blood from the man’s left side. Dante found his footing and rose next to Blays, who was falling back under the wolf-like jabs of a pair of attackers.
“Set my blade on fire!” he hissed at Dante when their shoulders bumped. For once Dante asked no questions, instead shutting off his mind and gathering the shadows. He wiped his hand in the blood dripping down his chest and flipped a few red drops Blays’ way. His sword foomped with fire the length of the blade.
“I’ll drink your souls!” Blays shouted, waving his flaming weapon in their faces. They actually dropped back and Dante touched his own sword, shrouding it in a shifting mist of darkness. He fell in beside Blays.
“I’m going to get the others,” Hansteen said, and from the corner of his vision Dante saw him run across the room to an open door. Gabe picked up a chair and threw it at his retreating back. It shattered on the wall beside the doorway and dropped into a splintery heap. Blays and Dante lowered their shoulders and advanced on the remaining two men. A shout sounded to their right, then a flurry of metal strikes too quick to count and the thunk of a sword burying itself in flesh. Another sword rattled on the ground. Dante glanced back in time to see a man’s head spinning over the tiles. Robert staggered back, soaked in blood.
Dante turned back to his own fight and saw a sword headed for his face. He batted it aside and slashed down, cutting open the man’s boot and bloodying his toes. The man hopped back, yelping. From the front of the room, Gabe was disappearing after Hansteen.
“I’m going to help him,” Dante said, sidling away from his attacker. Robert was red-faced and breathing heavily but his mouth was twisted in angry joy. Dante sprinted after Gabe, banging his hip on the rim of a table, hearing swords meeting behind him. He plunged into the room on Gabe’s heels and the battle in the dining room immediately grew muffled.
Hansteen stood in the middle of a dark hallway. Maroon drapes and pious paintings hung from the walls. Dante reached Gabe’s side. Hansteen did something with his hand and Dante’s ankles and knees locked and he skidded over the stone flooring. Then his elbows were tight, mid-swing, his wrists and fingers frozen. He couldn’t turn his head. Every breath felt like a massive hand was squeezing back against his chest. He tried to blink and his eyelids fluttered. Hansteen snapped his fingers and a gout of flame whooshed down the hall. Gabe grunted and tamped it down with an angled strike of his hand like a cougar stretching out its claws for the rump of a buck. He took a step forward and so did Hansteen. They both raised their arms at each other and for a few long moments they looked to be trying to carry a 15-foot invisible table between them: shoulders shifting, wrists bending over their heads, muscles shaking, Gabe’s columnar body bulging like a boulder and Hansteen’s spindly limbs twitching beneath the drooping folds of his cassock. Dante watched, literally paralyzed. He felt hot blood slipping down his doublet, a faint breeze where the cloth had been opened by the attacker’s sword. The two men huffed and grunted and spat curses between their teeth. He could feel the tingle of power in the air, the way his arm hairs stood when clean clothes rubbed dry skin, or the way the air felt during a storm, but moreso, as if they stood within the thunderhead itself. An audible crackle started between the two men, cutting over a droning hum that twisted Dante’s stomach. Sweat dripped from the norren’s broad brow. He could see the veins on Hansteen’s temples. Gabe’s lips opened, showing those flat teeth clenched tight. He growled, an animal noise that started low and suddenly burst into a guttural howl.
“To hell with this!”
He waded forward, one foot then another, as ponderous as if he were walking underwater. A step at a time he closed the distance between himself and the other monk. Too late Hansteen deciphered his plan. The thin man bent back and Gabe reached forward with a hand as thick and knotty as the bole of a pine. He closed his fingers around the other man’s neck and lifted him into the air. They grimaced at each other, the nether flipping between them in swift streaking shadows, and then Gabe slammed Hansteen against the wall. His head and hands flopped. Howling again, Gabe lifted him higher, wrapping the trunks of his arms around Hansteen’s back and hugging him to the barrel of his body. Dante wanted to close his eyes, but whatever Hansteen had set on him held fast. He watched as Gabe’s shoulders flexed and elbows tightened, heard the dreadful snap, saw Hansteen’s body bend like a broken fish. Gabe raised the corpse and flung it down the hall. He stared after it, shoulders heaving, breath whistling through his wide nostrils. He turned, then, and Dante was glad his bladder seemed as frozen as the rest.
“Cally never taught you about rooting?” Gabe rasped. Dante tried to shake his head. He tried to speak, managed little more than the weak moan of a sleeper caught in nightmare. Gabe closed his eyes and folded his hands and Dante flopped to the floor. He’d been mid-stride when the thing had caught him. Gabe cleared his throat and spat toward the body. “You’d have died long before you met Samarand.”
“Show me once this is over?”
“Of course.”
Dante nodded, gazed down the hallway at the pile of robes that looked like a man but bent in a way men didn’t.
“I thought you had vows against things like that.”
Gabe pushed out one of his bearded cheeks with his tongue. “What is it with you heathens? Always searching for a contradiction. The laws of Mennok aren’t like the laws of man—you don’t break one and whoops, it’s time to pop your neck. Mennok, in his wisdom, knows there are times his holiest laws must be broken.” He gazed at the corpse he’d made. “He’ll judge me fair.”
“Robert’s hurt!” Blays shouted from around the corner. They started, then turned back to the room they’d left. The floor was awash in blood. Stretched out by the last of the armsmen, Robert lay prone, rolling back and forth on his stomach. Gabe knelt beside him, turning him to his back and pinning his shoulder to the ground to stop his mindless rocking. He pulled back cloak and chainmail. The wound on his chest had reopened, and below it another gaped on his belly where a few of the links had been split. Narrow but deep. Dante saw something slimy and purplish winking beneath the welling blood. He put his hand over his mouth.
“Stay sharp,” Gabe said, pressing his unbloodied fist to his mouth. “I’m going to be out of it for a minute.”
“You can put that out at any time,” Blays whispered, nodding to his sword laying on the ground, its flames licking at the stone. Dante waved a distracted hand, wiping them away.
Gabe mumbled to himself, planting his hands on Robert’s shallow-rising chest. Dante glanced down from the door he’d been watching and saw motes of light and darkness swathing Gabe’s fingers. They left him in a murky curtain, the way rain looks falling from a distant cloud, soaking into Robert’s body. Robert tensed, arching his spine, teeth bared, the cut skin folding together, pushing out blood and small meaty things that made the back of Dante’s mouth taste bitter. Gabe wiped it away with Robert’s cloak. The skin was red, welted, as disturbed as a fresh burn, but it was whole. Robert went limp. He blinked as the others looked on. Gabe slumped back, resting on his elbows, chin touching his chest.
“The problem with getting stabbed,” Robert started, then turned his head and spat blood. “Is you can only kill the man who did it once.”
“I got him,” Blays said, shaking Robert’s shoulder so hard the man’s head wobbled. “His sword got caught in your chain and I stuck mine through his heart.”
Robert sat up, closing his eyes. He rubbed the side of his head.
“Surprised they hung around at all after your sword literally caught fire.”
“I know!” Blays said. “It looked great, didn’t it? Like a demon come to take them away?”
“Yeah,” Robert admitted. “You fought like one, too.” He cracked open one eye. “What’s all that pounding? Or is that in my skull, too?”
Dante realized he’d been hearing it, too. Behind the locked kitchen door. He crossed to it, put his ear to the wood. The pounding started again and he jerked back, rubbing his ear. He cupped his hands to the door, shouted into them.
“Stop that!”
The hammering ceased. “What?”
“I said stop that!”
“No.”
“Open up. We’re friends of Gabe’s.”
“That’s a rather old trick, don’t you think?” said the voice on the other side of the door.
“It’s true!”
“I think we’ll take our chances in here. It’s worked so far.”
“Look,” Dante said, glancing back over his shoulder to where Gabe still rested, “if you don’t open up, I’m going to get Gabe over here and he’ll break it down.”
He heard murmurs on the other side. Someone cleared his throat.
“We’re armed!”
“Good! Then if I’m lying you can cut me down!”
More murmurs, longer this time.
“Just a minute,” the voice said. “We’d just about had these bars all set.”
Dante heard squeaks and the scrabble of tools against the door. Something clinked mutely on the other side. The process repeated. Behind him, Gabe got to his feet, followed by Robert and Blays, and they came to Dante’s side.
“What was that thing you did to Robert?” Dante said to the norren.
Gabe raised an eyebrow. “Fixed him.”
“With the specks of light.”
“Ether,” Gabe said, giving him a look like he’d just said breakfast was his favorite meal of the day. “It’s better at building than the shadows. Restoring and creating is all it can do, in fact. Didn’t Cally teach you this stuff, either? This is elementary.”
“His methods are a little unorthodox,” Dante said.
Wood jangled against the floor on the other side and then a lock clicked. The door swung back, revealing four men in cassocks crouching back, kitchen knives held ready in their hands.
“Gabe!” cried a short, elderly monk. The norren stepped forward and they embraced. The monk gazed past him to the wreckage of the dining room. “Brother Hansteen and a couple of the others let in some black-caped men. They told us to join them or leave. When Roger told them this was a house of peace, one of the men struck him down.”
“I saw,” Gabe said. He hunched his shoulders. “Brother Hansteen is dead.”
“I’m sorry,” the old man said.
“I don’t understand why he did this.” The others nodded, saying nothing for a time.
“Who are these with you?” one of the monks said to break the silence.
“Friends,” Gabe said, gesturing to them in turn. “Dante, Blays, and Robert Hobble. They helped put down this treason.”
“There’s going to be more,” Dante said. “Where did the other turncoats go?”
“Hard to say,” the old monk said, knitting his brow. “We put a lot of wood between us and them. We weren’t prepared.”
“Better than being put to the sword, Brother.” Gabe curled his arm and massaged the hamhock of his biceps. “Find yourselves some real weapons. We’ll be ready for whatever comes next.”
“We’ll secure the place,” Robert said. His face was pale but his voice was steady. “Get some arms and then bar everything but the front door. We don’t know what’s going on out there.”
Gabe led them into the hallway where Hansteen had died. They stepped over his twisted body and one by one flung open the doors to the cells. Every third or fourth held a black-cassocked monk clutching a book or a fireplace poker or a brass candlestick. Gabe clapped them on the back and sent them to the dining room to meet the others. They locked the door leading to the inner gardens and Mennok’s shrine and moved to the second floor. More of the same: quiet rooms, hunkering monks, whom Gabe calmed with soft words and the boys encouraged with grins and whoops. The small, cramped rooms of the two spires held no one. In the top room of the second spire, a dome-roofed space so small Gabe could have stood at its center and touched both walls at once, he took a dull white object from above the wide window and pocketed it. He gestured to the stairway.
“I don’t get this big plan of theirs,” Blays said as they headed downstairs. “Three monks and a few guys with swords? Take a monastery, which wouldn’t happen in the first place if there were four good men here able to defend it, no offense to you, Gabe, then hang around till the law comes by to pry them out? How is this thing taking hold?”
“Confusion and exploitation,” Robert said. “Start up a religious squabble the watchmen want no part of, start rallying the commoners, go from there. All they need’s a toehold.” He shrugged, playing off his guess. “That’s what I’d do, anyway.”
By the time they got back to the dining room the monks were abuzz with work. A few carried ceremonial swords and other relics in the rope belts around their waists. Others bore wood axes and hoes and iron-banded walking staffs. A pile of pokers and knives and other fallback weapons lay beyond the kitchen door.
“No sign of the others,” Gabe said to Nolan. “Who else was with Hansteen?”
“Allan and Romsey.”
“Allan?” Gabe said, face crumpling. Nolan nodded, eyes downcast. Gabe sucked a deep breath and clenched his fist. “How did that happen? I’d imagine him cutting off his own nose before he betrayed his brothers.”
“Most of the order remains loyal,” Nolan said, gesturing to the monks and hired boys scurrying off with hammers and nails and planks of wood. “Don’t be tainted by the poison in a few men’s hearts.”
“I’ll meditate when there’s time. I have to see these men off,” he said, nodding to Dante and the others. “Don’t let anyone in the door. Steadfast.”
“We’ll give’em a taste of hell if they try,” Nolan said, shaking a gardening spade in his fist.
Gabe led them to the front door where they’d arrived little more than an hour earlier. He stuck his head through, looking on the oddly quiet street beyond the gates, then stepped into the yard. The sun had fallen during the fight. Dante sucked down deep breaths of the cold night, suddenly certain they could retake the rest of the town if only they had the time.
“We had horses,” Robert said.
“They’ll be around the side.”
The three muscly horses munched on spilled oats, oblivious to the racket inside the walls of the monastery. Gabe patted one on the shoulder. His eyes were nearly level with its own.
“Dante, the rooting is a simple thing,” he said, stroking the horse’s brown mane. “You’ll feel its tendrils between your feet and the ground. Cut out those roots, and you’ll cut out its hold.”
“It’s common, among the priests?”
“Not common, but deadly when used right. More subtle than that gruesome thing you did back there and not half as sapping to your strength. Quick, call to the nether.”
Dante took three quick breaths and held his hands an inch apart. The same stiffness as Hansteen’s summons took his joints. He fought to move his hands.
“Ignore it,” Gabe said. “Focus on the tension at your soles.”
He did feel it then, as if the bottoms of his feet had extended down into the dirt, locking him in place with a hundred wiry roots. Fingers quivering, he guided the nether to the pressure in his boots. The roots withered. His knee twitched. At once the whole thing snapped and he stepped forward, wild-eyed.
“Good. Don’t panic if they sneak it past your guard. Clear it away like brambles in your path.”
“Easy enough,” Dante said. “Don’t see why Cally never mentioned it.”
“He’s always been more of a theorist,” Gabe said, shrugging. He smiled a little, his first since before the fighting. “Here.” He reached into his pocket, revealed the object he’d taken from the spire. A set of spiraling horns, bound in the middle by a flat section of skull, neither prong longer than a man’s middle finger. “Wear it around your neck. It should get you into the city.”
“Should?” Robert said.
“They’re the horns of a nasty little thing called a kapper that lives in the snows of the north. Should prove you’re a native, or at least you’re a frequent visitor.” He bit his lip. “Of course, they are a wary people. And it’s been a while since I’ve been there.”
“Would be nice to shrug off a little trouble,” Robert said, shaking his head. “Seems to follow on our heels.”
Gabe cocked his head. “Does trouble follow you? Or is it trouble’s found all corners of the world?”
“Afraid it’s a combination of the two,” Robert said, favoring Blays and Dante with an unflattering glance.
“I see what you mean.”
“Come with us,” Blays said, stepping forward and tilting back his head to meet Gabe’s deep-set brown eyes. “We need you.”
“They need me here. I’m not a warrior.”
“But there’s only going to be more of this. If this won’t convince you to hit back, what can?”
Gabe drew himself up to his full height and breadth and stared Blays down. The boy’s eyes danced away.
“I knew the horror they brought before they touched this temple,” the norren said. “I’m supposed to reverse my beliefs because men I’d called friends betrayed me? How petty do you think I am?”
“I didn’t mean that,” Blays said, dropping back a step.
“I know,” Gabe said in a softer tone. He looked over the black outlines of the roofs visible above the willows of the yard. “I couldn’t live with myself if I went with you and found out the monastery had fallen. Who knows. Perhaps we can keep Shay from falling to what’s taking the south.”
“Perhaps,” Robert said. He kicked the dirt. “Good luck to you.”
“What way will you take through the mountains?”
“The pass, I thought.”
“It’ll be snowed. The Riverway should be open yet.”
“Yeah, and add a week to the journey,” Robert said.
Gabe nodded. “You’ll see more norren on the other side. Leave them be and they ought to extend the same to you. We look more beastly than we are.” He pursed his mouth. “No more beastly than any of you, at least.”
“We’re not beastly,” Blays said.
“If they do come at you with suspicious intent, say’Hannan,’” Gabe said. “It means’peace,’ more or less. Draw it out, though. Briefer vowels mean something more anatomical.”
“Hannan,” Dante tried.
“Longer.”
“Haaannaaaan.”
“Better to err with caution, I suppose.” He nodded at Robert. “Wounds should be fine. You’ll need sleep soon, though. And food.”
“Anything else, mum?” Robert said.
“That’s it.” Gabe drew up his brows at Dante and opened his mouth as if to say more, then shook his head and looked off toward the street. “You’re good men. Don’t go dying up there.”
Robert nodded and swung himself into the saddle, registering surprise when he felt no pain.
“Good work,” he said down to the norren. The boys saddled up and Gabe untied their leads. They exchanged goodbyes and they walked the horses to the gates.
“One last thing!” Gabe called from the steps of the monastery. “When you see Samarand, put a stake through her heart!”
Dante twisted in the saddle. “What? Is she a vampire?”
“No,” Gabe yelled, “but I imagine it will hurt a lot.”
Robert wrinkled his nose. “Mennok’s men are strange ones.”
They turned into the street, leading the horses past shattered glass and the strewn refuse and fallen knives of a recent struggle. Further up the street they saw blades flashing in the torchlight.
“What do you think?” Blays said.
“I think,” Robert said, hand drifting toward his sword, “if we stop to fight everyone’s fights for them we’ll have no time left to reach the end of the world.”
“Yeah,” Dante said, touching the scabbing wound on his sternum. “No more delays.”
They cut down a side street. The sounds of skirmish peaked and faded in the still air. Robert kicked his horse up to a trot. They had done something good, Dante thought. When other man spoke of winning a battle, they simply meant they’d survived and stood their ground while the other side had fled and died. In Shay, they’d preserved a spark of thought that would have been blown out by the winds of upheaval if they hadn’t risked themselves to save it, and as he rode it was with a centered pride that he’d chosen to act and had chosen well. By the time he remembered he’d forgotten to ask Gabe what it meant that he held the true Cycle the town of Shay was nothing but points of light behind them.
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Cold, Dante thought, and then he thought it some more. He toed the inch of snow on the ground until he could see dead yellow burrgrass. Cold and hills. With the promise of more hills ahead. He scowled at the blue mounds of mountains on the northern horizon. A couple days away. He tucked his chin into the collar of his second shirt and wondered why anyone bothered to do anything.
They’d stopped at a farmhouse the day after they left Shay, where the owner had waved a pitchfork in their faces until Robert used the fact they hadn’t already ridden down and slaughtered the man to convince him they weren’t bandits. This established, the man accepted a decent chunk of their remaining coin for extra clothes and blankets and bread and cheeses and meats from his cellar. The clothes were rough-spun things, thick with the scent of sweat and dirt, and scratchy as falling into a barrel of drunk cats, but Dante figured it was better than dying of the cold that seemed to grow deeper with every step toward the mountains. They passed a few more fields and farmhouses that afternoon, but had seen nothing but wind-scabbed hills in the day and a half since. Just enough snow to get their boots wet whenever they dismounted. Just enough damp to let them hope they’d find some dry wood down in the draws, but when they settled down for the night they couldn’t get a spark to catch. Dante cupped the nether in his hands and set a white burst among their tinder and got nothing but thick plumes of pale smoke. They huddled together, breath steaming, shivering until sleep overtook them.
The road roughened, narrowed. The ruts disappeared. Ostensibly others took this way, and Dante knew entire caravans crossed it in the half the year they could count on the pass to be clear, but they saw no specks of other riders, saw no sign of the campfires and gutted game and other spoor of travelers. The mountains hung huge as ground-hugging clouds, blue with pines and white with snow, distant and implacable as the fixed stars. The wind seemed to grow colder by the hour.
Robert sang crass drinking songs. A couple times, Blays told stories about the battles his dad had seen. Mostly he’d rolled around Bressel as a merchant’s bodyguard, but in his early years, when he was just a couple years older than Blays, he’d been a swordsman of the young king’s army during the annexation of the southwest coasts. None of the dirty brawls Blays and Dante had seen, Blays said. Formations. Ranks. Thousands of men and scores of wagons and when the battle was over a far greater army of magpies and crows and kites. Blood so thick you could smell it for miles. Blays told these things with a faint smile, a flicker of envy in his eyes. Robert tutted about how those things really weren’t so grand, and besides, if Blays liked them so much, there was always another war and the need for men to die in it. Blays rebutted with the belief he’d make a fine soldier. Earn himself a knighthood. Robert just laughed. Kind words from the king, maybe, but he’d never eat at the same table. Men were born into such things, he said, not made.
Dante told them of half-mad Jack Hand. How he’d sacrificed his brothers’ wives to see if he could bring them back, how his brothers had mutilated him for it and his long imprisonment, his insurrection and how he’d bested the rebellion meant to replace him. He’d lived 180 years, Dante said, and had 12 sons whose own sons staked out an empire from the far eastern shores all the way to the wide fields of Collen. Robert dubbed them good stories, if the incestuous intrigue of royalty was what tightened your drawers, but the oldest man he’d met had claimed 87 years, and that man had looked like something left in the ground a season too long. Dante shrugged. Things were different then, he said. Jack Hand was a sorcerer. Before he could die, he was taken to the right wrist of the constellation of Arawn, the sign whose crown had burst countless years ago into a pink cloud you could see during the day’s full light. The book said its light had lasted for a complete year and rivaled the moon in the night. After it had faded from sight, when people looked up at that headless alignment of stars, they’d seen not the body of Arawn but the currents of twin rivers flowing across the heavens.
The clouds bulged blackly above their heads and tiny flakes of snow twinkled like dust in an autumn sun. Within another hour it was falling as thickly as a burst pillow, paffing against their faces. Dante pulled his collar over his nose and his hood over his brow. He looked out on the whitening world through a slit of fabric, breath warming his nose, and tried to imagine what the world would look like on the other side of the mountains.
“Let’s camp up now,” Robert said a couple hours before nightfall. “I want to have a full day to tackle the pass.”
“How does it look?” Blays said, peering up at the deep fold between two sky-scraping peaks.
Robert shrugged. “It looks like a pass.”
“And you look like you’re stupid, but that doesn’t give me any idea just how stupid.”
“Well, it’s got snow, see? That white stuff?” Robert pointed to a barely visible squiggle along the flank of the left-hand mountain. “Guessing just a foot or two so far, other than the drifts.”
“What if it’s deeper?” Dante said.
“Start praying it isn’t.” Robert patted his horse’s shoulder. “Shouldn’t take more than two days, unless one of you does something especially dumb. Not that it’s very far mile-wise. Just takes a lot longer.”
Dante woke three times that night to shake snow from his blanket. They’d bedded down in a gulley right off the road, which this close to the mountains was little more than a scraped path of rock and dirt, but the scrubby little pines weren’t enough to stop the winds from pouring down the slopes and pelting them with small powdery flakes. He tried without success to wring his blanket dry that morning. He stuffed it in a sack. Maybe when it froze he could just beat the ice away.
“Careful where you lead your horses,” Robert told them as they started up a steep incline after a predawn breakfast. “They can’t tell a ten-foot drift from solid ground. Try to stick close to the slope and away from any really smooth-looking snow.”
“I think I’ll just follow you,” Blays said.
“Probably a better idea.”
The snow stopped falling shortly after the morning broke but what was already underfoot got thicker with every hour of travel. By midmorning Dante turned in the saddle and saw the last of the hills sprawled beneath them like frozen whitecaps. Pines clung to the slopes to their left; chunky black rocks fell away to their right, crusted with ice and snow. Dante had imagined the pass would be an impossibly narrow line carved out of the mountain face, but it averaged about thirty feet wide, sometimes opening into an expanse that might be a meadow in summer weather. They rode single file, slowing to a crawl the couple times the pass closed to the width of two horses abreast. At those times Dante tried to keep his eyes from the way the snow tumbled down for a couple hundred feet before ending in a valley bottom broken by the black bodies of snow-dusted boulders. Winds knifed through the peaks, throwing fine, stinging snow in their faces. Dante’s clothing grew stiff. Tiny drifts formed in its folds. The horses plowed through foot-deep snow, sometimes plunging past their knees. The beasts stepped high, snorting, tossing their heads. Robert spoke softly, clucking his tongue, letting his mount hug the rising slope. Just after noon his horse swooped to its chest in the snow and bounded forward, its whinnies carrying on the wind. Once it scrambled clear to snow below its knees Robert halted, panting in the cold.
“How much further?” Dante said, drawing up behind him.
“Can’t see too well,” Robert said. He hunched his shoulders and gazed uphill into the mists of the clouds. More than half their daylight was gone. Dante blew into his hands. They were stiff, inflexible, as if their motions lagged a second behind his thoughts.
“It’s still going up.”
“I can see that much.” Robert brushed snow from his cloak. He folded down his collar and wiped ice from his eyebrows and mustache. “Should be close to the crest. Dark’s going to come fast up here. Won’t want to press the horses once it does.”
“I don’t exactly want to stay here overnight,” Dante said.
“And I don’t want to get old,” Robert said, “but I’m afraid it’s my best alternative.”
“Can we get back to somewhere less freezing already?” Blays said. “I need to take a piss and I don’t want it snapping off.”
They waited around to eat a handful of bread and drink from skins filled with melted snow, then got the horses going again. Dante watched steam rise from the shoulders of Robert’s mount. He was tired. Cold. He glared across the snow-crusted slopes. They had hundreds of miles of travel after this. A wrong step, a hidden drift, and his voyage would be over. The places where men lived were full of people who wanted him dead and the places where men didn’t live were hellholes of ice and snakes and sudden cliffs. How did anyone get as old as Cally? Pure stubbornness? Luck? Hanging around a forgotten temple while he sent the young men out to tramp around the wilds? That was a part of it, he’d wager. He’d further wager it had something to do with the book in his pack and the things it represented. Cally could make him explode by looking at him. Gabe could scrape up his chunks and patch them back together. That monk Hansteen could lock Dante in his tracks, could have killed him at his leisure if Gabe hadn’t been there to snap his spine. Even Will Palomar, the man he’d slain with the bolt of fire in the woods outside Whetton, could have struck him down, he thought, if not for the man’s arrogance and the blind chance of Dante’s sentry. Sometime, he would die: if not during this journey to head off the war coming for the southlands, then in another two or three decades. One moment he’d be alive, the thing that made him him embedded firmly in the fortress of his skull, and then the next instant, perhaps before he understood what was happening, he’d be separated from his body—and if his body held a part of whatever it meant to be Dante, he’d never be the same again. Maybe he wouldn’t remember anything once he’d gone from earth to the space beyond the stars. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to think at all. Why did people have to die? Why couldn’t they know what happened once your body died and rotted to waste?
Crags climbed on all sides. He felt like he was walking in the bottom of a bowl. The clouds had lifted from the pass itself, but still streaked by so low Gabe probably could have stretched up and touched them. It started snowing again and he blinked against the freezing bite of the flakes against his face. His eyes grew watery; beneath his collar his nose was running.
Robert called something over his shoulder and the wind snatched it away. Dante cupped a hand to his ear and shook his head. Robert drew up and leaned over.
“I said that’s the crest up ahead!”
It all looked the same to Dante. Snowy and rocky and cold. Obscured by walls of wind-driven snow. The shallower drifts were back down to a mere foot deep, he saw. They rode on.
He thought reaching the top of the pass would be inspiring, triumphant, but when they got there all he saw was more snow and a carpet of clouds in the valley to the right. The dark lump of Robert’s horse leading the way looked like an anonymous stranger lost in the nowhere. Snow continued to batter his face. He’d always thought it fell out of the bottoms of the clouds, but here he was inside one and the snow was still falling. He tipped back his head to try to get a glimpse at the clouds above but all he saw was close-pressed gray.
Dante’s horse slipped then and he grabbed wildly for a hold on the saddle. Hundreds of pounds of bones and guts and flesh struggled beneath him. The horse bucked its front shoulders and Dante heard Blays cry out as the world tumbled on its head and he threw out his arms and crumped facefirst into a snowbank. He kicked his legs and fell back on his ass.
“You all right?” Blays shouted.
“It’s cold!” he said, shaking snow from his chest and arms, wiping his hood over the slush melting on his nose and cheeks. His gloves were soaked and his hands stung like they’d been struck. He put a foot in the stirrup and the horse took a step forward and he had to hop along and hang onto the saddle to keep from falling again. Dante patted the beast, mumbling baby words he hoped the others couldn’t hear, then hauled himself up.
“Soft landing,” he shouted into the wind. Robert’s hood whipped around his face as he considered Dante. Then the man turned and continued on.
Robert slackened his pace, letting his horse feel its way through the drifts and the slippery descent. Dante had been gripped by a slow kind of terror on the way up the pass, but as the day drew on he found himself increasingly distracted from the imminence of his death on these rocks. What would Narashtovik look like? Would it be one big fortress to ward off the constant sieges? Would its buildings look like monstrous tombs? How would he find Samarand? Would she be like its queen, gazing down on the snow-wrapped city from the safety of her towers, or would she be like Cally, an underground figure, emerging from hiding only to meet with the others of her order? When he found her, how would he kill her—leaping from the secret of a dark alley to slip a knife in her spine, or meeting her in open single combat, like all the stories of two foes meeting in all the legends of the world? He realized he didn’t know a thing about the dead city other than it wasn’t really peopled by the dead. Why hadn’t he asked Cally more? Would it have helped? Was there any sense in trying to plan before he was there to see Narashtovik with his own two eyes?
His horse slipped again, leg jolting, and without thinking Dante yanked the reins close to his body. The horse stopped short. He took a deep breath, fighting the rushing wind that wanted to tear it from his mouth. He turned his head away from the gales. Stay in the moment. There were hundreds of miles ahead of them yet. There would be time to brood when a misstep wouldn’t send him plummeting into a frozen abyss.
He hurried to catch the couple steps he’d lost to Robert, face flushed with a vein-flooding rage. What was wrong with him? Why was he so afraid of the cold and the heights? Robert was managing just fine. Blays wasn’t complaining. Either he’d die or he wouldn’t. There was no in-between and either way he wouldn’t have to worry. He was so sick of the mantle of panic he let himself feel whenever he faced the slightest trouble. It was disgusting. It was commonplace and it was weak. He spit into the swirling snow. It was time to become something more than the sum of his emotions.
Robert slogged along and Dante slogged behind him. He made his mind go quiet and endured. It was impossible to tell how much time was passing. Light continued to fight its way through the mist and the snow, but who knew how much was left. He hummed to himself, having heard you couldn’t feel fear when you were humming. Blays didn’t seem to notice. He made himself recall from memory entire passages from the Cycle of Arawn: the opening verse, “The stars shimmered on the waters and for thirty years Arawn took their measure. As he held the nail of the north, Taim jostled his shoulder and all came loose: and down came the waters to drown out the land”; near the end of the first chapter, “And Arawn said to Van, father of Eric Draconat,’Make no sacrifice, for it shall all be mine in time’”; much later, when Arawn had disappeared as an active force and the tome turned to kings and priests, “Gil Gal-El rode seven times around the keep, shaking his sword and naming the seven bodies of the heavens, and at the seventh circle the keep fell and the king was no more.” Fragments, half-remembered stories, scores of names. Again he forgot the trail.
It had stopped snowing at some point. The stuff on the ground was deeper than it had been at the wind-scoured gap at the peak of the pass, now swallowing the horses to their knees, but it no longer lashed Dante’s face. The mists began to lift; sometimes he could see the green smears of snow-bent pines a couple hundred yards away. And then it was gone and he could see the entire trail twisting its way along the side of the mountain, and the skies rose until the clouds hung not on his face but a thousand feet above, and to his right, in the valley between the bodies of the mountains, he could see a long, silent lake, its waters cobalt and shining sapphire and at times a creamy, scintillating green he’d never seen in all the world. His breath caught.
“What kind of sorcery are we heading into?” he said to Robert. The wind had dropped to a strong breeze and he no longer had to shout to compete with its moaning grief.
“That’s just glacier water, you ninny,” Robert said, but his gaze fixed on it while his shoulders stayed in swing with the rhythm of his horse. “It’s nothing special.”
“Do you see that?” Blays said behind him.
“Yeah.”
“It looks like burning glass.”
Dante nodded, eyes clinging to the shelf of ice above the lake, ice that was white at its cap, blue as a frozen summer sky in its middle, that same otherworldly green at its feet. The wind hushed and all he could hear was the snow as it crumpled and squeaked under the horses’ hooves. The air was cold and clean in his lungs. They followed a curve in the trail and a wedge of rock and pines occluded the aching blue lake. Dante kept glancing back, glancing to where the valley should be, wanting one more glimpse of the hidden waters.
* * *
Robert pushed them on till the light ceased gleaming from all that white snow to be stolen by the westerly peaks. They were still in the mountains proper, as far as Dante could tell, but the cold was less stunning, the wind less biting. Robert spied a broad, flat break in the pass a few minutes downhill and took them there, tying the horses to the pines that would offer them some shelter. He started to scoop away the knee-deep snow with his gloved hands, just enough space to lie down in; when they did, Dante saw, their bodies would be hidden from sight and wind. He and Blays pitched in, sweeping away the snow with their boots, grateful for an excuse to flex their numb, sodden toes. It was nearly dark by the time they finished. Robert straightened his back and considered their work.
“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he said. “Nobody died? Fell off a cliff? Froze to death?”
“There’s still time,” Blays said, wiping his nose.
“Hard part’s over. Tomorrow we’ll get back down in the hills. Might not even be snowy.”
“It’s the north,” Dante said.
“So what?” Robert clapped his hands together. “It’s just the north, not another world. You boys need to get out more. Besides, mountains make the weather act screwy, you never know what it’s like back in reasonable elevations.”
“Couldn’t these people have started their little rebellion in the summer?” Blays mumbled. “Would that be too much to ask?” He rummaged through the saddlebags, picking out some food. He tossed the heavy wad of Dante’s blanket at his chest. “Catch.”
Dante caught it and almost fell back into the snow. It had frozen or something. Thick to begin with, it now weighed ten or fifteen pounds. He stretched up his arms and tried to roll it open, frowning when it drooped to but a slightly less creased position, then shook it hard, sending ice particles flying into the last of the light.
“This stinks,” he said.
“Ah, it’s not that bad,” Robert said through a mouthful of cheese. “At least we’ve got blankets. Think how bad it would be if we were up here naked.”
“Why would we be up here naked?” Blays said.
“But just think if we were.”
“There’s no possible reason we would ever be up here naked.”
Robert shrugged and took another bite. “I’m just saying. Some years it’s snowed in six weeks ago. We’ve been lucky.”
“Huzzah,” Blays said. He wrapped himself in a couple blankets and stared out on the snowfields, on the black of the trees and the gray of the unlit snow. The clouds parted and a three-quarter moon washed over the valley with pale rays.
“Doesn’t that make it all worthwhile?” Robert said, scratching his beard and smiling.
“No,” Blays said.
“I’m cold,” Dante said.
“Lyle on the rack. Then go to sleep. You may hate this day, but you’ll be able to remember the story twenty years from now. Assuming the gods suffer a collective collapse of reason and decide to extend your whining lives that long.”
Robert got up and stamped around the campsite, patting the horses, touching the pine needles. Dante hugged his blankets around him and wiggled his fingers and toes. After a while they stopped hurting.
By noon the next day they’d dropped out of the mountains and into an endless sea of white-coated hills. The snow was shallow, though, no more than three inches, sometimes disappearing entirely in the places where the sun shone unshadowed for most of the day. Compared to the trudge through the pass, the horses all but flew as they walked. They saw no one before the sun had set and they took shelter in the hollow of a draw. No riders, no farmers, no trails of smoke and civilization. The day after was just as empty. It was as if the snows had wiped away the world. They crossed a ridge and to their right a circle of great gray stone blocks stood like the grave markers of all things. Dante pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders. After that moment he couldn’t shake the sense they were being watched, that there were eyes in the trees or the dark creases between hills, but he knew that was foolish, people had better things to do than spy on them all day, things like keeping themselves alive or getting the hell out of these wastelands. Still, it stuck with him. That uneasy creep of a presence among the isolation. He didn’t mention it, not wanting to look like a scared little child, and so he just walked on, one more hour, one more day, that much closer to the dead city.
* * *
“Ever get the sense we’re being watched?” Robert asked the next afternoon. They’d crested the saddle of a hill and paused to gaze out on all the ones yet ahead of them. Blays took the break to scare some food from his packs.
“Sometimes,” Dante blurted, then waited for Robert to volunteer more.
“Me too. But this time I think we really are.”
“Oh?”
“Can’t be, though. There’s nowhere to move without being seen.” Robert gestured to the open rises of snow. Trees lined the folds of the hills and sometimes sat in clusters at their base, but mostly it was empty, easy travel and easier sight.
“Have you seen anyone?” Dante craned his neck. It looked as barren as ever. He pushed back his hood, felt the cold breeze on his cheeks and nose and ears.
“Maybe.” He pushed his brows together. “Ah, who knows. Been so long since I’ve seen anyone but you two winguses I’m probably imagining things.”
Robert motioned them on. Somehow Dante had stopped feeling the cold. He recognized its presence, knew if he’d appeared here after a week in the relatively balmy offshore breezes of Bressel he’d be shaking like an epileptic, but for now the chill no longer hurt. They rode downhill and were enfolded in the soft swell of the land. They rode uphill and were bracketed by mountains to the west and south, huge things of blue and white beneath the tight tarp of gray clouds. When Dante dismounted he imagined his shoulders were still rocking to the gentle bounce of his horse. There was no proper road, as such, nothing paved or even rutted, just any number of dirt trails that joined and forked every few hours, but Robert checked Cally’s map often, squinting at the course of the sun and, at night, at the particular dial of the stars. A river glinted to their west and over the course of a day it swung to intersect their path. The ground angled down to meet it and they cut through the snowy grass to drink fresh water and fill their skins with the cold mountain runoff. Dante spotted a bulge in the bank that created an eddy where fish might rest, but they had no poles, couldn’t spear them from the shallows like he and Blays had done at the pond. They’d made good time on the day and Robert suggested they set up here and enjoy the rest of the afternoon. Dante and Blays shrugged off their second shirts (it was still cold, but between the sunshine and the running around they doubted they’d need them) and ranged down the river’s banks, eyes sharp for the deep purple of janberries. Dante judged they had about an hour of sunlight left. It was the first honest free time they’d had since they’d left Gabe and his defense of Shay, the first time they’d had that wasn’t spent riding or throwing together a shelter or hugging themselves and trying to remember what a fire felt like, and they ran beside the river, tagging each other with pine cones, cutting reedy branches and dueling in the late afternoon. Blays twirled his branch beneath Dante’s with a smooth turn of his wrist and pressed its springy tip against Dante’s heart.
“Yield, you menace!”
“Never!” Dante said, cocking his elbow to strike at Blays’ neck, and Blays rammed his stick forward. It bent against cloak and doublet, then snapped two-thirds down its length. Dante waggled his weapon. “Ah ha! You’re unarmed!”
“And you’re minus one heart,” Blays said, throwing what was left of his stick at Dante’s feet. Dante turned toward the river and slung his like a spear. It disappeared into the waters, then bobbed back to the surface, straightening in the current. Blays jogged up the bank a ways and called Dante over to a janberry bush crouched against the foot of a pine. The purple berries were small and hard and sour, never truly in season, but it was good to taste anything fresh. All the food in their saddlebags was as dry as licking paper. They ate all they picked, then gathered a handful each for Robert, popping a few in their mouths as they backtracked toward the camp.
They climbed a short ridge and saw Robert on his hands and knees in the grassy snow peering across the waters. The boys froze and leaned into the nearest tree, following Robert’s gaze. All Dante saw on the other banks was a few squat pines surrounded by bushes. He had a word half-formed when one of the bushes moved.
Norren. Four, make that five of them, swords at their belts, bows slung over their massive shoulders. Staring right back at them. Robert motioned for them to get down. Blays made a long face at Dante and Dante shrugged. The river washed between the two groups. Not quite a bowshot across, and the weapons the norren carried looked as tall and potent as the men who wore them. Blays crammed the rest of his janberries into his mouth, then hesitantly raised a juice-stained hand.
The norren stood as stolid as the hills behind them. Dante reached out for the nether, awaiting their move. One of them lifted a hand and waved back. Another dropped its eyes to whatever he’d been examining in the dirt and poked at it with a long staff. Their voices rumbled over the water. They talked a while, gesturing upriver, then turned as one and walked on.
“What was that all about?” Blays said. He spit out a stem.
“Looked like hunters,” Dante said. They started toward Robert, who was already striding their way down the shore.
“Next time try not to bumble right into the war party,” he said, glaring between them.
“Well you could have said something,” Blays said.
“Yes, I really should have just shouted’Watch out! There’s some men over there that could probably kill and rob you if they wanted to bother!’ Would that have done it?”
“What about a signal? Whistling like a bird?” Dante said.
“What about you look around once in a while?” Robert said, poking him in the chest. “We’re five hundred miles from home. You’ve never stepped foot here and I’ve only been here twice, neither of which was recent. Things are different now. If you don’t keep your eyes open, you could be killed, you can’t just be goofing around. Have some gods-damned sense.”
There was a long silence. “I brought you some janberries,” Dante said. He held out his berry-stuffed hand. “Blays ate all his.”
Robert closed his eyes and sighed. He grabbed a few from Dante’s palm and lobbed them into his mouth.
“Sour,” he said.
“They’re janberries.”
“I know janberries are sour. I was just saying.” Robert ate a few more, face slackening as he munched. “May as well follow the river for now. Should be the Lagaganset, if I’m reading the map right. Find a town eventually, pick up some fresh food, then find a road straight to Narashtovik.”
“Plus plenty of janberries on the way,” Blays said, tipping his chin at another bush a short ways down the bank.
“Just keep your stupid eyes open,” Robert said, shaking his head. “Those norren were tracking deer, looked like. Water attracts all kinds of men and beasts. Probably see more of them before we see any chimney smoke.”
Blays gazed into the current. “Laga…Lagagaga…what the hell was it?”
“The river. Call it the river.”
“Right.”
The norren-sightings increased their frequency the further they penetrated into the territories of the north. Blocky silhouettes on dawn ridges. Silent hunters crouched along streambeds, eyes gleaming from the thicket of their beards, tracking deer and elk through the snow. Sometimes Dante saw tracks so big it looked like two drunk children had been falling down every four feet. He tied the set of horns Gabe had given him to a length of leather string and draped it over his neck. They saw men, too: a single-sailed boat coasting down the river one afternoon, the twists of farmhouse smoke out on the flat expanse of the basin, a pair of raggedy travelers on foot who gave them one look before cutting away from the river into open land. It snowed one noon, adding a couple inches to the two or three already on the ground, going mushy and soggy once the sun broke back through the clouds.
Villages began sprouting up every ten-odd miles. Farming, fishing, the smoke of smithies. They’d pass two or three a day. Not yet wanting for food, desiring no contact with the locals, they toured around, cutting through the lightly-treed fields and fallow farmlands. The ground got lower and the snow got thinner until one day it gave out altogether. For the first time in two weeks they were able to light a fire. The boys leaned so close their damp clothes and blankets steamed. Dante doused his bread in water and let it warm until it wouldn’t crunch between his teeth for once. In the mountains and the hills they’d sometimes slept without keeping a watch, but in these lowlands, with the spark of their camp visible for miles in the night, they split shifts between watch and sleep. The nights were coming on the longest of the year and even with three hours of guard duty spent sitting with their backs to the fire or pacing around the rim of light they’d wake before dawn, fixing breakfast, chatting idly, waiting for the ground to grow gray enough for the horses to see.
“That spire there,” Robert said the day they saw their first real town in these lands, pointing to the tall, dark finger of a temple sprouting from the middle of the city. “I’ve been there. Almost twenty years ago, but I was there.”
“Does that mean we should go around?” Blays said, giving Dante a smirk.
“What? Of course not. Anyone who’d remember that’s probably dead by now.” Robert rubbed his beard. “Or wouldn’t recognize my face, at least. I’m sure they’ve forgotten.”
“Oh,” Blays said.
From a few miles out it looked the same as the cities of the south. From half again as close it smelled the same. Once they drew near enough for the buildings to resolve from grayish lumps to individual structures, Dante could see some of the outlying houses seemed to be roofed with sod. Not even the poorest houses were thatched, like he’d always seen in the outer ring of Bressel or down by the docks; these homes were roofed with steeply piled dirt or tight-set planks or overlapped tiles of shale. The nobler manors and wares-houses were set from firm, chunky, mortared stone. It looked like a city that would last a thousand years after its last occupant had died.
“Looks all right to me,” Dante said.
“Wait a minute, I’m sure it will get horrible soon enough.” Robert took the lead toward the town.
“I mean, no fires. No fighting. No hordes of armed men. Where are Arawn’s faithful?”
“Maybe it’s already over,” Blays said.
Robert rubbed his mouth. “Could be it hasn’t started.”
“But this is much closer to Narashtovik,” Dante said. “That’s where Samarand and her council lives. Things should be ten times as crazy up here. What’s going on?”
Robert shrugged, then gave him a sharp look. “Don’t go asking any questions.”
“They’ll know we’re foreigners anyway.”
“But they don’t know we’re stupid foreigners.”
“They won’t think I’m stupid!”
“I do,” Blays said.
“Yes, they will.” Robert ticked the numbers off on his fingers. “First they’ll think you’re stupid because your accent’s bad or you can’t even speak the language and you dress funny. Smell, too. Second they’ll think you’re stupid because you don’t know the things that everyone knows.’Why isn’t your city burning to the ground?’ you’ll ask, and they’ll look at you like you just tried to eat a loaf of bread through your asshole.”
“That’s what’s stupid,” Dante said. “They’d be stupid to think that.”
“Well, why don’t you just educate them as to the error of their ways, because that’s how people think everywhere. Go on. You’re not in any hurry, are you?”
“Fine.”
“I thought we were in a hurry,” Blays said.
“We are,” Dante said. “Quit dawdling.”
They rode into town. Other than the sturdier buildings, the occasional presence of norren rather than neeling, and the foreign language—Gaskan, Dante presumed, since for the last few hundred miles they’d been in Gask and its territories, as far as anyone could be said to rule over the worthless lands around the Dunden Mountains—it didn’t feel that much different. He’d never really paid attention to the traders and travelers who’d spoke Gaskan back in Bressel, but with an ear cocked toward the tongue he started to think he was going mad. It was a thicker, more imperative-sounding tongue, but it sounded just enough like Mallish to make him think he could catch about every tenth word, if only they wouldn’t speak so maddeningly fast. With a jolt, he realized he understood one of their words, and not from his native tongue, but from the Cycle: to release or unlock.
“They dress funny,” Blays said, nodding to a couple men wearing long, open-bottomed clothes that struck Dante as some kind of fur-lined dress. Robert sighed. He took the lead and headed for the market, where they wandered around until they found a merchant who spoke enough Mallish to sell them some fresh bread and dried meats and could barter with Robert over a couple bottles of wine. Eventually they reached some kind of agreement and Robert cradled his bottles and smiled out on the bustle of the market, the cries of the sellers and the guarded eyes of the buyers. Not all the smells here were bad, either. For every whiff of old fish there was one of cinnamon, for every sulfurous blast of hide-tanning there was the sweet, sagey lilt of lan leaves.
“Don’t suppose we can spare a day or two here,” Robert said.
“No,” Dante said.
“That’s why I said’don’t.’” Robert kept lingering, though, arguing with tradesmen in a broken combination of the two languages, sometimes resorting to exaggerated gestures and repeating himself very loudly. He bought some salt, some fresh-cooked crayfish which he sucked from the shell, a bag of strong, bitter-smelling leaves.
“We’d better get moving,” Dante said, checking the light. Good for another ten miles, maybe.
“One last thing while we’re here.”
“Robert.”
“Dante.”
Dante squeezed his teeth together. “We’re not here to stuff ourselves with treats or take a wife. We need to go.”
Robert bit his lip and took one last long look at the flash of coins changing hands, the laughter of men sharing a bottle, the wry faces of women sweeping doorways or naming the price of their vegetables. He nodded. Dante mounted up and led them on. Robert lagged at their tail, head turned over his shoulder, watching all those people fade into the waning light.
* * *
The river unspooled across the land, bowing east and then back north, and they followed it across the days. From the berth of a few miles’ distance they saw the steeply pitched black roofs of another town dotted with snow. Three days from the dead city, Dante reckoned. He tried to imagine what Narashtovik would look like, but all he could see was the twisting alleys of Bressel, the damp-rotted docks, the overgrown clusters of houses ringing the city on three sides to the river; half the city was fresh-cut wood, houses and halls that hadn’t existed fifty tears ago, to hear the old men talk. He couldn’t picture a city that had been Bressel’s rival when the last pages of the Cycle had been penned a thousand years ago. And once he was there? How would he complete his two tasks? Who would teach him to read the final third of the book? Would they have an academy? A forgotten library? Monks eager to teach the good word to those who’d come to hear? How could he hope to learn the dead language of Narashtovik and track down and kill Samarand at the same time? He didn’t imagine it would be as simple as walking up behind her in the street and sticking a sword between her ribs. She was chief architect of all the chaos in the south. From what little he’d gathered, she was practically queen of a city that paid service in name only to the greater kingdom of Gask. He knew he wasn’t nearly potent enough to kill her in a fair fight and wasn’t nearly stupid enough to think her army of priests and retainers would let him get close enough to die that way in the first place. He wished Cally were with them. The old man would know what it would take. How had all this dropped on his shoulders? He and Blays to end a war? It had seemed far less insane back when they were nestled safely in the temple outside Whetton. Here and now, with less than a hundred miles to the end of their journey, it seemed to Dante the caprice of colossal miscalculation. This warranted armies or hardened assassins, not a pair of boys whose faces didn’t even wrinkle when they smiled. They were going to die. Three days from now, perhaps a week from now, but they were going to die.
“What’s so funny?” Blays asked.
“Our’plan,’” Dante said. “The brilliant part about it is we can get as drunk as we want, because if we accidentally tell someone about it they’d never believe a word.”
“Hilarious. Does that mean you’ve been working on it, then?”
“Yes.”
“Oh?” Robert said.
“I’ve got to the part where we get to the city.”
“Ah.”
It was two more days till they climbed the brown mound of a low hill and saw the dead city. It consumed an entire quadrant of their horizon, a boundless smear of black and gray buildings broken here and there by the windy spires of cathedrals and the closed fists of keeps, circumscribed by two concentric rings of walls, a bigger bulge of accumulated industry than Bressel itself, ten miles across if it were an inch. Two of its arms reached north to hold the gray waters of a bay, and beyond it the haze of the sea. Dante’s face split with a smile. He’d come from shore to shore, well more than a thousand miles, a distance he’d ever only dreamed of crossing. Whatever else befell him, by noon tomorrow he’d step foot in Narashtovik, the city of the book, the city of the dead. He had dreamed it and then willed this dream to life.
Robert stopped them the following morning some ten miles from the city. He pawed through a pack and passed around meat and cheese, stabbed a knife into the cork of a wine bottle and twisted it open. He tipped it back into his waiting mouth, bubbles glugging into the bottle’s upturned base, then wiped his lips and passed it to Blays. Blays chugged and passed it to Dante and Dante had a sip. Robert sighed through his nose and considered the distant lumps of the city.
“Never feels right to say goodbye without a drink of wine,” he said.
“I’ve never liked it at all,” Dante said. Robert nodded.
“Who’s leaving?” Blays said, handing the bottle back to Robert. “Are we sending off the horses? Why would we send off the horses?”
Dante frowned at the ground. Robert chuckled, then went quiet when he realized Blays meant no joke.
“We’re not sending off the horses.”
“Then what are you talking about?”
“It’s time,” Robert said. He tapped his nails against the side of the bottle. “Here’s where I leave you two to yourselves.”
“Why?” Blays said, just the one word, and Robert had to look away.
“You two have your mission. I’d just get in the way.”
“No you wouldn’t! You’re the best swordsman I’ve ever seen!”
“What you need right now’s not a sword, it’s a story to tell the locals why you’re here. Two young men could be anything—lordlings out to see the world, a pair of hired blades, a scholar and his man-at-arms. Whatever you say, they’ll never imagine the two of you could be a threat, and that’s the thing that will save your asses.” He took a drink and pushed his mouth against his sleeve, face red. “Some old bastard tagging along’s just going to confuse them. Make them wary where you want to be a snake among the reeds.”
“This whole thing seemed stupid and crazy when there were just the three of us.” Blays’ eyes shone with anger and some rawer hurt. “Now we’re supposed to do it all with two?”
“Trust me, you’ll be better off. This calls for subtlety beyond my means.”
“And what if we’re not enough to take her down?” Blays said, flinging his hand at the city. “What if they go and unleash Arawn? Maybe he will eat the world. Even if that’s a steaming pile meant to rile things up, they look pretty damn safe up here. The king’s not going to march an army to the ends of the world when Samarand’s got mobs burning up his back yard. People are going to die!”
“Quit that,” Robert barked.
“Quit what? Saying what we’ve all been thinking?”
“Trying to shame me into this, you whelp,” he said, stepping forward and sticking his finger into Blays’ chest. “If I thought for a moment you two were skipping off toward suicide I’d make you turn back right now, or at least rob you before the others could get to your corpses. First time I met you Dante was busy lighting up the entire town watch, for gods’ sakes, and you killed plenty yourself as soon as your hands weren’t tied. You two could set the world on fire if you wanted.”
Blays snatched the bottle away from him and had a pull.
“Fine,” he said, rapping the glass with his knuckles. “Run off to your whores and your booze and your brawls. If you ever had a set of balls, they’re far too shriveled to help us now.”
Robert started to reply, then bit his teeth together, lips curled. He looked away. When he spoke at last his voice was forcibly softened.
“Spill as many words as you want. I’m leaving. I know in my heart it’s the right thing to do. Nothing can change that. The only thing left to settle is whether you’ll remember me with darkness in your heart.”
“Get out,” Blays said. Nobody moved. He raised his arm and smashed the bottle against the frozen dirt. “I said get the hell out!”
“Well enough.” Robert turned to Dante, face blank but eyes bright. “I think I’ve repaid whatever debt I owed you.”
“I never held you to any debt,” Dante said.
“I know.” Robert grinned. “That’s the only reason I stuck around at all.”
Dante nodded, gazed back the way they’d come. “Where will you go?”
“Should have a few friends still kicking around these parts. Would be plain rude to come all this way and not say hello.” He sniffed, wiped his nose against the cold. “I’ll be there in Whetton, Blays. You know where to look.”
“Passed out in your own filth behind any public house,” Blays said, back turned.
“You were listening after all.” Robert smiled for just a flicker, then flashed his eyebrows at Dante. He climbed into the saddle, wheeled his horse, began to backtrack the first of the miles. He halted thirty feet out and faced them. Blays turned his head at the sudden silence of the horse’s hooves. “Walk with the gods, boys. Don’t you dare let them get you before you get them.”
Dante watched him ride away. At a hundred yards Robert dropped down a ridge and left his sight. Dante nodded to himself. He’d see Robert Hobble again, he pledged, and when he did he’d bring Blays with him.
“You don’t look too surprised,” Blays said, face matching the dark clouds overhead that hadn’t yet decided to spill their burden.
“You saw how he was in that town. He’s been saying he meant to leave us since Gabe’s.”
“I didn’t think he meant it.”
Dante shook his head, a flare of frustration budding in his chest. “He means every word he says.”
“He does,” Blays agreed. He kicked a stone. Dante couldn’t think of a single thing to say to soften what had happened. He stared dumbly at the dead city, thinking ten miles, ten miles, two hours if we hurry and three if we don’t; ten miles, ten miles, as if all he had to do was think hard enough and they’d shrink away to none. He risked a look at Blays.
“Want to rest before we finish it?” he said.
“When we’re this close? What are you, a girl? A baby? I want to see this fancy city of yours.”
“It’s not mine. Yet.” He nudged his horse forward. A breeze followed him. He imagined he smelled the faint scent of saltwater. “Gabe told me, before the attack, you ought to name your sword.”
Blays glanced at his side as if he’d forgotten it was there. “Name my sword?”
“He said it might give it power.”
Blays laughed and pulled it free. Sun glinted down its steel as he waved it in front of his face.
“You believe him?”
“All the famous warriors do it,” Dante said, lifting half his mouth. “They must be on to something.”
Blays slitted his eyes, nodded. Air whistled over his swing. He smiled grimly.
“I dub thee Robertslayer.”
“No, come on,” Dante said.
“It’s my sword. I can name it what I want.”
“What kind of a name is’Robertslayer’?”
“It’s a vow,” Blays said, brows furrowed like Dante was stupid for asking. “Next time I see him, I’m going to challenge him to a duel.”
“What about all the help he gave us?” Dante said. He tried and failed to see any hint of humor in Blays’ eyes.
“I’m not saying I’m going to kill him.” Blays held the sword level with his arm and peered down its length. “Just slosh some of his blood around. Show him who’s the whelp.”
“All right.” Dante freed his own weapon from its sheath. “I think I’ll name mine Blayschopper.”
“The gods will know you’re copying. Your blows will land as falsely as its name.”
“You’ve got a direct line to them, do you? You have chats?”
“I know how these things work,” Blays said, cutting the air between them. “You can’t just name your sword a joke.”
“You named yours Robertslayer!”
“And it’s going to taste his blood,” Blays insisted. His lips twitched. “The only blood of mine you’ll ever taste will be my skinned knuckles on your teeth.”
“I’d burn you to a cinder first,” Dante said, pointing to him with the first two fingers of his right hand.
“You’d set me on fire?” Blays gave him a look of mock horror. Dante laughed, looked off toward the city, for a moment felt as if things were back how they’d been before they’d ever met Cally and been so ensnared in all these problems of churches and kingdoms. Things were different now, though. They rode not solely for the lives of themselves, but for those of thousands in the southlands. They rode with the cold force of a mortal purpose. Through it all, they carried the weight of the men they’d killed on the way. The dead city took the land before them, boundless and ragged, black and ancient as the earth’s first wound.
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Narashtovik grew wider with every step, taller with every minute. Its outskirts were a tumble of old stone and moldering wood, tainted everywhere by a confusion of indistinct black smears, as if a hundred years ago an all-consuming fire had chewed the city up and left the ashy remnants to the slow erosion of time. But from the city’s interior wispy columns of smoke twisted into the seaside haze of sky.
“Stay sharp,” Dante said. “Someone still lives here.”
“Sorry. I was lost in the rugged beauty of that giant mound of trash up there.”
Once they drew nearer, Dante saw the black spaces weren’t charcoal and shadow, but the deep green needles of northern pines. Thick in the streets, pushing up among tumbled stones, choking out the places where men once lived. They’d make easy firewood, but there they were, unmolested, undisturbed. Dante touched the pair of horns that hung from his neck. The tracks of others broke the crust of snow that lay on the road. From within the jumble of houses and trees he thought he could see the shadows of movement. Far too few for a city of this scope—the silhouettes he saw lived in the lawless ruins, wouldn’t necessarily bear the mantle of docility that seemed to affect most men who lived in the company of thousands of others. Dante closed one eye, reached out for the nether, felt it reach back.
He led his horse around a tongue of rubble that lay in the roadway. They left the pine-specked fields and crossed into the sprawl of empty buildings. Once or twice a minute he saw a man hurrying across one of the streets ahead, heard the footfalls of inhabitants from somewhere within the alleys and cross-streets; further toward the city’s heart he’d catch a shout, a bell, a few moments of breeze-scattered blacksmith’s hammerblows. He slowed his horse, watching both sides of the road as they passed the moss-coated stump of a home that couldn’t have stood for two hundred years; then an open patch of half-buried timbers that may once have been an innhouse but now looked one strong rain from washing down to a square of dirt no different than any of the rest; then a weed-choked foundation resting bare of walls or roof. From the distance of a mile or more an uneven line of gray stone showed behind the worn roofs of those buildings that still stood.
“Tell me why this feels wrong,” Dante said.
“Where should I start?”
“I don’t mean that,” Dante said, jerking his chin at the detritus.
“Cally made it sound like we’d be trussed up in a net and thrown in a stew the instant we showed up.” Blays chewed the inside of his lip. “I don’t see a damn thing, and all I hear’s one smith who can’t keep time.”
“That’s it. There’s not enough noise. You can separate one sound from another.”
Blays nodded. He loosened his sword. They followed the road. Not all was empty, not all was ruin; some houses boasted all four walls and a roof without holes, and here and there wooden structures that didn’t look completely decrepit shared walls with older ones. The chock of a solitary wood axe echoed from no more than a hundred yards away. Down a street where the cobbles were as gappy as the teeth of a serf Dante caught the unexpected flash of a garden, an ordered spread of green amongst the defeated crumble of housing. A man’s soughing footsteps came from the other side of the street and he turned in time to see a pair of wary eyes before the figure disappeared behind a damp wall. They moved on.
Voices and the clanking of men at their labor grew thicker as they approached the city’s first wall. It shared the disrepair of the lands around it, webbed with cracks, its top as jagged as the peaks they’d crossed weeks earlier. Graying, fluttery lumps dangled from spears planted in the stone. In places there was no wall at all, just a carpet of stones and beyond it a view of a city that looked half normal. The road led to a gate of sorts, or at least one space in the stonework that was intentional, though Dante saw no sign of a grille or doors to shut the twenty-foot walls against invasion. They halted a stone’s throw from its base and moved off to the sod at the side of the road to dismount, stretch their legs, have a bite. Foot and carriage traffic moved on the other side of the gates. If they hadn’t just crossed through a couple miles of desolation, Dante could almost imagine it was a city no different from any other.
“I don’t suppose you have any idea what you’re doing,” Blays said.
“Not really,” Dante said, and the admission lifted a weight from his shoulders. He gazed back at all the empty buildings. “At least we won’t have any trouble finding a place to stay.”
“Yeah.” Blays flexed up on his calves and crossed his arms, watching the signs of life past the gate. “I was kind of expecting to’ve had to kill someone by now.”
Dante nodded and chewed on a bite of bread. Dirt peppered their legs and they jumped back. Six feet in front of them, an arrow vibrated in the soil like a plucked string.
“Outstanding,” Blays said. He twisted it from the dirt and gazed up at the walls, patting the arrow’s head against his leg. “I believe that was a warning.”
More dirt spattered them and again they heard the twang of an arrow coming to rest in the earth. The second had landed a mere cubit from Blays’ boots. He gaped.
“Who shot that!”
Dante lifted an open palm and turned a slow semicircle in front of the gate. He didn’t know whether Mallish customs would mean anything here, but figured if they were bright enough to know how bows worked they’d get the picture. Blays yanked out the second arrow and snapped it in half, casting the fragments into the street.
“Don’t,” Dante said, scanning the crest of the wall for movement.
“Tell them not to shoot at me.”
“We’re travelers,” Dante called up to the fortifications.
“That’s why I shot at you,” a voice came back from up and to the right. In Mallish at that, not the barking language of this land. Dante squinted at the horizon of stone and sky.
“Stop shooting at us!” Blays said.
“State your business,” the voice said.
Blays sucked air and looked at Dante. Dante pushed out his lip and shrugged.
“A critical error of preparation,” Blays murmured. Dante nodded.
“Um.”
Another arrow hissed over their heads and tinked off a wall somewhere behind them.
“State your business in Narashtovik or join the others on this wall!” the voice called out, and Dante took a step back as he reexamined the gray things stuck from the spears along its top. What was wrong with mankind?”
“Got it,” Dante said to Blays, then raised his voice and tipped his face toward where he thought the guard was emplaced. “We’re pilgrims of the south. We’ve come to pay homage to Arawn in the city that is his most holy.”
“Arawn?” Blays hissed. “Are you trying to get us killed?”
Dante waited, sucking breath through his teeth. No more arrows creased the air. The walls stood silent.
“What should I have said?” he whispered to Blays. “We’re merchants here to sell our invisible wagons of riches? I didn’t hear you brimming with suggestions.”
“What about all those great lies Robert came up with?”
“At least they’ve stopped trying to kill us.”
“Unless they’re on their way down so they can get their hands involved.”
“What are your names?” the voice said, and the two boys jumped.
“John Girdle and Bob Oxman,” Blays called before Dante could give their real ones. “Him being John, of course.”
“What kind of names are those?” Dante whispered.
“What kind of names are those?” the voice shouted.
“The ones our fathers gave us!” Blays roared back.
He was met with more silence. The breeze ruffled the needles of the pines, the refuse in the streets.
“Very well, John Girdle and Bob Oxman,” the voice said at last. “You may enter. The sermon of Samarand will be at noon three days from now.”
The boys looked at each other. Dante cupped his hands to his mouth. “Where, exactly?”
“The Cathedral of Ivars,” the voice said slowly. “Where did you say you were from?”
“The south,” Blays said.
“Indeed,” the voice said. “Enter, then.”
They grabbed the reins of their horses and walked them forward. Dante kept his eyes on the part of the wall where the man had spoken from until the stone cast its shadow on them and they stepped into the next circle of the city. He glanced toward Blays as they made their way up the road and into the company of others. John Girdle and Bob Oxman indeed. What if the gatekeeper hadn’t let them pass? What would they have done then? Would they have died in the street among the filth and the ruin? It was a strange world, he thought, a horrible world, an ongoing rush of violence and confusion where no place felt like home. The wrong words could make his stomach churn with loathing for his failure, could make others move to strike him down. Where did Blays find his bluster? For all his own mind had opened since he’d found the book, the only moments that didn’t feel like a test that found him wanting were when he was reading or he’d said something to make Blays laugh. What was the rest of it? The running from those who would kill them, the riding to this city for the one they would kill? And if they managed to make that so, would anything be different once Samarand was dead? Wouldn’t he always feel this way? Wouldn’t he always be worried to the nub of his nerves by the memories of the foolish things he’d said, the times he’d tried and come up short, the moments he’d reached within himself and found he didn’t have the strength to act at all?
“She’s here,” he said, staring dumbly at the space between his horse’s ears.
“Where?” Blays said, hand snapping to his sword.
“I mean, in the city.”
“Didn’t we know that already?”
“Not for certain, did we?”
Blays screwed up his face. “I thought you and Cally were certain she was here. I thought that’s why we decided to ride a million miles to get here. Are you saying we could have come all this way and had to turn right back around?”
“No,” Dante said, slowing as they reached an intersection with another broad avenue. “Well, yes.”
“You son of a bitch.”
“All’s well that ends well, right?” He was about to make fun of Blays’ concerns some more but was suddenly too busy collecting his dropped jaw. “Do you see that?”
Blays followed his finger. “See what? That you haven’t washed your finger in five years?”
“That’s a temple of Arawn,” Dante said, pointing down the street at the white tree standing in relief above the double doors on the face of a tall, spired structure missing most of its roof and pitted with wear on its walls. Fine-boned gargoyles stood watch on its eaves.
“So? I thought this was their capital.”
“Out in the open like that? It looks hundreds of years old. It would have been burnt down a dozen different times back in Bressel.”
Blays made a smacking sound with his lips, then just sighed instead.
“I suppose you want to look inside.”
“Hells yes I do,” Dante said. All the dread he’d felt toward himself and his surroundings a minute earlier lifted like a fever dream. What was this place?
“Should we just put these horses in our pockets?”
“What? Oh.” Dante glanced around the square, the couple of men on about their business, the dark-windowed faces of steep-roofed buildings. “Let’s just stash them behind some place empty. It still looks pretty clear.”
Blays snorted. “Thieves are like roaches. Everything looks clear till the moment they’re running off with your food.”
“Then we’ll steal someone else’s horses later,” Dante said. “Just carry anything you can’t replace. Don’t forget your blankie.”
“And just leave our mounts for the first guy with an eye for easy money?”
“Yes? We’re in the city now. They’re practically a burden. Oh, what should we do with the horses. Should we stable them? When did we last pay the groomsman? Should we just tie them up? What if someone robs us? The horror! Oh, if only we didn’t have these horses!” Dante stopped waving his hands around. “You see?”
“But I like them,” Blays said, patting his horse’s neck.
“There’s a time to let things go,” Dante said. He turned his horse down a narrow road and they wandered a while in the rows of mostly-whole buildings lined against the city wall. He chose one that looked particularly abandoned—the trash looked old and gray, no bootprints in the yard, no smoke from the chimney or any of the other holes in the roof—and they tied their horses to a pine sapling that had shot up through the front stoop. Dante led Blays back toward the temple, orienting himself by the wall behind him and the cluster of spires toward the city’s center.
The door creaked like the planks of a ship but opened easily enough. Weak sunlight diffused through the broken and shutterless windows. The ground floor was filth. Apple cores and chicken bones and eye-wild potatoes and small moldering piles that may have been edible a year or five ago or, judging by smell, may already have been eaten once. Clouds of crumpled paper sat in front of the fireplace of the front hall. Dante smoothed one against his knee. The alphabet was foreign, but he knew enough to know the name of Arawn when he saw it.
They stepped carefully past the refuse to the back rooms beyond the mostly-empty great hall and found more of the same. Clearly the temple had been used more recently for the housing of the penniless than as the home of the god. A wooden staircase, missing only a few slats, rose to the second floor. Dante tested its footing, keeping close to where the steps met the wall. They squeaked like cancerous rats. Blays followed him up, face tight, spitting curses each time the boards popped or groaned.
“We could have found these same wondrous treasures out in the gutters, you know.”
“But not this,” Dante said, crossing the landing to a bookshelf behind some smashed-up tables. Three-quarters empty, and when he picked up what works were left most of them sloughed rotten pages over his feet or dangled as empty covers, their leaves stolen for starting fires or far less dignified ends. A handful of intact and legible volumes remained, however, and three of those were even in a language he could read. He wedged them into his pack and turned in a circle, looking out on the dust and the kipple. “Let’s try the spires.”
“Let’s,” Blays agreed much too enthusiastically, but he tailed Dante up the solid stone stairs they found at the far rear of the temple. The only things left in the upper floors were a number of plain iron candelabras and horn-hewn statuettes, a lot of wood chips, and a few axe-scarred tables which had evidently been too much trouble to haul downstairs and burn. Dante picked up a thumb-sized carved imp and handed it to Blays.
“Here. He’ll ward away your troubles.”
Blays held it up in Dante’s face and frowned. He held it beside his ear, shook it.
“It’s not working.”
“Funny,” Dante said. The temple had long since been scoured of nearly everything that could be sold or set on fire and they finished their search within minutes and reentered the street. The horses hadn’t been stolen from where they’d tied them in front of the old house by the wall, and finding the premises no less dirty than the streets and far cleaner than the temple or either of the house’s neighboring edifices, the boys settled in. The sun was just saying hello to the western horizon. Dante lit a couple candles looted from the temple and set them at either end of the house’s main room, i.e. the only other room besides the one the front door opened on.
“We should find the Cathedral of Ivars tomorrow,” he said, easing himself to the floor. He rocked back and forth on the hardwood. “Feels weird not to have bumps beneath your ass.”
Blays gave him a look, then moved on. “Going to be a lot of people. I get the impression we weren’t the first pilgrims the gatekeeper’d seen.”
“I’m just saying we know she’ll be there. We should see if it’s an option.”
“I doubt it’ll be a good one.”
“Thus the scouting.” Dante exhaled hard. “It can’t hurt to look. Maybe it’ll be perfect.”
Blays shrugged. “Let’s not be in some big hurry to make it the first option. I’d prefer to leave here on my feet than on my back.”
Dante got out one of the books he’d found in the old church. Its cover bore the inky silhouette of a man holding out his hand to a rat.
“It’s going to be a risk no matter how we do it.”
“There are risks and there are risks,” Blays said, wandering around the far side of the room. He slipped a finger under one of the slats nailed over the window and gave an exploratory tug. “You know?”
“I know,” Dante said, but three days from then they’d be looking on Samarand with their own eyes. Whatever risks it carried, whatever else it would mean for his other goal within the city of the dead, the opportunity would be there, and if it looked right, they’d be fools not to take it. “We’ll see how things look tomorrow.”
* * *
Through force of habit they were up well before the sun. Dante rose first and lit a candle in the other room and skimmed the new additions to his library. The first was a sort of rebuttal to the Cycle, fleshing out historical detail of its major figures and often diverging into windy lectures about the way its theology failed to account for the fundamental and contradictory truths of Mennok and Carvahal. Its penultimate chapter purported to examine the final third of the Cycle of Arawn, the part written in ancient Narashtovik, and Dante plunged into it with a pounding heart, but after a dozen-odd pages Dante found it scarce on actual references and long on opinion. Fascinating to the author’s scholarly circle, Dante was certain, and would perhaps have been of interest to him if he’d first been familiar with the source material, but for the meantime infinitely boring.
The second tome, the one with the man and the rat on its cover, was, as anyone could have guessed, a slim volume devoted entirely to Jack Hand. A lucky find, but irrelevant to his present purpose. He smiled and set it aside. The third told the tale of the Two-Part War, what later became known as the Second Scour. Dante’s knowledge of that time was hazy at best and he read until Blays woke, absorbing the tale of Mallon’s ill-fated crusade four hundred years ago through the Dundens into Gask, where hard winters had regularly left their forces under-armed and poorly fed, weakening them until they’d been in no condition to drive out the Gaskan counter-thrust into their northeast territories, which had menaced the neighboring lands until King Sarl I had been forced to sign treaty granting Arawn’s faithful in all Mallon freedom of worship, a treaty that had been broken eight years later when the other houses declared they could no longer stand for such blasphemy in their homeland. Sleep had mostly dried away the sunken mood Dante’d entered after their encounter with the arrow-firing gatekeeper, and as he read the last of his depression burned away, leaving his mind light and swift, renewed under the warm glare of written words.
But for Dante’s finds, interesting as they were, he was yet no closer to understanding the remainder of the Cycle than when they’d left Shay. Somewhere in this city he had to find the key.
They ate a cold breakfast and decided to venture out on foot, reasoning the horses might command respect, but they’d command double that in attention. Dante was certain the Arawnites were still searching for him, but was fairly convinced they’d lost his trail and didn’t know how to get it back. He doubted they had anything more than a vague description of his appearance and wanted to give no watchers any reason to look his way twice.
After twenty minutes of aimless walking and another thirty of fruitless attempts to get directions from other pedestrians, Dante was considering heading back for the horses if only so the next time his Mallish words were met with a sneer he could just trample the offender to death. Finally they lounged in an unused doorway on one of the busier streets and tried to look undisturbably dangerous till they heard words they could understand. They fell on the two men who’d spoken their language, swords swinging from their belts, maneuvering themselves between the men and the open street.
“I swear I’ll run the next man through who brushes us off,” Blays muttered loudly as they approached.
“Pardon me, but are you able to direct us to the Cathedral of Ivars?” Dante said to the pair, tilting back his head and shooting for an air of ironic embarrassment.
“Easily,” the taller of the two said, glancing between the road-worn faces of the boys. “Follow the road through the Ingate, then make straight for the Citadel. The Cathedral will be the rather large thing across from its gates.” He considered the cluster of structures toward the middle of the city. “In fact, you can see its spire there,” he said, pointing over the roofs to the titanic arm of a steeple standing across from what appeared to be a single enormous block of gray stone. The structures were a couple miles away, faint through the smoke and the early morning haze of the bay, but indisputable, the clear heart of Narashtovik.
“I see,” Dante said.
“Our thanks, kind sirs,” Blays said.
“Right,” Dante said. “We’d been warned of the aloofness of this city, but hadn’t warranted it would extend to the honest faithful.”
“Indeed,” the shorter man said, eyes flicking down their shabby clothing and unkempt faces. “You’ve traveled far?”
“From Bressel by the Aster Sea,” Dante said. The two men raised their eyebrows. Dante licked his lips. “But we left it months ago. And now we have a couple miles still to travel, it seems. Good day.”
“I told you,” Blays said once they’d headed up the street.
“We had no way to know that,” Dante said.
“It’s the tallest thing in town!”
“And if we’d guessed wrong we might have spent so long wandering we’d miss the sermon. That’s right, we’d be wandering for two days.” Dante glanced toward the Cathedral and Citadel whenever their great heights could be seen above the clutter of the streets. He had the unpleasant suspicion the clergy of Arawn didn’t limit their control of the city to its finest church.
Things got louder, busier, and fouler the further they traveled toward the city center. They walked through a decent number of poorly-dressed people speaking two or three different tongues and gazing up at the ruin and age like all newcomers to a major city, but despite the pilgrims’ presence and the locals hurrying on about their business it felt less alive than a place as middling as Whetton or the Gaskan town they’d stopped in along the way. They made good time through the modest traffic, reaching what the man had called the Ingate within a half hour.
Four men bearing pikes twice their height and dark-plumed helmets flanked the gate into the next ring of the city, the last set of walls besides the Citadel itself. The guards’ eyes tracked the comers and goers with the alert boredom of those used to standing on the same square yard of street all day. Dante and Blays settled against a nearby building to share a drink of water and watch the people pass. For no reason they could see, half the company peeled from their post and stopped a dirt-smeared man on his way through the gate. They spoke in the garrulous local language, voices pitching up, and then the guards flung down their pikes and dropped the man in a flurry of punches. They picked up his unconscious body by the armpits and dragged him through an iron-banded door set into the stonework beside the gates.
Abrupt shifts in the gray of the stone betrayed where attackers had successfully bombarded them down, but in contrast to the earlier walls, these ones were unbroken, unadorned by the heads and quarters of criminals and the unwelcome, clean from moss and lichen. These walls looked like the rock on which the enemy waters would break. When Dante crossed beneath them, sharp eyes meeting those of the pikemen, the city within the tight circle of the Ingate looked whole, as prosperous and peopled and mighty as the noble quarters of Bressel. At its center, no more than a quarter mile distant, the sheer, smooth walls of the Citadel dwarfed all but the spire of the Cathedral. It had once been a palace, Dante knew, the ancient capital, but now it looked more like a castle. Narrow slits were spaced along its curtain walls and the towers they connected; among the crenels he saw the far-off shapes of men standing watch on what lay below.
“Now that is a big building,” Blays said, letting himself look impressed.
“What do you want to bet it’s where Samarand calls home?”
“I don’t know. My life?”
Dante snorted. They strode down the street. Men with half a foot in height on them shuffled out of their way without seeming to know why they were moving. They turned another corner and before Dante looked up he thought he could sense the vast weight of stone pressing on him with greater force than the rocky walls of the mountains had. He lifted his eyes. They’d found it. To his right, the keep; to his left, the church.
The Cathedral of Ivars was built with clean lines and elegant swoops that made the intricate buttresses and delicate arches of the great churches of Bressel look like an unshaven man in a dress. For a full minute they gazed at the charcoal-hued stone spearing up into the sky. Two thick towers flanked a central one whose flattish face seemed sewn together by a series of vertical lines standing out from the stonework. From the gigantic block of the body of the church the main spire was stacked in three discrete levels: two of them squarish, the second somewhat narrower than the one beneath it, and crowning them, reaching so high as to stab the stars, a conical tower of dizzying steepness. At its apex Dante saw a plain ring of steel, the icon he’d come to know as Arawn’s.
“I think I need to sit down,” Blays said, falling back a step, arm held out behind him for balance.
“My gods,” Dante said. He fought the desire to fall to his knees.
“That must be…that is really, really tall.”
“Five hundred feet?” Dante guessed.
“I’ve got no gods damn clue.”
“Higher than the Odeleon of Bressel. That’s 366.”
“By a lot,” Blays said. He lowered his gaze and shook his head. Nobody was paying them much mind, Dante saw. A few others were standing on the far side of the street trying to catch the cathedral’s full perspective. Others filed in and out from its great doors, eyes downcast, speaking softly if at all.
“Let’s go inside.”
“What?” Blays said. “Just walk right in?”
“I think it’s okay,” Dante said, jerking his chin at the others. “They don’t look any cleaner than we do.”
“But what if Arawn knows?”
Dante frowned at him, then led them up its steps and to the double doors. Ten feet high and five inches thick, but they swung easily, noiselessly. Dante followed a couple other pilgrims through the foyer and then they were in its main chamber.
Captured space soared above them. The ceiling arched like the keel of an upside-down boat, or like the ribcage of Phannon’s leviathan. It was the single largest room Dante had ever seen. At its far end was a richly draped dais, a red pedestal and a number of metal trappings gleaming brightly in the light through the shadowcut glass windows and hundreds of candles lining each wall. The front half of the room was consumed by row on row of benches, their wood stained as dark as silt. Between where they stood and where the benches began lay a clean floor of creamy stone tiled with the twelve-part circle of the Celeset. Recessed alcoves along the walls sheltered icons and minor shrines to the prophets of Arawn. All that space looked empty as the air beyond a cliff, but there must have been eight guards and forty pilgrims in the main chamber, lighting prayer candles in the alcoves, kneeling before the altar, standing near the room’s edges with their hands over their mouths and eyes drifting across the wings of the ceiling.
“Awfully wide open,” Blays said. With small gestures Dante mimed sighting down an arrow shaft and letting fly toward the altar. He raised his eyebrows at Blays, who shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“Imagine it packed,” Dante said.
“With soldiers, maybe.”
Dante headed over to one of the walls. Footsteps and coughing echoed from front to back, but as long as they kept their voices to a murmur he didn’t think their words would carry. He contemplated an alcove presenting a three-foot statue of a holy man he didn’t recognize, a work of thickly impressionistic muscles and blunt features. Its clean lines mirrored the greater build of the cathedral.
“Could take cover in one of these,” he said. “Nearer the front.”
“I’m guessing those benches aren’t intended for the huddled masses. Might not be able to get too close.”
Dante nodded, trying to gauge the distance from alcove to altar. It was a ways. Somehow it was harder to guess indoors, inside a building where a full-grown man had no more presence than a mouse.
“How’s your archery?” Dante said.
“Shitty.”
“That much better than mine?” Dante sighted in on a couple of decently-dressed men standing in front of the main altar. He couldn’t tell one from the other. He and Blays would have to be closer to stand any good chance of landing an arrow—if they could even get the bow through the door. If they had a straight line of sight, which was doubtful when the crowds filled the place up. And the closer they got for the purpose of improving their chances of a true strike, the further they’d be from the doors that would let them outside. “No. Won’t work.”
“Spell?” Blays said, catching his eye.
“Not sure my range is any better.” Dante rubbed his eyes, trying to remember the furthest he’d fired the nether. The tree in the graveyard in Whetton, probably, and that had been barely half the distance they may need. They had two days yet till the sermon of Samarand. They could return to the wilds to let him test and flex the reach of his mind, but such an attack would rest on a full foundation of assumptions. Was this sanctuary warded against hostile employment of the nether? For that matter, was there any such thing as wards? Samarand’s priests, would they be as wary for otherworldly assaults as her pikemen would be for those of steel? “I’m thinking this isn’t the place.”
“I’m rather doubting that castle outside would be any easier.”
Dante bit his lips between his teeth. “She’ll have to walk here and back from it.”
Blays huffed, the puff of air ringing from the walls. He lifted his eyes and lowered his voice.
“From just across the street.”
Dante nodded. “There’ll be crowds. Confusion.”
“And probably no more than a minute when she’s in the open. Not much time for the right moment.”
“You know, this was never that hard all the other times.”
“Not counting all the times we were nearly killed,” Blays said, eyes full of scorn. “Can we go back outside? Talking about this in here’s creeping me out.”
“Yeah. Gods, it’s beautiful.”
They left its hushed shelter for the bright daylight and the relative roar of the babble of pedestrians. Across the way the Citadel stood as solid as if it had been carved straight from a hillock.
“We’ll get here early,” Dante said. His voice wasn’t yet back to a normal level. “Watch how she comes in. They’ll probably follow the same route back.”
Blays bit his pinky nail, spat it into the street.
“How is it,” he said, staring at the battlements, the flags snapping in a wind they barely felt at ground level, “they seem to know our every move when we’re 1200 miles away, but here we are close enough to piss through their bedroom window and we’re free as an eagle?”
“Probably don’t recognize you with your hair down in your eyes,” Dante said. “Not to mention that stupid beard.”
“Yours is so much better. Looks like you sewed a rat’s tail to your lip.”
“Rat tails are hairless.”
“Well, imagine they’re not.”
“Two days,” Dante said.
Blays bit another nail. “Only if it looks good.”
“Maybe the whole city’s lit up with the stuff of the book,” Dante said. “It’d be like trying to find a lantern held in front of the sun.”
Brays wrinkled his brow. “Are you basing that on anything at all?”
“Well, it would make sense.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“Nobody’s come through that gate the whole time we’ve been here,” Dante said, nodding at the closed doors in the frontside of the Citadel’s walls. “Do you think that’s odd?”
“Oh yeah. When I was growing up in our castle back home we let people in and out all the time. The walls were just to impress the neighbors.”
“I mean you don’t need to keep them closed all the time when you’ve got all those soldiers. You’d think we’d at least have seen someone carrying food in or garbage out. Or couriers waving letters around so we can see how important they are. There hasn’t been a thing. Closed in the middle of the day.”
“Yeah,” Blays said, folding his arms. “It is a little odd.”
“I’m going to ask someone,” Dante said, straining his ears for the sound of their native language.
“What? What did Robert tell you about questions?”
“Suddenly you’re on his side?”
“Just because he’s a prick doesn’t make him wrong.”
“Excuse me,” Dante said, flagging down someone who wasn’t dressed in fur. “Excuse me.” He put a hand on the man’s shoulder. The man spun, face dark, but his eyes went guarded when he met Dante’s. “Can you tell me why the Citadel’s gates are closed midday?”
“No one goes in,” the man said in a thick accent.
“Ever?”
“Ever.”
“No one?”
The man rolled his eyes. “Priests go in. No one else. That’s why they call it the Sealed Citadel?”
“Ah,” Dante said. “I thought that was just an expression.”
“No, this is an expression,” the man said, following up with something obscene. He walked away.
“Did you hear that?” Dante said to Blays.
“Yes, but I think you’d break your back before you reached it.”
“About the Citadel.”
“Yeah.” Blays tipped his head at its high walls. “So what?”
“So we can’t get in. We might just have this one shot at Samarand.”
“Yeah, and maybe she’ll recant her wicked ways and off herself before we have to do it for her.” Blays’ mouth twitched. His brows drew together, creasing the skin between and above them. At that moment he no longer looked in any way young. “There’s no way we can know until the moment comes. Let’s not talk about it till then.”
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Instead of talking they prepared. The next day Dante sold the horses, reasoning it was better to take whatever they could get now than to get nothing when they were stolen. In his haste he received perhaps a third their worth, and in coin noticeably blacker and irregular than the Mallish chucks that had been minted within his lifetime, but to him it seemed a fortune, a rogue’s retirement in the coin of the realm. They blew half of it on clothes, on fur-lined black cloaks and gloves, on unpatched trousers and padded doublets of the high-collared fashion popular in the rank of Narashtovik. Dante chose red, Blays a deep pine green. No one would mistake them for princes, but neither would they any longer be indistinguishable from the gutter-sewage. They found a barber, were shorn of their wispy beards, had their shaggy hair shortened and straightened. In the clean sunlight of the street, Blays brushed stray hair from the back of his neck, a strange smile on his face.
“I feel like a jacketed ape,” he said.
“We look like traders,” Dante said, feeling the weight of the coins in his pocket. “Maybe even minor nobles. They won’t turn us away.”
They walked around the city till long after dark, not yet ready to forfeit the long hours to sleep. At last, legs weary from the trip to market and back to the cathedral and two circles around the Sealed Citadel and a trip to a public house, they returned to the home they’d made inside the first wall and stretched out on a pile of their old clothes and blankets.
“I wonder how Gabe fared,” Blays said into the quiet and the darkness.
“I bet he turned that monastery into a fortress.”
“And knighted the monks?”
“Why not?”
“Picture it,” Blays said. He laughed through his nose. “Those bony old men sallying forth on goatback. Waving butcher knives and rakes.”
“The rebels don’t stand a chance.” Dante chuckled. They were silent for a while. “He’ll be fine,” he said, mind on all the weeks that had gone by since they’d last seen him. All the southlands had been under threat of fire when they’d left that world behind. “We’ll see to that.”
In the ethereal dawn hours before Samarand’s sermon they walked to the bay at the north edge of the city and gazed out at the subdued waters of the northern sea. Gray, brackish on the breeze, calmed by the sandbars at the bay’s mouth and the arms of land to either side.
“How many men can say they’ve seen both this and the Aster?” Blays said, kicking rocks through the fine dirt of the beach.
“I’m glad we came,” Dante said, uncertain what he meant. The sun struggled against the mists of the waters, cloaked and concealed. He wished he could have watched it rise one last time.
They arrived some three hours before the sermon. Already the streets were thick with people. Men in rags with strips of burlap tied around their feet, men in finery to shame Dante and Blays’ new clothes, passels of boisterous merchants whose rings shone in the sunlight. Norren loomed above the crowd like the Cathedral of Ivars above the dead city. Dante shifted the sword at his belt. Robert’s warning about the curiosity of foreigners had cowed him into asking no questions about the legality of bearing arms in this place, but they’d seen many men in the streets who wore blades without worry, including men of obvious lowness and poverty, and this day was no different. He supposed a couple thousand years of constant invasion had made lax the laws of arms so strict in Bressel.
Dante’s nerves felt as tight as the morning before the Execution That Wasn’t. He sipped often from his water skin and halfway wished he had something stronger. The boys spoke little, eyes on the crowds, eyes on the men standing post on the walls above the keep’s great gate. An hour before noon they entered the cathedral. Half full already and still the streets were packed. They returned outdoors, restless and beware, ambling down the broad way, then leaned against the side of the thick walls of the house of some noble estate. The shield above its gate wore the black and white of Barden and the same spiral horns Dante still wore around his neck. He’d seen other men wearing them, too, men dressed in the plain and frill-less clothes of traders who profit too little to ever stop for festivals and feasts, but he had no idea what the horns meant to those who saw them, whether they were doing him any good to wear them.
Noon came. The bells of the cathedral pealed for three full minutes. The crowd quieted, then heaved with the volatile energy of anticipation, eyes on the silent gates. The last bell rang and wavered in the cold, crisp air. One moment slipped by, then another.
The groan of ropes and clank of chains cut through the babble. They hushed as if commanded by the earth itself. Guards emerged from a small door by the gate and helped guide the huge gates apart. Behind them a grille of iron bands as thick as Dante’s arm lifted a final foot and locked into place. A stream of footmen bearing swords and short pikes and dressed in the black and silver of the watch of Narashtovik marched from the walls of the Citadel to the street, carving an open lane to the doors of the church. They assembled into two solid lines, arms presented, chins lifted, heads held immobile as a small retinue of fancy-dressed men and clergy in soft, thick-folded robes entered into the open space. A chant thrummed through the silence, a foreign song shot through with grace and loss and renewal. Dante stood on his toes and at the center of the procession he saw a woman in a silver-trimmed black robe that clung to the swing of her arms and the sweep of her legs. Her open face was aged but not worn; rather than the crumbling edifice of something that had once been grand, her features looked like the accumulation of a strength that could only be built through long years, the way a cathedral as eternal as Ivars could only be built by two or three or five generations of architects devoting their lives to its completion. A single black braid ran down her back. Dante heard Blays draw in his breath. Her name rippled through the crowd.
“Straight from the keep,” Blays said, low. Dante nodded.
“Right out in the open.”
The men from the keep moved with formal deliberance. None looked younger than forty; most much older, bearing varying degrees of beardedness and baldness, walking on knees and hips stiffened by the clutch of time. A single norren walked with them with ponderous strides. Ninety seconds spent crossing the street, no more, and then they walked through the same cathedral doors as everyone else would. When the last priest had disappeared from the street the castle guard turned as one and filed back through the Citadel gates, leaving behind a small detachment of troops, half of which followed the retinue of clergymen within while the other half split itself to posts on either side of the church doors. The crowd woke from the spell of having looked on something holy and piled up through the doors. Elbows jostled Dante’s ribs and back. Blays clung to the back of his cloak to keep from being separated. They squeezed inside and after that crush of people the soaring interior of the cathedral felt as open as the head of a hill.
Seated to either side of the dais at the great hall’s rear were the monks and priests of Samarand’s detachment. She was nowhere to be seen, though through the close-pressed masses and the shaggy heads of norren and the faint smoke of candles and braziers she could have been standing at Dante’s shoulder without him having the wits to notice.
By habit and instinct as deeply felt as the drive that calls sea-salmon to take to the rivers and streams of their birth, the men with fine dress and tongue-tripping titles had settled in the benches at the front, and like the striations of rock the boys had seen in the shelves of the Dunden Mountains, the men and women who filled the temple grew progressively grubbier the closer they got to the front doors. Blays said something Dante couldn’t catch. He tugged Dante’s cloak and they slipped off to the right, cutting through the relatively loose crowds that filled the space between the solid clumps of men lining the alcoves and the clustered masses toward the church’s center. After a minute of rubbed shoulders and dirty looks their fresh clothes matched those of the men around them. They stopped roughly two-thirds of the way toward the altar, perhaps eighty feet from where Samarand would speak. It would have been impossible to fire a bow within these person-choked confines.
Blays leaned toward Dante’s ear. “So this is the part where they make us wait to remind us just whom Arawn loves most, right?”
“Lots of guards out front,” Dante said.
“Lot of crowd, too. That could help.”
“Yeah.” Dante rested his hand on the pommel of his sword and wondered how many of the priests up on that altar could channel the nether. He could sense it, he thought. Power like a gaping chasm. When he narrowed his eyes he thought he could see the shadows hovering around them. Perhaps it was just his eyelashes. He giggled, covered his mouth. Seconds birthed and died as the masses waited and he found himself strangely awed by the precision of time, ever revolving, matched with the undeviating courses of the sun and the moon and the five roving planets and the backdrop of the stars. Perhaps these believers were right; something so regular could only exist through the glory of the gods of the Celeset.
The crowd inhaled as one. There she was, alone at the center of the dais, materializing as if she’d always been there. Her hands were folded in front of her stomach. Despite her robes, Dante could tell she was a thinnish woman, possessing no more body than was necessary for the discharge of her responsibilities. He had a clearer look at her face, both plain as a farmer’s wife and unadornedly magnificent as the standing stones of the long-dead people they’d seen in the hills on the northern side of the mountains. It held no arrogance, however, none of the severe lines of austerity that should come with the isolation of her holiest stature.
“Welcome, travelers,” she said into the light buzz of voices. Her voice spread through the acoustics without echo. The people fell utterly silent. “Welcome to this place and to this time. Many of you have come from distant lands. Cities and hamlets I couldn’t pronounce.” She gave a wide smile, then let her face grow sober. “Let us first offer prayer to any who may have left this world along their way. It’s a cold season. A dark time, though we see the promise of dawn and will soon feel the warmth of the sun. Not everyone who stepped out on the path toward that sliver of sunrise now plants their feet inside this cathedral. They are honored but not grieved on, for they are with Arawn now, culled back to the form from which we all sprung. Let us remember the years they spent among us in this world.”
The people bowed their heads as one. A couple coughs broke the stillness, but no one spoke. Blays leaned in toward Dante again, whispered so softly he could barely hear it.
“She’s speaking Mallish?”
Dante opened his mouth to offer some insult, then stopped. He hadn’t thought about what language Samarand would choose in this swapped-up place, or how they’d hope to understand her assuming she chose Gaskan, but she spoke clearly and without accent. There had been a kind of hum to her words, though, an undertone which couldn’t be explained by any special architecture of the church. It was as if she spoke through a vibrant fog that cleansed her words even as it enshrouded them. A trick of the nether, perhaps. Dante shook his head, shrugged.
“Thank you,” she said softly. “May they find peace in the kingdom beyond our own.” She gazed out over the crowd, letting long seconds speak of her contemplation. “These times are indeed troubled. It’s easy to forget we’re not alone in our strife and struggle, that our fathers and mothers and their mothers and fathers saw troubles every touch as serious as our own. It’s been that way as long as our city and indeed the race of man can remember. There is a story I’ve heard that speaks to this, from a place very far from here, from a time that’s beyond the memory of any of our long lines, about a young man named Ben.”
She paced forward on the dais, gave her head a little tilt, spent a moment examining the mathematical beauty of the arch of the ceiling.
“Ben was the second of the eleven sons of an old and clearly well-loved man, a miller who’d lived on the banks of the same river all his years. For all his heart, his home was humble, and as his sons came of age he could no longer support them all in its modest walls. When the last of them reached the age of fifteen, he gathered them in the yard, for none of his simple rooms could contain them all, and said to them as follows:’I’ve been your father for many years, and I’ve done what I can to see you never want for food or shelter. But now I’m old and you are young, and it’s time for you to become men of your own right. Go out into the world. Make your fortune. Return here, in seven years’ time, so we may share your joys, for I know all of you will grow to be fine and honest men.’
“His sons nodded and they embraced and went their separate ways. The years passed and it was as the father had said: they prospered, found the love of wives and the respect of men. At seven years they ventured back to their home, families in tow, to rejoin their father and support him as he had once supported them.
“The father and his sons wept openly when all were back in one roof. They built a grand house around the old, one to keep them all in warmth and safety, and after the final hammer stroke they gathered in its airy kitchen to toast each other and tell the stories of their seven years apart.
“‘All of you are healthy, wise, rich,’ he said, though Ben, in his unclean robes, showed no wealth of coin, and possessed no more than the clothes on his back and a sad-eyed black hound.’Tell me what you have become, my sons, and how you’ve made your way in this world.’
“‘I have become an armsman, strong of arm and stout of heart,’ said the eldest.’I am a farmer, a man of wide fields and sweet grain,’ said the third son.’I am a harlequin of the king’s own court,’ said the fourth,’and every time he calls me my tricks lift the clouds from his brow and lift his heart to rule with the wisdom of the gods.’ And so they went through the line, each telling the story of his wealth and place, until at last only Ben remained, second-son Ben, swathed in his simple robes and unshod feet.’And what wealth may you share, Ben?’ the father said.
“‘I am a monk,’ he said.’I have no temple, no mass or brotherhood to call my own, and I live only through the charity of alms. But I am at peace, and perhaps I can bring that to my brothers and my father.’ The father smiled and again embraced his sons. But the others looked askance at Ben, lone among them who’d have no place in the gardens of the nobles.”
Samarand paused her story and drank from a plain copper cup. She smiled out on the people. For the first time Dante thought he saw a crease of skin beneath her eyes.
“And so the brothers lived together as they’d done while young. The armsman kept their fields free of bandits, the farmer fed them each meal, the harlequin made them laugh and clap each eve. All shared their gift and talent—even Ben, silent Ben, would tell them stories of the gods and their prophets when asked. And for a time they did leave in peace.
“But as with all men who don’t understand those whose joy comes from a different source, in time the brothers grew resentful and jealous.’Ben swings no sword,’ the armsman said.’Why should I protect him from the thieves?’’Ben grinds no bread,’ the farmer said.’Why should I feed him of my harvest?’’Ben knows no dances,’ the harlequin said.’Why should I pass his long hours with mine?’ And so they decided to cast Ben from their house. The father tried to argue, saying Ben was of their blood, he was wise as any, but he was old and couldn’t stand against these ten sons. And so they took Ben up, breaking his fingers when he tried to hold fast to the doorway of the house, and they cast him on the street with his dog, penniless as the day he’d returned.
“Ben grieved for the loss of his brothers and his father, but he told what he’d learned to the beggars and the vagabonds and they shared their bread. He preached in the street and the people came to hear his words until no traffic could pass that throng in the square and still the crowds grew larger. A year from when he’d been cast out the people of the town came together and built him a temple: a proud, simple shrine of stone to hold his flock and hear the things he’d learned in his years and his travels. Twice each week Ben spoke his sermons, and in those times he smiled to see the joy he brought to those who’d listen.
“The brothers heard of his temple, came to town to see it. It was simple enough, but beautiful, in its way, and when they looked on it the shame of what they’d done to Ben burned inside their hearts. Instead of coming to him with open arms, they clustered together in angry words, and that night they came upon the temple and burnt out its roof and smashed down its walls with great golden hammers in defiance of the success Ben had earned.
“When Ben saw what they’d wrought, he wept. Not for the temple: temples can be rebuilt. Nor for himself: he knew the permanence of his temple had been an illusion, and that though it had been built for him, it was in no way his.
“He wept for his brothers. He wept for the anger that had turned them from joy; he wept for what he knew was next to come. For the townsfolk came to Ben and cried out at the sight of the ruins of what they’d built.’Who did this?’ they said, and Ben, who in his virtue told no lies, answered them:’My brothers.’
“He tried to salve their anger, to tell them this was an earthly matter, that more stone could always be dug from the ground and set in place. His words fell on ears deafened by righteous rage. The crowd marched upon the house of the brothers and drove them out. They put the fine house to the torch and the brothers to the sword. The flames of their destruction cast long shadows on the town. They spared the father, the old man, and with damp cheeks and beard he walked from that place forever, taking with him Ben’s black dog.”
Samarand paused to smile forlornly and from his distance Dante saw Ben’s terrible sadness reflected in her eyes.
“In time they built a new temple. Its spire kissed the heavens. It was more beautiful than the first. They brought Ben to it, and said unto him,’We are sorry for the fate we brought your brothers, but they tore down what we put up.’ Ben looked at them and nodded.’I do not condemn you,’ he said.’There was no right in what they did.’’Then we did right, to burn their house, to plant them in the earth?’ the people said.’No,’ Ben said, and he held up his hands for silence.’I do not condemn you. But do not mistake vengeance for justice. The gods look on us all with sorrow, for truly we have forgotten the harmony of their sphere.’ The people bowed their heads. Ben returned to his sermons and the people returned to his temple. He spoke with joy and with righteous visage, and never again let the townsfolk see the sadness that had stolen his heart.”
Samarand sighed. She stepped down from the altar and paced its steps, meeting the eyes of the barons, the ships’ captains, the farmers, the docksmen, the landed gentry, the wandering vagabonds. She turned her back on the assembly and stepped back up to her place at the altar’s peak. A few men coughed, muffling their weakness in their hands and cloaks. She let a minute go by before turning her plain face back toward their sight.
“The jealousy of men finds us all. The men of the south and the east, even some of our brothers and neighbors in our own land of Gask, they look on what we do and they mistake piety for threat. Who is Arawn? He takes us all, this much is true, but he does not seek nor want our end. He takes us in his time, and when he does he welcomes us to his fields in the stars.
“Still, we strive for Ben’s virtue. His patience. We try to make his peaceful compassion our own. We try not to blame our brothers for the wrongs they do us. After all, they are our brothers. I’ve been to a dozen lands and I see the same faces here as any corner of the earth. Look around you. Go ahead.” Thousands of faces turned and met each other. Samarand met men’s eyes and nodded. “I see the same men and women, sons and mothers, uncles and sisters as anywhere else. Are we so fearsome? So foreign? Such a menace to the ordered world?
“Maybe we are. Our brothers think so. When they see our temples they look upon their own mortality. When they hear our scripture they hear the bells that toll for their souls. When we speak our truths, we speak of things that trivialize the weight in their purse, the bounty of their soil, the flash of their brooches and rings. Still, we want no man’s death. We don’t even seek to own his mind, which is more than can be said for some orders of the house of the Belt. We want nothing more than a place at the table.
“In the end,” Samarand said, clasping her hands before her, her voice clear and pained in the open air of the great cathedral, “who is to be blamed for the chaos we have seen? Is it our brothers, for their failure to understand us? Is it us, for having the temerity to raise arms to reclaim those things we would build upon the face of the earth?”
She pursed her lips, shook her head.
“Let us seek to be like Ben. Let us take no pleasure in whatever we must do to keep our temples and our faith. The gods do not smile as we bury our dead. Not even Arawn wishes a man’s blood to fall before his time, no matter what the men of other gods may say. We are not right to take their blood, no matter how wrong they may be to make us take it. Remember that. Whatever we must do, they are our brothers. They are our brothers. When they die, we must weep. We must be like Ben.
“Live this earth.”
“Live this earth,” the crowd responded, and this time Dante heard their words in a mixture of tongues. Samarand nodded simply. She stepped down from the dais and was surrounded by her clergy. For a long while no man spoke nor moved, their minds consumed by the truth of her parable. At last the men on the benches closest to the dais stood to speak to each other or gaze longer on Samarand’s face where she exchanged words with the others of her order. The standing crowd blinked away their trance and the singular acoustics of the room dissolved into babble. A general movement toward the front doors began.
“Let’s get outside,” Dante said. “Get a good spot for her walk back.”
Blays nodded. They forced themselves into the crowd. Dante glanced over his shoulder as he shuffled forward, trying to catch sight of the woman in black and silver. She would be delayed with her duties to recognize the presence of the men of importance who’d attended her sermon and now waited for her in the first rows. The rest of the masses oozed toward the doors, a foot every couple seconds. After a few minutes the blockage gave way and the people thinned and the boys could walk at something near a normal pace.
“She tells a good story,” Blays said.
“Reconsidering?”
“Pretty words don’t change what she’s doing down in Mallon.”
Dante nodded. “No swords.” He glanced around the square, shielding his eyes against the glare of the day after the dim of the church. “I may be able to do it unseen.”
“Right.”
They drifted a short ways from the straight line between church and keep. The square was filled with men just milling about, talking over the speech, discussing what they’d do for lunch, a confusion of Gaskan and Mallish and a couple other minor tongues Dante couldn’t place. The gates to the Sealed Citadel were open, but blocked by a black mass of guards. They weren’t expecting Samarand to be long, then.
“I wonder how she does that,” Dante said.
“Does what?”
“Reconciles what she’s saying with the burning of Whetton. All the things they’re doing down there.”
Blays rubbed his left eye with the back of his hand. “She probably doesn’t think she’s doing anything wrong. Otherwise she wouldn’t be doing it, would she?”
“But it’s acting more like the townsfolk than Ben.”
“So? That was just a story. That’s just something they say to keep everyone else in line.”
“Yeah, but it doesn’t bother her.” Dante stared into the space above the heads of all the people. “I really think she believes it. It’s so hypocritical.”
“Ben’s a dream, you dummy. Something to keep little people like us happy and faithful while she’s off getting things done. She’s not moping around worrying over the state of our souls. She’s off fitting the world like a glove to her hand.”
Dante looked at Blays, alarmed. He was supposed to be the clear-eyed one, not Blays. Blays was supposed to be breezily unconcerned, unflappable. Something in his speech reminded Dante of the careful parsing he imagined Samarand must do to cleave her beliefs to the things she did.
“How does someone get like that?” he said.
Blays shrugged, spat between his feet. “We’ve killed a lot of people to get here.”
“But we had to!” Dante said. Blays only shrugged once more.
Dante watched a half dozen troops march with pikes on shoulders across the square. A few pilgrims continued to trickle from the church doors. No sign of the priests. He took a drink of water. Though he could feel the pressure of his blood beating in his veins, his hand was oddly calm. He smelled the stink of the city and its people, the shit and the rot and the sweat, odors his nose had ignored since the day of their arrival. If he concentrated he could isolate a score of different conversations. The sun shone from the stones of the street and the faces of the buildings. It was a nice day.
“Did I tell you,” Dante said, a grin replacing the brooding on his face, “the morning they were set to hang you, I wrote a letter to be read after my death?”
Blays’ face lifted with laughter. “What did it say?”
“I can’t remember. Something about how I was off to save my friend and I expected to die in the doing.”
“I’d have traced my middle finger.”
“I wasn’t in the best of moods,” Dante said, shuffling his feet. “That was actually the least hysterical thing I could come up with.”
Blays nodded. He rubbed his clean-shaven jaw. “What would you say now?”
Dante thought a moment, giving the question its due. “I’d say hello to Cally and Gabe and Robert.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. What would you say?”
“I’d ask them to catapult my body through the roof of a nunnery.”
“You wouldn’t!” Dante said, wiping cold sweat from his temple.
“Why not?” Blays yawned into the sunlight. “What would you do if a body came crashing through your roof? Scream, right? Get all excited? I’d like to think my last act was to give the sisters a little fun.”
“Shut up,” Dante laughed.
“They spend all day reading holy mumbo-jumbo and squeezing their legs together. Don’t tell me they don’t deserve a good time.”
“There she is,” Dante said, grabbing Blays’ arm. He bumped him toward the cathedral. Men clustered up around the doors and called out to Samarand from the midst of her retinue. She met their wide-eyed gazes with a look of pleased shock. Men called out for blessings, falling to their knees at her feet. She touched their hands and brows and Dante could see her lips moving. He called out to the shadows just enough to make sure they were there. They waited, restless and snapping, as if aware of his intent. Samarand waded through the penitent. A number of armed and uniformed guards followed the troop of holy men, but they cleared no path, letting Samarand mingle with the faithful. Dante grasped Blays’ cloak and forced them forward, trying to guess her course. A dozen priests at her side, as many guards. Not a chance for a straight fight. He had it, then, the plan that had till that moment been so nebulous and abstract. A single dark stab at the woman when she was too close to detect it before it opened her belly—then blend off through the crowd. Simple enough. His ribs felt prickly, like a hill of ants were walking up and down his skin. Samarand made no hurry through the surge of men and women seeking her touch, her words. More pushed forward to fill up the spaces as soon as they opened.
She came closer. Men walked away dazed and smiling with parted lips. The process was orderly in a way mobs weren’t. Dante pulled his lips from his teeth, turned it into a tight smile to try to match the faces of those around him. He heard the musing tones of Samarand’s voice and then the laughter of men. The priests clasped hands with men in gold-threaded capes and soft-furred cloaks, leaning in to exchange counsel and well-wishes. The knot grew nearer. Thirty feet off, now. The eyes of her bodyguards were clear, casting through the men who thronged around her for the glint of daggers or the shadow of nervous faces. Someone bumped into Blays and he fastened his fist tight. The boys exchanged a look. Blays’ eyes were flat, cold, ready. Dante imagined his own as their mirror. Samarand smiled, bowed her head to someone’s kind words, and Dante remembered all the men she’d sent to kill him. The dragging gasps of their last breaths. The way they’d hounded him through city and forest. Letting him be baited by the book, then making him fight his way to their favor or die on their blades. Like beating a pup until it was ready to prowl the grounds with nothing but hate for any man it saw. She would deserve it, he knew. She wasn’t like Ben. She treated people like tools to keep her safe behind her high walls.
Twenty feet away, ever closer. Ten. He could hear each of her words now, the thick-tongued scrape of Gaskan. He moved to put Blays to his left, between him and the Citadel. He slid his knife from his belt and sliced a shallow line over the ball of his left thumb. Blood wormed into the folds of his hand. A single bead rolled down his palm, dripped to the street. He closed his eyes to catch his breath. When he opened them she was standing in front of him. Their eyes met. Samarand’s were a sky blue, airy with the peace of her fifty-odd years. He saw no violence in them. She was a good liar, then.
She murmured something in Gaskan and he steeled himself against a flinch as she reached out for his forehead. Her fingertips were warm. She looked at him again with kind creases in the corners of her eyes and he felt a yawning fear sweep through the marrow of his bones. He let the nether wait. When she moved down the line, when she turned her back. He dipped his head to mimic the gratitude of the others. He kept his left hand clenched, blood slick between his fingers. Samarand smiled at him again and turned to Blays, who doffed an imaginary hat. She laughed, took his hand. Dante held his bleeding fist against his stomach and sent for the nether. He found nothing, an emptiness he’d never before felt. His breath shuddered. At once the shadows flooded forward, filling his vision with gray. He looked down and saw a violent darkness surging around his hand. Samarand said something holy-sounding to Blays and moved along to the next man. It was time. Release it. Split her chest so no man could mend it. Use his blood to spill her own.
She shuffled along. Blays glanced at him from the corner of his eyes. Dante licked his lips. The high collar of a priest brushed his nose and he jolted back and nearly blasted the man with the shadows he intended for her. Heads craned and waggled between his and hers, now. He thought he could feel the weight of her presence, the deep substance that bulged beneath her skin. Release it, strike her down. His fingernails bit into his palm. Blays’ elbow nudged his hip. He shook his head, paralyzed but quivering. She was well into the crowd now, hidden by the upraised chins of those she’d passed, by the bulky shoulders of monks and men-at-arms. Dante let the shadows fade, felt them burn along his hand as they dispersed back to the cracks of the earth.
“I couldn’t,” he whispered.
“I know,” Blays said softly, but Dante saw the doubt in his eyes. Dante closed his own. Laughter and chatter battered his ears.
“I was waiting for the moment, but when it came I couldn’t get a hold on it.”
“We can find another,” Blays said. “We know where she keeps herself.”
They threaded their way from the square. Dante didn’t reply to Blays’ simple stabs at jokes and after a while of walking Blays began humming a hopeful tune he’d sounded along the river beyond the mountains. Dante let out a long breath. His feet ticked over the cobbles. He rubbed dried blood from his hand. Blays led the way; he gave no thought to their path or the city around them and was mildly surprised some blank time later to find themselves back at the house they called theirs. She had meant to take his life: she’d tried it on four separate occasions. Yet he couldn’t end her own.
“I wonder if she always travels with so many guards,” Blays said. He shut the door behind them and gazed at its iron handle.
“I expect so,” Dante said, the first words he could remember saying since the square.
“The priests, could you tell? Were they all swoll up with the same power you’ve got?”
“Some of them. There’s a stillness around the ones who do. A heaviness.”
“Maybe it was for the best, then,” Blays said. “They probably could have told it was you.”
“Probably,” Dante said, and wasn’t consoled.
They burned a week walking endless circles through the dead city, scouting the Sealed Citadel for ways inside, waiting for open gates, searching for tricks of passage. Every time the doors opened and the grille raised forty armed men watched the entry of the man they had parted the gates for. Wagons were searched before they were allowed through. They saw nothing more of Samarand, heard of no other sermons or appearances. They could bribe their way in, perhaps, or try to scale the towering walls by cover of night, but the keep was a city to itself, and even if they stood inside the courtyard they’d have no way to find the woman priest within its alien layers. Every measure seemed too desperate, its hopes far too trivial to risk their lives for.
They killed the rest of their long hours sifting through the rubble in the outer regions of the city, kicking around the trash of houses for anything they could use or sell. It was a tedious business, dirty and exhausting, and they did it in their rough old clothes. At four hours a day, they found more to sell than they spent on food enough to keep themselves alive. Dante rose each day feeling hollowed out, torn open. He’d missed his chance, and as time raced on, time that surely saw the spread of unrest and death in their homes in the south, he saw no way to amend his mistake. His weakness. It had been a single moment, but it had confirmed every fear and close-held hate for himself he’d ever felt. He thought of nothing else, knew his life from now till death would be defined by the single minute when he’d thought himself strong but found himself wanting. Whatever else he’d done well or done right meant nothing. Blays’ attachment to him was hollow. His skill with the nether, a talent he’d once allowed himself to think would one day enshrine him in immortal glory, that was a sham, a delusion. There was only his failure, that non-act that loomed cyclopean from his memory, sharper and more crippling than any wound to his body. He began to wish he’d never existed; he daydreamed of standing at the foot of a hill and being consumed by the damp, cool dirt, leaving no trace of himself on the stupid earth.
By night he found some small comfort losing himself in his books. Dense works, dripping with intricate thought and elevating efforts of logic, it was a week before he finished the three he’d found in that abandoned temple on their first day within Narashtovik. The day he finished the last of the tomes, he and Blays walked the roads between the two sets of walls until they found another edifice bearing the marks of Arawn and none of recent use. Dante combed its floors and shelves for more books with which to salve his mind, and there, among the rubble and the ruin, at last he found the answer.
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“Here’s your damned book,” Dante said, flipping the Cycle of Arawn at the feet of one of the priests they’d found inside the Cathedral of Ivars. The bald man raised an eyebrow at its sprawled pages.
“A copy of the Cycle,” he said, replying in Mallish. “Shall I add it to the hundred others in the cellars?”
“Not a copy,” Dante smiled. “The copy.”
The priest glanced at him, then at the book on the floor, then shot Dante a sharper look. His shoulders jerked at the cold defiance on the boy’s face. The priest tripped on the skirts of his robe as he bent to snatch up the book. He cupped it with both palms, the White Tree of Barden shining up at his face. A tall, willowy priest, silent till now, leaned over his shoulder to gaze on its cover.
“Dante Galand,” the bald priest said, and Dante willed his face to keep composed. “Why have you decided now to return it to its proper owners?”
“I’ve read it all,” Dante said, tossing his head. “Besides, I’m tired of killing your men.”
“It’s not even sporting anymore,” Blays added from his side.
“You wouldn’t know a real man if you were staring straight at his kneecaps, boy,” the tall priest spoke down to them.
“You think so little of Will Palomar?” Dante said through curled lips. “We slew him too, you know.”
“Will’s not dead,” the tall man said. Blays burst into laughter. “Is he?”
“He hasn’t come back yet,” the bald priest said, meeting the other’s eyes. They turned back to the boys. “No. Boyish fancy. What are you, twelve?”
“Almost sixteen,” Blays said.
“Our friend robbed the corpse of his mailed shirt,” Dante said. “We thought his cape too womanly to take.”
The tall priest gasped. The bald one beetled his brows.
“I assume,” he said, voice measuredly soft, “you didn’t come all this way to let us know we need to order another tombstone.”
Dante nodded, body as tight as a bowstring. It all hinged on their reaction to his next words.
“I can’t read that gibberish in the back,” he said. “I want to know what the rest says.”
“There’s a nice long section about the tragedy of outgrowing one’s breeches,” the bald priest spat.
“I don’t remember that verse,” the tall one said. The first priest blinked at him.
Dante folded his arms. “I’m joining your order. I want a cell in the Citadel. Access to your archives. A tutor who knows enough to be of use to me.”
“We’ll give you a cell.” The bald priest licked his pudgy lips. “A nice dank one, with good thick walls to keep you safe.”
“You’ll do as I say,” Dante warned, stepping forward until his nose was an inch from the priest’s. “You’ll give me my books. My lessons. The knowledge I still lack. And I’ll release our god from his chains in the heavens.”
“You’re a rat’s asshole,” the tall man said. He splayed out his hand. In the same moment Dante met the priest’s nether with his own and Blays’ sword whipped up to dimple the man’s throat. His adam’s apple bobbed against the killing steel.
“Put your weapon down,” the bald priest said, and for the first time his eyes were bright with fear. “And you step back, Paul. I’ve heard enough to know he’s not as weak as he looks.”
The priest named Paul spread his fingers in peace and lowered his hands to his waist. Blays kept the blade at his neck. He twitched his hand and a tiny rivulet of blood leaked down Paul’s skin. Paul suppressed a whimper. Blays snorted, lowered his sword.
“There,” the bald priest said, folding his hands below his chin. “All right. Let’s calm down and think about this for a minute.”
“Think about me gutting you like a trout if you try one of your little spells again,” Blays said, twitching the point of his sword at Paul’s belly.
“Like a flounder for him,” Dante said, pointing to the bald one. “It’s fatter.”
“And think about me gutting you like a flounder.”
“I said let’s calm down,” the bald priest said, shuffling the anger from his face and waiting till Blays put away his blade. The man took a long, slow breath and gazed around the small living quarters in the back of the cathedral where the boys had ambushed them. “This is beyond my authority,” he decided, nodding so the wattles on his neck ruffled like a lace sleeve. “Paul. Go see Larrimore and tell him the boy has come. Tell him he’s brought us the book.”
“And then what?” Dante said, pointing his chin at the bald priest’s sternum.
“And then he’ll figure out what to do with you,” he said through his teeth. Blays’ sword ground against its sheath as he worked free the first half foot. “Which I’m certain will be peaceable and amenable to both parties.” He fixed Blays with a look. “They’ll appreciate you’ve returned our property without any more bloodshed.”
“What are you waiting for, Paul?” Blays said. “Move your bony ass.”
The bald priest fought a smile as Paul hustled from the room. Blays glanced at Dante and bugged his eyes. Dante fought down a laugh that would have unmasked them both. They snapped their faces flat and dully contemptuous as the priest turned back to them.
“What’s your name?” Dante said.
“Nak Randal,” the bald priest said. He nodded to Blays. “And yours? We never learned your name. We’d taken to calling you’The Pain.’”
Dante saw Blays swallow a grin. “Blays Buckler,” he said.
Nak sucked his cheeks and darted his watery brown eyes between the two boys for any sign they were putting him on. Blays didn’t need to act to make his face go red.
“Very well,” Nak nodded quickly. “Dante Galand and Blays Buckler. You’ve come a long way.”
“We heard of your city’s legendary hospitality,” Dante said.
“Thought we’d see it for ourselves,” Blays said.
“I hope it hasn’t disappointed,” Nak said, wiping something from his eye and examining his nail.
“Someone shot at us on the way in,” Blays shrugged. “It’s been better since.”
Nak nodded. “It might have helped to learn the language. Things are a bit bestirred at the moment, but some of the city’s wary of foreigners.”
Dante snorted. “We’ve been a little busy being snuck up on in the night by Samarand’s hounds to work on our education.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Nak said. He crinkled up his face and rubbed his eyes with one hand. “Things are going to get interesting a few minutes from now. Care for a seat until then?”
“Thanks,” Blays said, thunking into a chair. Dante took the one beside him and Nak bent over the last one in the room and dragged it in front of them. He sighed as he sat down, then laughed, shaking his bald head.
“They’re not going to like this.”
“Too bad,” Blays said. Nak crossed one leg over the other, wincing when his slippered toe snagged on his robe.
“Trouble with your feet?” Dante said.
“Bunions,” Nak said sadly, then looked up, faintly embarrassed. He frowned hard at Dante. “Speak like that to Larrimore and he’ll either kill you on the spot or take to you like a duck to water.”
“Lots of non-duck fowl like the water,” Dante said.
“What?”
“Who’s Larrimore?” Blays said before Dante could expound.
“He’s known as the Hand of Samarand,” Nak said with a hint of irony around his mouth, “because he turns her will into something you can grasp.”
“He’s a priest, then?” Dante said, leaning forward.
“Just a man with an uncommon facility for getting things done. If he weren’t so damned good at it, you can bet one of the council would have stilled his restless tongue a long time ago. Thus why he might actually like you two.”
Dante cocked his head. “If he’s that good, maybe his arrogance is accurate.”
“Even if that were granted,” Nak said, folding his robed arms, “he still lacks the wisdom to realize that fortress over there may be jammed with holy men, but it’s no less a court than the palace in the capital, where respect and obedience are the highest virtues of all.”
“I thought the winters up here were supposed to be cold,” Blays interjected, cutting Dante off once again and refusing to return his annoyed look. Nak swiftly took this turn of the verbal crossroads, allowing it had been unseasonably warm, in fact the mildest winter he could remember from the last twenty years. He was still telling Blays about all the people who had died during last year’s blizzard when the door swung open and a thin, sharp-boned man with the light brown face of one of the Marl Islanders from the sea south of Bressel strode into the room. Two guards bearing sheathed swords followed at his heels; Paul took up the rear, eyes locked straight ahead, as if he were afraid where they might land if he let them free.
“Nice of you to return our book,” the sharp-boned man said, glancing between Blays and Dante as they stood. “It would have been a little less trouble if—”
“You’re Larrimore, then,” Dante said, taking in the man’s unfashionably short black hair, the tears and stains to his thick, fine-stitched cloak. His boots looked like they had once been worth more than all Dante owned, including his life, but had since been scuffed and worn to the point where they resembled the bark of a pine. His black gloves and scabbard were the same. The only thing he wore with any hint for its care was the silver badge pinned to his collar: a gleamingly polished ring around the wide-branched image of Barden, and at the tree’s center a pair of sapphires winked as richly blue as the glacier-fed lake they’d looked on with Robert. From his tight-trimmed hair to the knot-heavy laces of his boots, he gave off an air of almost willful disrepair, like it offended him to have to concern himself with anything as trivial as how he made himself not naked. Dante was thrilled in a way he couldn’t explain. The man was thirty years old at the utmost and at the clear peak of his life, wholly vital but in no way boyish, and when Dante summed him up it was like looking on the man he could become if he grew into himself without flaw or injury.
“You weren’t kidding,” the man who must be Larrimore said, eyebrows raised at Paul. Paul nodded, eyes still fixed rigidly across the room. The man turned to Dante and spoke in a quick tone that nearly sounded bored. “I am indeed Larrimore, the Hand of Samarand, and as an acolyte of our order you will address me with the respect my station is due.”
“So you’ve seen reason,” Dante managed, thrown by the man’s use of the word “acolyte.” He hadn’t known what to expect—this plan, like their plan for when they’d first come to Narashtovik, had been built on the desperate premise they’d show up with a goal in mind and let no resistance stop them from reaching it—but at his most optimistic he hadn’t expected such ready acceptance.
“Did you really slay Will Palomar?” Larrimore said, tilting his head.
“I smote him down with a column of flame.”
“Wonderful,” Larrimore said. “Nak, how would you feel about a move?”
“A move, sir?”
“Across the street. The boy will need a teacher. He hasn’t slapped you around. I assume that means he likes you.” He raised an eyebrow at Dante and Dante nodded. “Well?”
Nak drew back his chins. “I’d be honored for the chance.”
“Then it’s settled.” Larrimore nodded to the guards. “Take them to the chapel. Clear a cell for Nak and one for Dante. Throw out some of the monks if you have to.”
“Blays comes with me too,” Dante said, struggling to keep up with all that was happening.
“Only men of cloth may live within the chapel,” Larrimore said.
Dante set his jaw. “He is my hand as you are Samarand’s.”
“Well, I do set the rules,” Larrimore said, rubbing his throat. “I suppose no one can say anything if I’m the one who breaks them.” He jerked his head at the two armsmen.
“By your will,” one guard said through his beard. He gestured toward the door. Dante took the lead, Blays and Nak moving to flank him. The second guard moved toward the head of their sudden formation. Their bootsteps echoed through the vast emptiness of the cathedral. Dante and Blays exchanged another look, all but jogging to keep up. The lead guard held the front door and they broke into the overcast afternoon of the square. Across the way the castle gates stood open. Motionless pikemen lined the walls that led inside. They walked across the square and the shadow of the gate’s thick stone cooled their faces as they crossed from Narashtovik to the separate city of the Sealed Citadel. A small squad of guards drilled in close order in the yards. A minor market lined the wall to the right of the main gates, peopled by keepers that spoke in normal tones with the men who handled and haggled for their wares. The clink of smithies underlined the modest chatter of the market and the barked orders of the soldiers. Directly ahead, the keep jutted straight up from the ground: shorter than the church on the other side of the square, but an immense thing in its own right, a powerful block of dun stone and pure strength, like a titan’s front tooth sown in the earth. Dante’s eyes tracked up its neck-bending height.
“I haven’t been in here in a while,” Nak said, pleased. One of the guards gave him a bored look. Behind them came the clank of chains lowering the grille and pulling closed the reinforced wooden gates. Before they reached the keep they heard the boom of tons of iron-hard wood clapping together.
The guards escorting them wasted no time taking them to a small but ornate chapel that leaned against the outer wall of the keep. Its main hall, perhaps thirty feet by twenty, felt toyish in comparison to the cathedral they’d so recently left. One guard led them to the cells at the chapel’s rear while the other pulled one of the curious monks aside to confer about quarters.
“Don’t leave this room,” one of the guards said once the monk had shown him to an empty cell. He ushered the boys inside. “Someone will see to you in time.”
“Goodbye, for the moment,” Nak said, offering a wave.
“See we’re not kept long,” Dante said. “And bring us some food.”
The guard’s mouth twitched. He nodded to the monk and they walked on down the hallway. Blays waited for their footfalls to recede, then closed the door and pressed his back against it, palms spread wide across the wood.
“Lyle’s parboiled guts,” he said, gazing stupidly at Dante, lower lip tucked between his teeth. “Did what I think just happened actually happen?”
Dante sat down on the cell’s feather pallet. When they brought in another for Blays there would hardly be room to walk around. Dazedly, he pinched the bridge of his nose until his eyes watered. The last half hour had felt like a completely different life than that of the prior week.
“Ow,” he said. “I think it’s real.”
“Well what now?”
“I don’t have the faintest idea,” Dante said, rubbing his finger below his nose. “Really, I didn’t want to think about what would happen after we threw the book at them.”
Blays nodded, still grinning. “Let’s try not to get killed.”
“I promise nothing.” He leaned back, gazed up into the timbers of the ceiling. He felt as if he could rip the roof down with a look. Why hadn’t he been like this before? Why hadn’t he known that what he was depended on no more than what he willed himself to be?
* * *
It was there. It was all there. Everything he’d wanted collected within the walls of this simple temple: copies of the Cycle; references and interpretations; versions with the final third translated into Mallish. He reached toward the shelf of the chapel library and heard Nak, who’d been sent back to their room an hour later to settle them in and show them around, say something about reading it in the original. Dante slid free a Mallish translation and sat down in the strong sunlight of the south-facing reading room, glad to be off his feet, which had felt swimmy beneath him. He hadn’t realized just how long he’d been kept from finishing the Cycle, just how much its version of the world had come to underpin his own.
“Much simpler than your idiotic mishmash,” Nak was saying.
“What?”
“The grammar. Unlike your’tongue,’ if it can be so called, ours actually follows rules.” Nak scowled at him as Dante leafed through his book. “Certain subtleties are lost in the translation. Besides, you sound like a barbarian. You’re in Gask now.”
“Tomorrow,” Dante waved.
“I’ve been charged with your instruction,” Nak said, slipping his hand beneath its cover and folding it closed, “and if the remainder of the Cycle of Arawn is still beyond you, I need you reading at least as well as a child before I can direct you through the rest.”
“I said tomorrow!” Dante swung to his feet, sucking air through his nose. “I’ll be your student then. I’ll be as diligent as the course of the sun. I just need this one day with what’s eluded me for so long.”
Nak ran a finger around his flabby jaw, then nodded. “Very well. This day is yours. Tomorrow is mine.”
It was a translation, and for that he was wary, but the difference between the Cycle’s first sections and that final third were too clear to be caused by the liberties of any scribe. It felt older. Primal. They were the words not only of a different man, but of a different race of men, a men whose waking thoughts were just as much a dream as the hours they spent in sleep. As Dante read the same basic story that had begun the Cycle, he felt as if he’d found a cord between himself and the deepest, purest knowledge of that first and brightest spark of man—that at last, the riotous chaos of civilization might be put into some kind of sense.
In the days before day, in the nights before night, all things swirled, all things mixed with another, the waves broke but there was no shore, the foam foamed without light to see its crest on the waters, great Arawn and Taim fought the serpents and the dragons of the stormy north and roiled the water with their struggle, Arawn’s great mill cracked and fell.
The bodies rolled on the surface, scale and claw, eye and tooth, and from their spines Taim grasped them and formed them to the shores and the peaks, he plucked their knuckles and set them to the islands, and Arawn split the first sky from the second sky, where he left to grant the measure.
And what of man? Carvahal said, and from the blood of the serpents and the blood of his own shining wounds Taim packed them into the mud where the river met the banks, the wind filled their lungs and they stood and saw what Taim had made.
To the men he gave the earth, and he made the sun to warm them and coax the seeds of plant and babe. To the heavens Arawn forged the thrones of the gods and he planted the stars of his law. Carvahal left his seat, he left his house and found the northern fire where once a dragon watched its waters, he cupped that star-light in his hands and bore it down to minds of men, he showed them where the two rivers rose into the skies.
And so Taim cursed men to wither and return to mud. Arawn cried out, he cried to see the men so used: he took their dust and ground it in his mill where he ground the grist that fed all things, and there the wind would carry the last breath of men, there it would take them to the black fields, again they would mix with all that once had been.
But Arawn’s mill was cracked, it had broken in the struggle with the north-laired dragon, it had fallen when that dragon fell and cracked upon the earth. And when it ground again, this broken mill, it ground no more of stars and plenty; the stars had shifted; now strife was ground with man.
“What?” Blays said, and Dante realized he’d been laughing.
“I just read how the gods made the world.”
“You mean like you could have done in any temple back in Bressel?”
“Their story is like this one’s shadow,” Dante said. His shoulders felt like hilltops, his fists like boulders. “We didn’t make the world a terrible place, like the priests of Taim say. The gods did.”
Blays grunted. “I thought you didn’t believe in the gods.”
“I don’t. But maybe they just died a long time ago, and this is what they did before they went away.” His smile fell as Blays continued to watch him. Did he suspect it? The second layer of the plan that had gotten them inside? That the only way Dante could think to get close enough to Samarand to kill her would also take him to the one place he knew would have a Cycle he could read? It wasn’t that Dante had lied. He’d gotten them inside the Sealed Citadel, meant to learn its layout well enough to figure out how they could murder her and then escape back to the south. That hadn’t changed. But neither had his other need. He could do both. Learning the Cycle’s last secrets could only help him when it came time to snuff Samarand’s candle. If suspicion tickled Blays’ mind, let him hold his guesses. Dante had been the one who’d gotten them through the gates.
He read on. He heard Blays’ boots knocking around the confines of the chapel, the whisper of pages as the boy pawed through the monks’ stash of romances, presumably in search of saucy pictures, then more footsteps and the close of the front door. Dante read without cease, lighting a candle once he realized he’d been squinting into dusklight for the last half hour. He read without pausing to take down all the names or map out all the places like he’d done when he’d started the book. That would come later. For now he had this one night to read it through, and when he turned its last page a couple hours before dawn, he felt the breath stir in his lungs, the blood in his veins. He felt elevated, touched by a mood of lightness and wholeness. From that vantage, his worries and doubts looked like malborn vermin, things he could pick up and snap into two dead halves. He closed his eyes, pressed his palms together, felt the fiber of the shadows mingle with the flesh of his self, felt it pour into the empty places in his body, in his skin, in his blood, in his hair and eyes and heart, felt his own position as an extension of the eternal burn of the stars. He opened his eyes and the world was changed, he a part of it and it a part of him, and he knew that when he died, it would mean no more than a retreat from the isolation of this body back into the blood-warm swell of nether.
* * *
Dante woke the next morning the same way he always had—confused, vaguely angry, already weary toward whatever the next hours would bring in a way he thought unfair for any 16-year-old to feel—and it was a while before he remembered he should feel any different. But sleep had robbed him of that elevation he’d had on finishing the book, that sense of oneness and rightness, like if he had to die it would be all right if it just came then. He had its memory, though, the thirsty knowledge it was possible to feel that way, for however brief a time, and instead of feeling cheated, he lay beneath his blanket in a mood of deep removal, not at peace but too far from his worries to be hurt by them, and passed an hour coldly dissecting the facts of his life until Nak knocked on his door.
“Get teaching,” Dante said once he’d let him in.
“Oh, so it turns out you’ve still got things to learn?” Nak said, and in the mental coldness that hadn’t quite left him Dante could tell Nak’s jest wasn’t meant to run him down, but came from a sense of admiration the monk could never voice in plain words.
“I finished the Cycle,” he said.
“And?”
“It felt like I’d been lifted to the moon,” Dante said. He frowned. That wasn’t right—it was incomplete, at least. “It felt like a foundation. Now it’s time to quarry more blocks and keep building my tower.”
“Ah,” Nak breathed. “You felt the touch of Arawn.”
“Perhaps,” Dante said, not because he thought it might be true, but because he found he didn’t care how Nak wanted to classify it. Nak scratched his bald pate and led Dante to the reading room. A spread of sparsely-worded primers lay in the soft winter sunlight on the desk. Dante picked one up, felt the last of his clear-eyed coldness seep away. “These look like they’re made for children.”
“And unfortunately you know less than a child,” Nak said, “but they’re as simple as we have.”
Nak stepped him through the Narashtovik alphabet, which was nearly identical to Mallish but lacking three letters, and the subtleties of its pronunciation, which unlike the Mallish stew was regular and orderly as the board of a game of cotters, and which Nak claimed was close enough to Gaskan to sound like no more than a regional accent. He made Dante write it out five times, then speak each letter five more. He drilled Dante on the verb conjugations of Narashtovik and its relation to modern Gaskan. He showed him the structure of its grammar in simple sentences, taught him a handful of words, the precise laws of how a verb cycled through the tenses of the present, the past, the future, the subjunctive. He bade Dante write out a dozen verbs through each of their forms and left on some monkish errand. Busywork, Dante thought, and far too much to take in at once. That Nak wanted him to learn through rote memorization struck him as an insult. He did it anyway, writing out Nak’s precise little tables. Nak returned and nodded at his work, correcting his past pluralizations, then went over it all again before leaving the boy with pages of hand-prepared vocabulary to study through the evening. The next day he had Dante write out maddeningly simple sentences about cats chasing balls and boys throwing sticks. The next day was the same, but working in the other tenses, repeating and repeating until Nak was satisfied what he’d taught had stuck.
“When are we going to read something real?” Dante asked as Nak prepared to leave him once again.
“Once we’ve laid a few blocks on your foundation.”
Dante rolled his eyes and turned back to his lists of words.
“Learning much?” Blays asked him when he came back to their cell for the night.
“Conjugates,” Dante said, staring at the shadows on the ceiling.
“How do you say to murder’?”
“Natus,” Dante said. He lifted his head, stared at Blays. “We knew this wouldn’t work overnight. They have to learn to trust me before I’ll be able to get close.”
Blays shook his head at the cold night and silent yard past the cell’s small window.
“There’s a world outside this keep.”
“Give it time,” Dante said. “I haven’t forgotten why we’re here. You just keep your eyes open while we wait for something to happen.”
Their wait didn’t last long. Nak bent over Dante’s latest lesson, following his sentences with the sharp tip of his pen, striking out words and muttering corrections, when the door banged open and slammed against the wall, shuddering to a stop.
“Knuckles possess a great facility for knocking,” Nak said. He looked up and his teeth clacked shut. “Uh, my lord.”
“The boy,” Larrimore said, beckoning with a single flick of his finger. Three guards crowded in behind him.
“I have a name,” Dante said.
“That will only be an issue if we decide you’re worthy of a tombstone.” Samarand’s Hand nodded to the guards. They grabbed Dante by the elbows and dragged him toward the door. The bluster he’d come at them with back at the cathedral and ever since crumpled into nothing. He could only gape at Nak, plead dumbly for help from the middle-aged monk.
Nak tapped his fingers together. “May I ask—”
“Their Cycle is a fake,” Larrimore said, running his tongue along his teeth.
“Ah,” Nak said. “Upsetting.”
Larrimore ignored him, turning on his heel. The guards hauled Dante out the door and out the chapel. He struggled to keep his feet, toes scraping the stone yard. Blays shouted from behind them. Dante winked at him and tried not to throw up.
“I have legs,” he said, boots scuffing through the dirt.
“For now,” Larrimore said.
“I don’t know what this is about.” He wriggled his shoulders, twisting his body to find a way to meet Larrimore’s eyes. “Do you hear me?”
Larrimore looked down on him, face impassive, then reached out and flicked Dante’s nose hard enough to make his eyes water. They carried him up the steps and inside the keep, through its airy entrance and down a hall adorned by tapestries of Arawn and his deeds, by gray-bearded men hoisting pennants and flags over their foes. The guards slowed enough to let him catch his feet as they reached a stairwell that descended to a cool, well-lit subfloor. Larrimore took out a heavy iron key and opened the second door they reached. Dante was yanked through the doorway and heaved into a heap on the plain stone floor. Other than a single lantern by the door the room was empty, chilly, hard rock with dust on every surface.
The armsmen moved to either side of the door. Larrimore shut it and folded his arms behind his back, regarding Dante for a long minute. Dante tucked his feet beneath him and clasped his hands in his lap. Without changing his expression, Larrimore lashed out and booted him in the ribs.
“Cut that pious crap. There’s no priests here.”
Dante had fallen to his palms, gasping for breath, rage flashing through his skull. Pain rattled up his nerves, but he let his body hurt, knowing it wouldn’t kill him.
“Tell me why I’m here,” he said.
Larrimore snorted. “Don’t play games. You gave us a copy.”
“I gave you the same book I took from the temple.”
Larrimore stepped forward and slapped him so the ends of his nails bit into Dante’s cheek.
“Tell me where the real one is. Now.”
Dante made his face twist with anger. It wasn’t hard. “How do you know it’s a fake?”
The man just laughed. Dante’s heart shuddered. How did they know he’d given them the copy he’d found in one of the temples in Narashtovik? Had they found the real one? Had they dug it up from where he’d buried it in the yard of the house next to the one he and Blays had lived in just inside the city’s first wall? But they couldn’t have: otherwise they’d be busy killing him, not questioning him. He stayed silent.
“There are no identical copies,” Larrimore said. “You idiot. Like we wouldn’t look past the pretty white tree on the cover. Your attempt at deception is outrageous in its stupidity. As if we have no records. No way to check.” He blinked, tightened his jaw. “You gave us a copy. An old one, but a copy nonetheless.”
“It’s the same one I found. Maybe you’ve been chasing the wrong one this whole time.”
“Where is it?”
Dante rolled his eyes. “If you’re so sure I’ve got it, why don’t you just conjure it out of my pocket? Or sniff it out like you did all across Mallon?”
“Because we can’t,” Larrimore snapped, jerking his head back and forth with each syllable. “We’re not hounds and it’s not a fox. It can be lost as simply as anything else. Including lives.”
“Then how do you know you weren’t chasing a fake?”
Larrimore lashed out with his boot, aiming for Dante’s side. The boy shifted at the last instant and it struck him in the hip. He sprawled out on the stone. The nether throbbed at the edges of his vision. He panted, glaring up at the other man.
“Answer me!”
Larrimore bared his teeth. He pressed his fist against his brow and shook his head.
“We followed you by the blood you left at the temple,” he said, leaning forward as if preparing to kick Dante again. “We know the book there was the real one. Ergo, you had it.”
“But it’s fakes you plant in the temples!” Dante pushed himself back to his knees and glared up at the man. “That’s right. I’m versed in your bizarre little scheme. How you leave out copies where people can find them, then if they survive your attacks you scoop them up and induct them into your order. If they break instead, you toss them away like toy soldiers. And I’m supposed to believe I somehow got my hands on the one true Cycle.”
Larrimore had drawn up short during Dante’s speech. His eyes were slits, his voice as low as the floor.
“How do you know all that?”
“You look at me and you see some boy. I’ve traveled a thousand miles. I’ve killed a dozen of your men. I’ve taught myself to work the nether.” For a moment he forgot his bluster, was taken instead by a curiosity he’d had since Cally’d told him how they used the book. “Why do you leave it out like that? Why do you recruit people that way? Why so complicated?”
“Because it works,” Larrimore said. He stood in place a moment, face frozen as he stared at Dante. “Men like you are as rare as a monk that isn’t fat. Do you know how few people can work the nether? We need as many as we can find. Their strength’s the only thing keeping us from being crushed.” He continued to stare, like he’d forgotten this was an interrogation. “You’re a strange one.”
“I just want to learn.”
“You still can. Just tell me where it is.”
“I don’t know,” Dante said, though he knew the man wasn’t lying, that they would still take him back if only he told them where to find the book.
“Enough. More than enough.” Larrimore crouched down in front of Dante, eyes bright and hard. Again Dante had the sense he could become this man. Cunning as the animal mind of a drunk, open-eyed enough to seize the unexpected and turn it to his advantage before it could be turned against him, with a will so swift and sharp he could trust his quickest instincts to lead him where he wanted. That was the difference between them, Dante thought. Dante knew what he wanted, had the same ability to adapt rather than be caught flat-footed by the false assumption of a rigid mentality. But he didn’t know how to act—or didn’t trust his impulses to make his desires fact. The burn in Larrimore’s eyes told him the man hadn’t yet made up his mind to kill him, that there was a way to convince him he didn’t have the book and still be kept as a student of the order. Yet Dante’s only plan since he’d found the extra copy of the Cycle in the garbage of one of their old temples after Samarand’s sermon was one of scorn and contempt, a whirlwind of arrogance meant to keep them so far back on their heels they wouldn’t have the wits to question anything he said. It had worked till now, till they looked closely at the prize he’d tossed at their feet. And now he was snared.
Bluster and violence were all he knew. He didn’t know how to convince Larrimore of a lie. They had him. This was their castle. Their city. Their army of men guarding its gates, their troop of priests hoarding its lore. If he’d been something more, he could have talked his way out. Instead he had no more than his one simple lie:
“I don’t know where it is.”
“The boring part, then,” Larrimore said, almost sadly. “Torture. I think we’ll start with Blays.”
“He’s got nothing to do with this!”
“Of course he doesn’t.”
“Then why him? Why not me?”
“Because he’ll get to you better than if we put you in the boots.”
“Don’t,” Dante said. He knew Blays would die before he gave up their secrets. He was stupid that way. “You’re a reasonable man. Why don’t you just believe me?”
“Because you’re lying,” Larrimore sighed. He got up, knees popping, and nodded at the guards. One opened the door.
“Wait,” Dante said. He swallowed back his nausea. “What about the prophecy?”
Larrimore paused at the door, face unreadable. “Which prophecy might that be?”
“The one from the Cycle.”
“It’s a big book,” Larrimore said, dropping his hand from the door frame.
“The south shall bear the child of flame,” Dante intoned, quoting the passage he’d found in the last pages of that final third, the close of which he’d read every night since, “with bleeding hands and bleeding blade; in Millstar’s skies he’ll write his name and brother’s treason be unmade.”
“Rubbish. Just like all poetry.”
“I came from the south.”
“Everyone’s from the south,” Larrimore said. “There’s nothing north of here but piles of rock and farmers too stupid to know you can’t squeeze wheat from stone.”
Dante held up his hands, showed the scars of all the times he’d cut his hands to feed the nether’s hungry mouths.
“And these?”
“Every priest of worth has those. Or on the backs of his hands, or on his forearm—or his forehead, if he’s given to theatrics.”
Dante folded his hands in his lap. Other than attacking the man and his guards outright, it had been his last play. He might be able to kill them. He might even be able to get to Blays before the rest of the Citadel knew what was happening. He wouldn’t be able to get them out, though, and would never be able to kill her. It would all be for failure. Tears stung his eyes and he closed them. He couldn’t give up the book, either; he didn’t know why, just that it was too important, could tip the balance so far that even Samarand’s death wouldn’t be enough to cease their aggression. He would do nothing, then. He wouldn’t break. The least he could do was keep his silence until they stole his very voice.
“Stonewalling,” he heard Larrimore mutter. “Delusions of destiny don’t impress me. Your only coin’s the book. If Blays doesn’t give it up, we’ll be back for you soon enough.”
Dante snapped open his eyes and fixed them on Larrimore. “If I’m so unimportant, why are you doing everything you can not to hurt me?”
“You’re overlooking the possibility that’s a measure of my own stupidity rather than a measure of your own worth.” Larrimore smiled, then remembered himself. “Wait here,” he joked. He gestured to the guards and they stepped outside.
“What will Samarand do when she finds you’ve murdered the keystone of her desire?” Dante shouted after them. He heard them speak in Gaskan to each other, then the door clunked shut. A lock snapped into place and the hallway went silent.
Dante stood, wincing at his rib and hip, brushed dust from his trousers. Other than himself, the dust, and the lantern flickering by the door, the room was completely empty. At least it was clean. He felt calm, somehow, as if his few minutes with Larrimore had spent all his available emotion. Feeling stupid, he tried the door and was almost glad that it didn’t budge. He had nothing in his pockets but some of Nak’s papers and his torchstone. He sat back down in the middle of the room. Had anyone ever learned to teleport themselves? What was the point of all he’d learned if he couldn’t use it to escape a simple dungeon?
He could probably blast down the door, he thought. Murder the guards Larrimore would have posted outside. Still, anything drastic depended on being certain they were going to kill him or Blays or both, and he had the odd conviction that wasn’t the case. He’d planted the seed of doubt with Larrimore, thrown him with that crazy scripture of prophecy, if only by a little. Larrimore didn’t strike him as the kind of man who put too much stock in anything—likely why Samarand had taken him as her captain—but he was the captain, and if he was off consulting with anyone it would be with her. As the holiest of their order, perhaps she would put a little more weight in the possibility of Dante’s importance.
He’d wait and see, then. Doing anything rash would ruin both their chance to assassinate Samarand and his ability to learn the nether through the structured instruction of this place rather than through whatever fragments he could scrape together on his own. They’d decide either to kill him or use him. He wouldn’t act until he knew which.
Time went by. Without a window on the sky he had no way to tell how much. He conjugated irregular verbs for a while. He killed some time holding his breath for as long as he could, then waited for his gasps to subside and tried it again. He made a methodic sweep of the room, poking every stone up to the eight-foot ceiling, tapping his toe against every block in the floor. None were false or loose. He hadn’t expected they would be, but he liked to think someone who’d shared this room before him had made an effort to escape rather than let himself rot, clapped up and forgotten.
It wasn’t until he could no longer forestall urinating that he grew angry. There were no buckets, no holes in the floor. They hadn’t exactly forgotten about him in a few hours, either. It was deliberate. They wanted to reduce him to an animal. Degrade his pride. He did his business in a corner and laid down on the other side of the room, breathing through his mouth. After a while he even slept.
Dante woke to pitch darkness. He jerked upright, flinching as if he expected to bang his head. The lantern had gone out. He groped for the near wall, leaning forward until his fingers brushed stone. He let himself wake up for a minute. Torchstone in his pocket. He cocked his head, listened for the scrabbles of rats or anything else lurking in the blindness. There was no need for light, the room was practically a complete seal. Darkness couldn’t hurt him. For a while longer he sat there, listening to himself breathe. Maybe it was a good thing he was still locked up. Maybe that meant they had lots of things to talk about.
His stomach gurgled. He had no way to know how long he’d slept, but from his stomach, insistent but not yet pained, he guessed it had been some twelve hours since he’d eaten lunch shortly before they’d dragged him here. He sucked on his fingers, straining his eyes against the inky darkness. He stilled his mind. A coldness like exposing wet skin to a breeze crept over his hands. He thought on the nature of the shadowsphere, the all but solid substance of its delumination, a deeper blackness even than that of this room. He bent his mind to define the sphere by what it wasn’t. By its un-ducklike properties. He laughed through his nose, and as his breath touched his palm he could see the creases of his skin, white and illusory as a flash of pain. It winked out at his surprise and he cast back out for its feeling, gathering it in like rope onto a pier. First a spot: and then he saw his hand, his wrist, it expanded over his arm, the dust on his knees and the smooth stone floor. He stood slowly, willing the light to grow. His line of sight bubbled outward until all the room was lit in ghostly white. It had been so simple. What else could he do if he took the time to think about it?
Metal scraped on metal on the far side of the door. Dante started. The bolt clicked. He swept his thoughts clean and popped back into darkness in time for the light of the hall to spill into his chamber as the door swung open.
“Still alive?” Larrimore called. He walked inside, glancing idly to either side of the door, then saw Dante standing half in shadow at the far side of the room. Larrimore was silhouetted, his face unreadable. “Stinks in here.”
“That’s what happens when you treat a man worse than you’d care for your stock,” Dante said.
“At least it hasn’t dulled your tongue.”
“How’s Blays?”
“Untouched, despite my best counsel and his brilliant plan to try to brawl his way to wherever we might have you,” Larrimore said. He raised a dark hand to his face. “How would you like to see Samarand?”
Dante snorted. “Do I have a say?”
“Of course not. But I thought you might be comforted by the illusion you did.” Larrimore turned toward the door. “Come.”
Dante squinted against the modest lantern-light of the hall. After a single day in the room it already felt strange to walk about relatively free—qualified only by Larrimore, the sheathed swords of the guards who followed him, the walls of the keep, the hundreds of soldiers within it, the walls around the keep, and, he supposed, his own need to stay here until Samarand lay dead at his feet. He stumbled and a guard put a hand on his back. He shrugged it away. His heart railed against his ribs. Samarand, face to face. He felt certain he could take her life if he sacrificed his own. Why had all this fallen on him?
They ascended to the entry hall and Larrimore strode straight back to the sets of doors at the far end of the room. A few soldiers and well-dressed men glanced their way. Into a hallway, through another couple doors, a tight spiral staircase. Dante stopped counting steps after a hundred.
Larrimore turned off on a landing a short distance from the top. Dante smiled at the heaving breathing of the others. He was winded, but not badly. All that running away had been good for something after all.
From there they entered a sort of fore hall, thick black rugs on the stone floor, weavings and paintings on the walls, elegant sculpture of the same make he’d seen on the temples within the city. They passed a window of purified glass and Dante stopped short. Below him lay the yard and the walls and the open street, and beyond that, across a yawning gap of empty space, the upthrust steeple of the Cathedral of Ivars soared into the sky. For all their height in the keep, a full two thirds of the church’s spire towered above them. Dante was beginning to understand just how big the world was, but surely Ivars was the tallest thing man had ever built. Behind it, the dead city stretched for miles through swaths of gray and white stone, riverlike streets, black fringes of pines growing frequent between the first and second walls and thickly enough to resemble a forest in the crumbling fringes of the outermost city. To his north he could see the gray waters of the bay, the tree-painted arms of land holding it in place, the silvery line of a river feeding it and coursing off to the southeast. It was earlyish morning, he saw, eight or nine o’clock. He’d spent closer to twenty hours locked up than twelve.
“Enough goggling,” Larrimore said. Dante pulled himself from the window and hurried to catch up. They drew up in front of a solid-looking set of doors and Larrimore rapped his knuckles against the wood.
A woman’s voice filtered through the door and with a distant thrill Dante realized he understood the foreign words: “Come in.”
The room was close, warmed and lit by a hearth at its far end. Samarand was seated in front of it, turned toward the door. She folded up the book on her lap and looked up. Her gaze caught on Dante a moment, then she smiled at Larrimore, who walked forward and bobbed his head. They exchanged a few words and Dante’s comprehension of Gaskan-by-way-of-Narashtovik evaporated. He shifted his feet as their talk wore on. Samarand laughed regularly, pressing her hand to the base of her throat. His eyes settled on the hollow there, the white, fragile skin. He imagined slitting it. Gathering the nether and caving in her face. If he made the room go black first, he could probably do the same to Larrimore and the armsmen before they could stop him. He was more dangerous than they gave him credit.
“Dante Galand,” Samarand said, standing and facing him. Her voice was soft but carried a current of command. Her words were Mallish, but accented with the thick consonants of Gask speech, an influence he hadn’t heard when she’d given her sermon. He met her eyes. “I’m sorry you spent so long in that cell. I was out.”
“My fault,” Larrimore agreed, smiling. She gave him a look and he gathered his men and bowed out through the door.
“It was at least a step more civil than all those times you tried to kill me,” Dante said, managing to keep his voice level.
“I’ve never seen you before today.”
“In the fields. Coming for the book. Did I pass your test?”
“Was I ever out in those fields with you?”
“Whose men were they, then?”
She shook her head, gaze steady. “This isn’t why I brought you here.” She nodded to a chair across from hers. He fell into it, leaning his head against its high back.
“I bet the others were grateful for the chance to prove themselves,” he said. She just smiled. He found it maddening.
“It’s easy to forget,” she said, “when Larrimore tells me of all the things you’ve done, you’re still a child.” He let that go. “The others were angry, too. They didn’t understand at first. But the same drive that brought them to the book gave them the vision for what they could become. Two of them are present members of our council.”
“Is that an offer?”
She laughed again, then touched her fingers to her lips. “You’ve made things difficult for me. I’d like you with us. We need talent now more than ever. But I need that book.”
Dante made himself sigh. “I told Larrimore. The book I gave Nak is the same one I found in that temple.”
“Indeed.” She leaned back in her chair. She could have been discussing the health of a distant relative. He readied himself to reach for the nether.
“I suppose you’ve already made up your mind.”
“Why would I have done that?” She frowned, showing the wrinkles around her mouth. “This isn’t a formality. I wanted to see you for myself.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Is Blays safe?”
“Your friend is fine.”
“I want to see him.”
She lifted one gray-flecked brow. “If it turned out I’d killed him, what would you do about it? Try to kill me?”
“That would be suicide,” he said evenly.
“Here and now you and I are in this room,” she said with the same easy power with which she’d given her sermon. “It’s high and isolated. The doors are shut. I have one question: do you want the knowledge I can offer?”
His hands tightened on the chair’s arms. “Yes.”
Her blue eyes skipped between his. “Then give me the book.”
“Look at these,” he said, pointing his finger so close to his eyes he might poke them out, “and know I’m telling the truth when I say I’ve given you everything I have.”
She stared at him the way you’d stare at a scorpion while deciding whether to crush it or leave it be and he felt a flickering around his mind. He jerked his head, then made his mind go as blank as when he sought to channel the nether. Burn in hell, he thought, but he saw no recognition cross her face.
“You’re a snake,” she said, freezing his blood, “but I see no lie in your eyes.”
“Finally. Now maybe I can get back to my lessons.”
“Heavens forbid I infringe on your time. Is that how you aspire to spend it? With grammar and vocabulary?”
“I need to know those things,” Dante frowned. “You all speak more than one language.”
“Yes, we’re wise enough to know the world’s a large place. And good for us. But you didn’t travel all this way in hopes of learning your letters. I’m inclined to agree.”
Dante leaned forward, trying to keep his eyes guarded. “Meaning?”
“If these were ideal circumstances, we’d be in no hurry to rush things along,” she said, lifting the corners of her lips at what she saw in his face. “But they’re not and we do. You’ll continue your lessons with Nak, but we’ve got a lot of work and not enough hands to get it done. Larrimore will make use of you with some tasks more suitable to your skills than copying conjugation tables.”
“What kind of tasks?”
She gave an ironic tilt to her head. “Trust my great wisdom will see they’re matched to your ability and temperament. I’m not interested in wasting either of our time on tests.”
Dante nodded, considering her placid face. He’d have training both formal and experiential. In the employ of her most trusted servant. A chance to at once realize his talents and stay close enough to find the right moment to strike her down. He couldn’t have asked for more. He knew this was no fortunate turn of a die, though. He had made this thing happen. Through wit and will he’d put himself in position to receive this offer. He wouldn’t squander it.
“I accept.”
“Excellent,” she smiled, appearing genuinely pleased. Dante still hadn’t seen the violence and radicalism Cally’d claimed she’d ridden to power. For a brief moment, he wondered if the old man might have been wrong, if the Samarand he’d known years ago had let age temper her ambition with wisdom. People did change, he thought. He wasn’t the boy he’d been three months ago. He’d become potent in a way he’d imagined would take years, had done things he never would have dared on his own. If he could reforge his personality so much in three months, what could Samarand have done in twenty years? Perhaps when she’d gotten the wants of her heart, she’d mellowed, satisfied with her power and her place. “You won’t be seeing much of me, of course,” Samarand went on. “I’ve got a lot to do beyond holding the hands of all those administrators who keep writing me for money and troops.” She nodded at her desk, overflowing with signet-stamped letters. “Larrimore will tell you whatever we need done. Grow strong. We’ll need you soon enough.”
He nodded, dazed. She stood and he did too. He wondered if he was supposed to bow. He offered a kind of deep nod, and when the guards escorted him from her chambers, he knew it wasn’t to control his path, but to protect him.
* * *
“Why didn’t you do it then?” Blays asked when they had a moment alone. He had a bruise high on his cheek and a cut across his nose, but he looked to be in one piece.
“We’d have been killed,” Dante said simply. He rubbed his eyes and looked up from a pile of Nak’s notes. “We can’t do this like we’ve done all the rest. We need a plan. A real one.”
“Yeah,” Blays nodded, letting his heels bounce against the side of the desk he was sitting on. “Was she as nice in person as at her sermon?”
“There’s something about her. She’s seductive.”
“That’s disgusting!”
“Not like that,” Dante said, face going red. He shoved Blays.
“Wait, let’s not rule this out,” Blays said, righting himself on the desk. “We can use this. First, you flatter and sweet-talk your way into her confidence. Then, when the moment is right, you use that sharp tongue of yours to—”
“Shut up!” Dante shoved him again. How had they started talking about this? “I mean, she has a way with people. She’s a leader of men. If she’s like Cally said, then she hides it well.”
“Well, I see how little it takes to win you over,” Blays said, eyes lingering on Dante’s neck. Dante touched the cold clasp on his collar, the badge Larrimore had given him after his talk with Samarand: a silver ring around a simple, stylized, seven-branched tree.
“This is how I’m going to keep close to her.”
“Closer than a private audience?”
“This lets us choose the moment when,” Dante said. “That gives us the power.” He moved across the room to their one window. “They told me they’d assign you an instructor from the soldiers. You’ll be with me on our assignments.”
Blays tapped his finger on the desk, then leaned forward, elbows on knees.
“Just what are these errands, anyway?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said. “Things they need done.”
They found out soon enough. Larrimore appeared the next afternoon to interrupt Nak’s lesson with a tersely-worded order about a man spotted in the ruins beyond the outer wall. He wanted Dante to bring him in.
“Why?”
“Because I’m telling you to.”
“A time-honored logic.”
“Because,” Larrimore said, tugging his collar forward, “he used to be one of our acolytes.”
“Not fond of those who leave the fold?” Dante said, judging he still had some play to his rope.
“Not fond of those who leave it with their pockets sagging with our property.” Larrimore tapped Dante’s badge. “Nor is it particularly pleasing when they make a point of lurking about and robbing our monks when they’re out on their business. Stealing from men of peace! What is this world come to?”
Dante nodded, mollified. “Should I know anything about him?”
“Dark hair. Queued. Bearded—in fact, a general mess, you’ll know he’s been on the streets a while. Name’s Ryant Briggs.”
“I meant of a less tangible nature.”
Larrimore laughed, met his eyes. “Scared?”
“No,” Dante said. He picked up his sword belt. “Well? What can he do?”
“Minor talents. Nothing you can’t handle.”
“Want him in one piece?”
“Would be nice,” Larrimore shrugged. “But denial of men’s desires is the gods’ way of saying hello.”
Dante nodded, buckling his sword around his waist. “He’ll be yours by nightfall.”
“I hope you’re cognizant of the irony here,” Blays said after Dante’d found him trading blows with one of the soldiers in the yard and explained their job.
“I’m cognizant. Remember why we’re here.”
“You’d do well to do the same.”
Dante shook his head. They crossed the yard to the small door at the other side of the Citadel’s walls, the only other exit from the place, a door far less ostentatious than the main gates but thick as his palm was wide and set in a passage too narrow to swing a sword. The sunlight flashed on the icon on his collar and the door’s guards let them by. They strode east into the city, toward the fringes. Citizens’ eyes lingered on Dante and the silver at his neck as he brushed by. He gazed straight ahead, a faint thrill of rank and recognition tickling his nerves.
It had snowed the night before and their boots slid on the ice-slick cobbles. They passed under the Ingate to the shabbier, less-peopled buildings between it and the gappy ring of the Pridegate, so named, Nak had told him in a brief break from the endless language lessons, because in all the times the city had been sacked no man who’d defended its outer walls had ever abandoned them except to be thrown in a coffin. Much of the city was still a mystery to Dante—he hadn’t been outside the Citadel since the day he’d given them the fake copy of the Cycle—but the keep and the church were landmark enough to keep his direction even with the sun hidden behind a screen of clouds. The ground sloped down between the two sets of walls before leveling out in front of the Pridegate, threatening to yank itself from under their feet with every step into the snow.
It was easy to forget, behind the thick stone of the Sealed Citadel and among the bustling crowds behind the Ingate, that so much of the city was wrecked, forgotten, neglected, peopled by the lost and the landless and the outcast—when it was peopled at all. Dante paused in the street just past the outer walls. Birdsong and single footsteps trickled through the rubble and the pines. Behind him, far-carrying notes of shopmen crying prices, hammers shaping steel.
“We were rats recently enough,” Dante said, gazing over the houses in their various states of decay. “Larrimore said he’d been seen in this quarter. If you were a rat, where would you hide from our soldiers?”
“A basement, to hide my light,” Blays said. He sucked his teeth. “Or the second floor of a place where the stairs had caved in. If someone came for me in my sleep I’d hear them scrabbling around before they could get up to me.”
Dante nodded, impressed, but didn’t say so. They made a few circles of the weed-choked streets, examining the houses with fresh litter or footprints in the yellowed grass and snow-patched dirt, spooking a few grimy men ensconced in their filth in single underfurnished rooms. In the sixth or seventh house of their search they saw a tuft of long black hair beneath a blanket. Dante called their quarry’s name, got no response. He walked toward the man and nudged him with his boot. Stiff. Blays took out his sword. Dante knelt and pulled back the blanket. The body’s cheek looked bruised where it rested on the dirt floor, its open eyes dull and glassy. Dante shook his head.
When twilight came, the hour of roaming, they returned to the gateless gap in the wall and sank down against the stone, watching the shadowy figures of men in the distance. Footsteps echoed from the other side of the walls and they put their hands on their weapons. A blond man walked through, eyes darting to the scrape of swords being put away. He hurried into the growing gloom.
“Are they going to string you up if you don’t find the guy?”
“They’ll probably start with you,” Dante said. “Give me something to think about for next time.”
“I’d give them something to think about,” Blays said. He picked up a stick and flipped his wrist in a tight circle, stabbing at the air.
“Been learning much?”
“A bit,” Blays said. “They don’t fight as dirty as Robert showed me.”
Dante grinned. He hadn’t thought of Robert in days. “Then they won’t be expecting it when we make our move.”
“Nor will I, at this rate.”
Dante put a finger to his lips. More bootsteps, slowing as they approached the walls, as if their wearer were nearing the end of his journey. The man began whistling. In the day’s last light Dante saw a bristle-bearded man emerge from the wall into the dirty street. A light, steady wind tossed locks of black hair over his eyes and nose. Dante let him get a ways down the street, then stood and moved to cut off the way back inside the gates, Blays half a step behind him.
“Ryant Briggs!” he called in the husky, cheerful voice Larrimore liked to use when he was delivering bad news. The man spun, his smile freezing on his lips.
“Who are you?” he said in Mallish, which came as only a mild surprise. His name was southern. He squinted at the pair. Dante edged forward, falling out of the long shadow of the wall and into the soft light of dusk. Ryant’s gaze dropped to his neck. “A trained dog? Can you play dead?”
“My name is Dante Galand. You’re to come with me.”
“And you’re to kiss my puckered ass,” Ryant said, face gone tight. His left hand lowered to the short sword on his right hip.
“I wouldn’t,” Blays said.
“They’ll give me much worse at the Citadel.”
“You’ve been robbing monks,” Dante said. He took another step.
“I had a brother in Bressel,” Ryant said, and Dante stopped short to hear the city’s name. “I say’had’ because I heard he died on the road a few weeks ago. Killed in a skirmish.” He glanced beyond the wall to the hulking mass of Cathedral and Citadel miles deeper into the city. “Surely you’ve read the scriptures,” he said, returning his eyes to Dante’s. “Do you remember the part where they compel the church to drag the innocent into its squabbles?”
“What’s happening in Bressel?” Blays said. His hands hung at his sides, empty for the moment.
“For all their talk, these people can’t take the city,” Ryant spat. It was like he’d been waiting for them, Dante saw, had been stewing in his reasons with no audience to which he could explain them. “So they camp in the woods and ambush the nobles and guildsmen and clergy and soldiers whenever they leave the walls. The sure sign a god’s on your side, when you’re forced to squat in the woods like a cur. They say the people are remembering the old ways, though, that they’re joining the fight. For all I know Bressel’s burnt by now.”
The boys looked at each other for a long moment. They’d speculated sometimes on how things were going in the south, but no one had been able to give them any real news. Dante wanted to press for more, but Ryant would be in the hands of the Citadel soon, might say anything to ease his time if he were put to the knife or the boots—could even, unlikely as it may seem, speak about the boys’ unnatural interest in the events of their homeland.
“Unbuckle your blade and come with us,” Dante said to Ryant. “They may find mercy when they hear your story, but if you try to run or resist, I’ll grant you none.
“Yeah, go on. Do as you’re told.”
“You don’t know a thing about why I’m here,” Dante said. He tensed himself. Ryant smiled with half his mouth.
“I know enough,” the man said. He pinched his fingers together and the boys were swallowed in pure blackness. Blays’ sword rang out from somewhere beside Dante. He drew his own and heard boots pounding away from them.
“Careful,” Dante said, then ran after the sound of the man’s feet, clenching his teeth at the blind plunge over uneven ground. He managed not to trip and dashed free of the shadowsphere and into the sudden brightness of twilight. Ryant disappeared around the rough-edge corner of a house a score of yards ahead. The boys sprinted after him, making a wide turn around the house in case he’d planted himself against its wall in waiting. Up ahead Ryant glanced over his shoulder and slipped in the snow, cursing as he bounced against the ground. He hauled himself up before he’d finished falling, faltered on his right ankle, then cursed again and ran on with little drop in speed. Dante closed to twenty feet. Ryant weaved through pines, ducking branches. A foot-high fragment of what had once been a full wall sprawled out in front of him and he vaulted it, crying out as his feet hit frozen dirt. He popped up, jogging backwards, and waved a hand at Dante. Fire whoomped up and Dante bent double, hand trailing the ground to steady himself. A strange anger took him—as if it were somehow offensive this man should try to kill him in order to save his own life—and Dante blanked his thoughts and wrapped the nether around Ryant’s body in the opposite trick of what Gabe had shown him. Ryant’s legs froze up and he toppled forward, sliding facefirst through the snow. Dante approached quickly, Blays circling to the his right.
Dante dug his knee into the man’s back and yanked his arms behind him. He bound his hands and elbows tight with the rope he’d taken for his task, leaving Ryant’s legs unsecured. Let him walk his own self all that way. He gave the knots at the man’s wrists another tug.
“I’m going to let you up now,” Dante panted, “and if you try anything other than walking exactly where I tell you I’ll reduce you to a fine red mist.”
Ryant only gurgled in reply, his throat caught by Dante’s shadowy grip. Dante let the nether fall away, feeling its reluctance to part, its primal urge to clench Ryant’s throat until his breath stopped. Freed, the man gagged, gasped, curled up as his body rediscovered it could move. Dante gave him a moment to regain his wind, then grabbed the ropes around his arms and, with Blays’ help, hauled him to his feet.
“I’m going to curse your name the instant before they trim my thread,” Ryant said, still half-choked. “One morning you’ll wake up dead and never live again. Or maybe your arm will go black and drop off. Or maybe it won’t be your arm, it’ll be—”
“Get moving,” Dante said, shoving him in the back.
Ryant had twisted his ankle in his first fall and their progress was slow. Blays took point, cloak thrown back over his left shoulder to keep his sword visible. Dante walked behind Ryant, eyes on anyone who drew too close while he kept his mind open to any surge of shadow from their prisoner.
“You can still let me go,” Ryant said when they were waved through the Ingate after Dante’d shown the wall-guard his badge. The city lay under full dark by then, lit by sporadic lanterns outside public houses and at the more major street corners and by the weak aid of the moon through an overcast sky.
“Be quiet,” Dante said.
“Look in your heart. I haven’t hurt a soul. That’s more than can be said for them.”
“Boo hoo,” Blays said from over his shoulder.
“It isn’t a matter of justice,” Dante said.
“What, then?” Ryant pressed, trying to catch Dante’s eye. Dante shoved him forward again. “Do you like to hear men beg? Is that what tightens your trousers? The sound of a man’s voice who knows he’s at your power?”
“Shut up,” Dante said. He grabbed the knots at Ryant’s wrists and twisted them so the ropes cut into his skin. Ryant cried out softly. “You don’t know a damned thing.”
The man went quiet. From there, like the prisoners Dante’d seen brought up to the Crooked Tree outside Whetton, even Blays and Robert themselves, Ryant was docile, following their course without speaking, accepting orders of movement with a downturned face. Why did they do that? Why didn’t Ryant try to kill him? Did the man’s dead brother mean so little to him? For that matter, how was robbing monks supposed to honor his memory? It made as little sense as whatever divine scheme had necessitated his brother’s death in the first place, or why the house of Arawn had ever had to face the Third Scour, or why Dante had been chosen to stop a war he couldn’t be certain was unjust. He felt no pity for Ryant. So the man had snapped awake enough to see something was wrong. Bully for him. All he’d done with that fresh vision was skulk around the ruins taking pennies from those who’d wronged him. Dante’s own ambition was no less than the killing of the order’s head. If, as Gabe believed, even that was no guarantee for any kind of change, what chance did a man like Ryant have to make some sense of his life? No wonder he didn’t struggle when it came time to give it up.
Dante bore his prisoner to the eastern door from which he and Blays had set out and hailed the guards with his name. They opened it and led Dante’s troop single-file down the dark passage through the Citadel’s walls, the entry being too narrow to comfortably walk shoulder to shoulder; not content with that precaution, the passage’s interior was lined with holes meant for firing arrows and stabbing pikes at anyone with the right combination of strength and stupidity to try to force their way through it. Perhaps they could kill her, Dante thought, and then just walk on out under color of Larrimore’s errands. On the other hand, what was the hurry? Who said killing her would solve anything? Couldn’t he see a while longer to his training with Nak while he worked out a safer route to the process of transmuting Samarand’s living body into a rotting corpse?
“Excellent,” Larrimore said when he saw the three waiting for him inside the keep’s main hall. He tucked his lower lip beneath his upper teeth and grinned, nose sticking out like a fox’s. “That room downstairs has been feeling a touch empty since you left it. It’ll be glad to once more be a home.”
“He tried to set me on fire,” Dante said.
Larrimore’s eyes flicked up and down his form. “You don’t smell burnt.” He spoke orders in Gaskan to a pair of guards and they led silent Ryant away. He turned back to Dante, who lingered in the hall, uncertain what he was expecting. “Well done. If only we’d had you to send after yourself.”
“We’d still have gotten away,” Blays said.
“Probably,” Larrimore said. He raised an eyebrow their way. “What are you waiting for? A knighthood? Get off to sleep. Busy days ahead.”
He strode away into the belly of the keep. Probably to let Samarand know of the capture. A strange pride crept across Dante’s chest as he exited to the yard. He’d done the service of the enemy, but he had done it well. An average man-at-arms would have died to Ryant’s simple sorcery. In his brief time in the Citadel Dante had vaulted from a life of self-education and fleeing for his life to one of formal, rigorous instruction and meaningful work. He could be important here, he knew. He was already useful in a manner he’d never been. Nak thought he was bright, if occasionally too aware of it. Already Larrimore trusted him enough to give him tasks beyond the grasp of 99 men out of 100. With no other obligations splitting his focus and loyalty, Dante felt certain he could one day have been one of the twelve men on the council. But he would have to give that up for the well-being of his homeland, a place that banned the light of Arawn and had recently tried to execute Blays and Robert, two of his only friends. He could see no way in which that was fair.
For all those thoughts, as he returned to his cell in the chapel he could see nothing more than the slump of Ryant’s shoulders, his slack face, the hollows of his eyes as he disappeared into the dungeons. Ryant probably thought the wrong done onto him was the rightful price of his resistance. He was probably even so vain as to think there was some meaning to whatever would be done to him next—whether it was torture and execution or no more than interminable imprisonment. Well, Ryant was an idiot. Either way he’d be forgotten, just one more body in a city already choked with the yards of the dead. His brother was gone and now he would be too. That was the way of things, Dante decided. With the gods and the stars so far removed from human matters, the only justice to be found was what you took for yourself.
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By morning he learned language with Nak and by evening they trained with the nether. Dante’s methods were undisciplined, Nak noted, crude if effective, and the monk showed him cleaner paths to channel the nether and more closely bend it to his thoughts.
“Most men have to struggle with every step of this, you know,” Nak said in mild confusion after Dante had mastered another lesson on his third attempt. “You fly through it like a bolt. It’s less like I’m teaching than that I’m revealing things your mind already knows.”
They worked in the cold of the open yard beside the chapel, filling the space with shadows and light, with bursts of flame that melted the snows on the grounds and spikes of force that could crack small rocks. When soldiers suffered injuries in training or in scuffles in the streets, they were brought to the chapel and Nak showed him the proper methods of mending flesh and bone. Through all his education, the bald priest made no mention of the peculiar talents of Jack Hand and the few men like him mentioned in the Cycle. It was as if death, for as much as the prayers and studies of the priests and acolytes of Arawn centered on the life after life, were a thing beyond them, the one depth forbidden to be plumbed. It was a blind spot, Dante saw. A thing he could exploit.
Larrimore came to him with a new task most every day and Dante’d cease his lessons with Nak to deliver sealed letters across town and wait for a hastily-scribbled reply; to place orders with smiths and tailors; to escort priests and monks and nobles and ambassadors through the danger of the city to the relative peace of the wilds; to tail emissaries and messengers from other cities and lands and see to whom they spoke away from the eyes of the Sealed Citadel. Once he was sent to capture another man, and when the man drew his blade instead of letting himself be tied, Dante struck open his guts with a thrust of his hand. He left the body where it fell and went back to the keep to let them know to send a team if they wanted to pick it up.
A week into this routine, Blays asked again about Samarand, about their true purpose, and Dante answered him like before: in time. He kept his eyes and ears open as he did Larrimore’s bidding, and between gossip at the keep and the fragments of conversation he could understand from the well-dressed men bearing the colors of lords and territories all throughout Gask and beyond, he began to piece together that something was coming to a head. The council factored heavily in this intrigue, meeting frequently behind closed doors high up in the keep. More doors opened to Dante by the day—he’d had a reputation before he’d arrived at the Citadel, he discovered, based on the gruesome tendency for none of the men dispatched to kill him to ever be heard from again, and as he carried out Larrimore’s will in the field it only grew: he was grimly efficient, they said, already more talented than half the priests who weren’t on the council, cold and harsh as sunlight glinting from snow. He was on the rise. Nothing was shut to his blend of ambition and ability.
Nothing, for now, but the doors to the council.
He learned the Citadel’s regular orders for weapons were being sent to the city smiths rather than their own forges, which were busy dealing with the bricks of silver as big as his forearm that disappeared behind their walls each day. Dante explored and lingered as much as he dared, intentionally losing himself in the twisting halls of the keep so that, when the time came to still Samarand’s heart, he could flee the halls without a wasted step. Priests and guards sometimes caught him in places he had no strict business to be in and he’d lie about an errand of Samarand’s Hand or walk on by without a word, as if he were too wrapped up in his latest responsibilities to even notice their questions and turned faces. Once he’d learned the general lay of the keep he started waking earlier, finding excuses to slip away from Nak and walk alone in its halls in the hopes of at last hearing the details of whatever they prepared for—and perhaps, though Dante didn’t think it outright, to hear something that would push him into completing the task Cally had sent him here for. When he delivered letters he crowded close to their recipients, daring glances at their responses as they wrote them. He was cutting it close, he knew. He was earning their trust, but he was still an outsider. He wasn’t certain they’d believed him about the book, and if they hadn’t, why they were giving him so much rope. Sometimes when he heard Larrimore’s laughter it no longer sounded innocent (at least, as innocent as Larrimore could claim to be), but scored with an undercurrent of scorn, as if the man could see the treachery hidden in Dante’s heart. The slightest noise could make him start like a rabbit. His nerves were getting too frayed to maintain his double purpose.
If he couldn’t breach the council doors in person, perhaps he could do it by proxy. The Sealed Citadel was secured against the intrusion of men, but wasn’t meant to keep out rats. The night before the next council was scheduled he lay awake in bed until the chapel was long silent, then crept out to the pantry. He waited no more than a minute before the dark blot of a rat wiggled across the floor in search of crumbs. Dante snapped its neck with a brief flicker of nether, then surrounded it with a stronger hand of shadows and reanimated it as he’d done in the past. He closed his eyes and saw the pantry from its alien perspective so near to the ground. Heart racing, he opened the front door of the chapel and sent the beast scurrying toward the keep. Its doors were shut firm and Dante had to wait for half an hour before someone opened them on a midnight errand. He made the rat run inside, head swimming as the ground rushed past its nose.
He kept it tight to the walls of the main hall, eyes out for guards. A few stood watch, faces hooded by gloom, but either they had no interest in vermin or were sleeping on their feet, for his rat made it to the corridors beyond the hall without drawing their attention. He sent it down the passages he’d memorized in his wanderings, running from doorway to doorway, pausing to listen for the sound of footfalls—would the priests be able to sense its intrusion?—but saw no more than one stock-still guard before it reached the stairwell to the upper floors. The dead rat leapt tirelessly from one step to the next, clambering ever upward, until at last it reached the seventh-floor landing where they held their counsel. The hallway was silent, still, lit by a single lantern. The doors of their chamber were open. Dante willed the rat inside, then sent it snuffling around the room’s edges until he found a crack in the stone just wide enough to lodge its body and look out on the dark blurs of the great table and its chairs. The task had taken no more than an hour, but he was exhausted, and despite his pulsing nerves he fell asleep within minutes of hitting the bed.
Dante woke an hour after dawn and drew breath so sharply he choked on his own spit. He sat upright, muffling his cough to keep from disturbing Blays, then closed his eyes and sought the sight of the rat. Sunlight diffused through a north-facing window, illuminating the same furniture he’d seen by the darkness of the previous night. It remained empty of people, but as Dante went about his breakfast and then his morning grammar lessons with Nak, he’d briefly shut his eyes and catch glimpses of servants sweeping the room, straightening the sashes on the windows, lighting candles along the walls. In still-framed flashes he watched the council chamber grow tidied for its use.
Nak was grilling him on Narashtovik verb tenses he hadn’t yet mastered and in his frustration Dante let twenty minutes pass without checking on his spy. He rubbed his eyes and with a shock to his heart saw robed men seated at the table, heard tense voices arguing their points.
“This isn’t something we should be trying to hasten,” he heard Samarand say in her lightly accented Mallish. “I’m not going to risk a false step for the sake of shaving off a few days.”
“But every day we spend on our haunches is one more day we give them to prepare,” a man’s voice said in an accent so thick it was a moment before Dante could make sense of his words.
“And what are you doing about them? How is it they’re able to prepare so close to our city?” a third voice said.
“Enough, Tarkon,” Samarand put in. “You know we’re spread too thin to root them out right now. We’ll lure them to us in the open field, then break their spine then.”
Dante heard Nak clear his throat and he scrambled to reply to the priest’s obscure linguistic query only to get it wrong. Nak threw up his hands and sighed, and as he repeated his lesson for the third or fourth time Dante divided his attention between his bald teacher and the conversation high up in the keep, only to find it had turned to an overspecific discussion of payments due for the maintenance of their soldiers.
“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Nak snapped, leaning in so his nose was six inches from Dante’s. “This may not be so exciting as Larrimore’s little ventures, but it’s just as important to your education, damn it.”
“I know,” Dante said, rubbing his eyes again. “It just feels like I’m making so little progress.”
“You’re doing fine,” Nak said. “Better than fine. Your fundamentals are sound. No one can learn a new language overnight.”
“All this waiting is killing me,” Dante said. Nak furrowed his brow at the boy, lifted himself from his seat.
“Tell you what,” he said. “Take a break while I go fetch us some tea.”
“Okay,” Dante said. Without pausing to wonder what tea was he plunged back into the vision of the rat. The council was still going on about the finances of the soldiers. Did they usually talk about things like that? Or was it the prelude to military action? From the rat’s vantage in the crack in the wall he could see no more than a few slippered feet and the hunched backs of old men. He leaned his senses forward, as if that would somehow shine light on everything that was now obscured. Why were such important people talking about such trivial things?
“I sense—” he heard Samarand say, then cut herself short. There was a shuffling of robes, a moment of silence.
“What is it?” one of the men said.
“Nothing. Pardon my interruption, Baxter.” Their conversation resumed. Dante slapped absently at the back of his neck, thinking he felt a fly. A hot prickle ran across his scalp and he realized it wasn’t his nerves he felt, but the rat’s on the other end of the connection. At once he could sense her the way you can sense the presence of a person in an unlit room. She had found the rat, felt the nether that kept it on its feet, was now tracing whatever line tied it to Dante as delicately as a spider climbs down its web when it knows there’s something large stuck in the far end. Dante jerked himself away from the rat—some part of him registering he’d also jerked his back against his chair—but that cord held fast. Samarand’s presence surged forward. Dante stood and cast about the chapel reading room as if looking for a physical axe with which to cut the connection, feeling her cold intelligence dropping down the line, ever closer, then with an exertion of will so forceful it made sweat stand up on his forehead, he took a breath, cleared his mind, gazed on that needle-thin shadow that bound him to the rat. He severed it quickly and cleanly, heard a sharp question from Samarand’s consciousness: then darkness and softness, nothing more than his own five senses. He stood there a while, half dazed, trying not to move for fear it would somehow draw her back to him and this time identify him. He couldn’t remember a time he’d tried anything more stupid.
“What’s the matter?” Nak said, returning to the room with a copper tray bearing a kettle of something that smelled like lan leaves. “You have the look of a man who just tried to puke up a live horse.”
“What?” Dante said. “Maybe. I mean, maybe it was something I ate.”
“Well, sit down and have some tea.” Nak gave him a doubting glance. “Grammar isn’t that upsetting.”
After they’d drank a bit they returned to their lessons, but Dante was too busy trying to convince himself he hadn’t been caught to pay any more attention than he had before, and Nak dismissed him less than an hour later. Dante wandered to his cell, napped fitfully through the afternoon, rose and reread the translation of the Cycle until Blays returned from his training with the soldiers. Blays unbuckled his sword and threw himself down on his pallet, sighing into his pillow.
“I feel the way a club must feel,” he said muffledly. “Everything hurts.”
“I’m losing my grip,” Dante said, double-checking the lock on the door.
“How do you mean?”
“They’re up to something big. I can’t find out what. They almost caught me today.”
“Then regrasp it,” Blays said, wriggling onto his back. “Make a plan already.”
“The time isn’t right.”
He heard Blays snapping straw in the dark. “And why does it matter what she’s up to, exactly?”
“Whatever it is, it’s going to distract her,” Dante said slowly. He hadn’t tried to explain to himself just why the council’s plans were relevant to their own, but he couldn’t shake the need to know. “I think if we take her out then and she fails, this whole thing might fall apart. Break into too many pieces for someone else to put back together.”
“Can you find out what it is?”
“Not unless it’s dropped in my lap. I can’t do any more snooping. It feels like I’m being quartered by my own cross purposes.”
Blays hmm’d. “Why don’t you just ask them what they’re up to?”
“What?”
“For some reason they think you’re arrogant and ambitious, right?”
“They do appear to be under that impression,” Dante said. Blays tapped his chin, then went on.
“A man like that wouldn’t like feeling left out of the loop, right? You’d demand to know what’s going on. You’d say’Larrimore, tell me what you’re up to before I smash this castle down around your head.’”
“And he’d say’Dante, grow the hell up.’”
Blays shook his head in the gloom of their single candle. “And you go on to tell him you’re being wasted as his errand-boy. Delivering letters? Guarding ambassadors? That’s for servants, not Arawn’s chosen. Ask him if they’d have left Will Palomar in the dark.”
Dante licked his lips. “And when he says no, remind him who killed him.”
“Exactly!”
“I wonder who Will Palomar was.”
“Who cares? He was somebody around here, that’s clear enough. And you can be damn sure they wouldn’t be treating him like a trained bear.”
“Just ask them,” Dante repeated.
“Really, it’d be suspicious if you didn’t. How’s this look right now? The first day you barge in here and throw their most prized possession in the dirt like it’s a used whorerag, all the while threatening their lives, and two weeks later you’re bumbling around saying yessir no sir? You’ve got to act like a prick again! For the good of the land!”
Dante laughed, buried his face in his rough cotton bedclothes. “If this gets us killed tomorrow, I’m blaming you.”
Blays snorted. “Then when it goes off like a dream, I get all the credit.”
“No way. I’ll be the one that got it done.”
“Based on my brilliant idea.”
“I could have thought of that.”
“But you didn’t,” Blays said, lobbing straw at him. Dante grabbed some from beneath his pallet and threw it back. “You were over there, woe is me, I’m adrift in a cruel sea. Blays, won’t you be my anchor? Bring me back to shore, Blays!”
“That’s not what I sounded like,” Dante said.
“Maybe not to your ears,” Blays said. “To mine it was all I could do to keep from slapping you.”
“I’d have turned you into a toad first. Then chopped you in half with your own sword.”
“You’d have to turn yourself into a man first so you could actually lift it.”
Dante had no answer to that. He closed his eyes and swiftly fell asleep. He brushed Nak off the following morning, and before Larrimore could find him and make him play sheepdog to letters and people for another day, he found Larrimore. He was in the room of the keep he considered to be his business quarters, drilling a bevy of servants in Gaskan. Dinner. They were talking about dinner, Dante understood. The particulars of this dinner remained obscure, but Dante felt a faint thrill to know Nak’s lessons hadn’t been a waste.
“I need to talk to you,” he called from the doorway to Larrimore.
“Do you want our guests to starve?” the man tossed before turning back to his orders. Dante waited in the frame until Larrimore dismissed the servants and waved the boy over. Dante closed the door and took up a chair.
“There shall be no mistakes regarding the gravy tonight,” Dante said, trying to remember how he’d acted that first day.
“Indeed not. I presume you came here for higher reason than mocking the skillful administration of a home this large.”
Dante steeled himself. “What’s going on here?”
“Yet another banquet,” Larrimore said, waving a hand. “Fine fare is terribly important when you’re a man of noble concerns.”
“I don’t mean dinner, you oaf. What’s Samarand preparing for? What’s gotten the Citadel so busy?”
“Oh, that.”
“Yes, that.” Dante said.
Larrimore clasped his hands beneath his nose and regarded Dante for a moment. “I wondered when you’d stop skulking around and come see me. I thought, Why the secrets? Why is the boy of infinite hubris creeping around like a mouse in the larder?”
“None of that is any kind of answer.”
“Well, it’s no great secret,” Larrimore said.
“Yes, I know.” Dante leaned back in his chair. “You wish to release Arawn.”
“You see?” Larrimore said, tipping back his head. “Everyone knows.”
“And rather than involving me in what must be the most important moment in the history of the house of Arawn, you believe my time’s best spent toting letters and playing wet nurse to fat idiots from faraway lands.”
Larrimore pressed his hands to his face and chuckled into them, his whole body bobbing with laughter.
“Anyone else would have you whipped for that,” he smiled.
Dante rolled his eyes. “Do you have any explanations for anything? Or does your existence consist entirely of sitting around approving the chef’s plans for supper?”
“I should be so lucky. All right. What is it you wish to do, exactly?”
“Be involved!” Dante yelled, long past the need to pretend to be frustrated and scornful. “I’m not even in the same sphere as the other students I’ve seen here. I can help if you’d let me.”
Larrimore laughed happily. “You really believe you’re a boy of destiny, don’t you? You think you’re the one in that prophecy you quoted me.”
“I’ve made no such claims.”
“You certainly hinted, implied, and danced around them.”
“Only to keep the Hand of Samarand from strangling me prematurely,” Dante said. He and Larrimore looked at each other, surprised, then exchanged a chuckle. Dante rubbed his nose and let the new thought he’d had take its course. “What’s so important about the original copy of the Cycle, anyway? Aren’t the others just as good?”
“Look,” Larrimore said, flexing his fingers against each other until they popped. “There’s no guide written for what we’re trying to do. At best, we’ve got a rough idea of the procedures involved. It’s important to reduce uncertainties wherever possible.”
“Then why did you leave the book lying around in the first place?”
Larrimore sighed. “We didn’t.”
“Yes, but you thought you had. You locked me up over it. Or don’t you remember that time you locked me in a cell and didn’t feed me for a day?”
“Oh please. You can’t blame us for being suspicious. We weren’t about to take a chance on that.”
Dante bit back his question about why they’d believed him about the fake. Or, he thought queasily, why they’d pretended to. There was something else he needed to know first, something he hadn’t expected to find an answer for when he first sought out Larrimore this day.
“Then how did you lose it in the first place?” he said.
“We didn’t lose it. Someone stole it.”
“How?”
“Because he was technically its owner,” Larrimore said, folding his arms and glaring across the room. “A couple decades back, there came a time when the old head of the order was supposed to step down. He didn’t much like that idea, despite his obvious frailty and probable senility, and was even less fond of the idea of Samarand taking his place. After the council forced his ouster, it was found he’d absconded with the book.”
Dante pinched the bridge of his nose. “What was his name?”
“Callimandicus,” Larrimore said. He rolled his eyes. “Needless to say, that’s caused us no end of trouble between then and now.”
“I read somewhere Samarand killed the previous head of the order.” Dante felt as if he were speaking from a point a few feet distant from his body. “That she usurped the position.”
“Hardly. His time was up, figuratively speaking. Though surely he’s with Arawn now. The old bastard had actually fought during the Third Scour.”
“But that would mean even twenty years ago he’d have been a century old!”
“95ish, I think.” Larrimore shrugged, gave Dante an odd look. “This was all before my time, in any event.”
“So what did he do after he left?”
Larrimore laughed to himself. “A lot of intricate but ultimately failed scheming, for the most part. About a year after he ran away he made a rather pathetic attempt to retake control. When that didn’t work, he spent the next four or five years in petty vengeance. Did manage to kill a few of our men, including one who meant something. He disappeared after that last fight. He’s dust and bones by now. If he were still breathing, he’d be trying something even now.”
“I see,” Dante said, groping mentally for the top of his head, which felt like it had floated free at some point in their conversation.
“What’s wrong? You have the look of a drunk lord who’s just discovered he’s shat himself.”
“Perhaps it was something I ate,” Dante said numbly.
“Shall we go for a walk? Cleanse out the blood?”
“Let’s.”
Larrimore was a lively man and he didn’t so much rise from his chair as spring from it. He strolled in the direction of the main hall, passing servants and soldiers rushing about on their business of keeping the castle together, brushing by acolytes and students off on some duty for their instructors. Dante felt their eyes tracking him and Larrimore through the hallways.
“You already have more responsibilities than some men who’ve been with us a year or more, you know,” Larrimore said in a normal tone, not caring who heard.
“I’ve earned it, haven’t I?” Dante said through the screech of his thoughts. Had anything Cally told him been true? How much could he question Larrimore before he betrayed his split interest? What should he be asking now if he were here for no other reason than worshipping Arawn and culling his own power? Did Samarand deserve to die?
“I suppose,” Larrimore said. “You haven’t failed us yet, anyway. I suppose you’re of the school of thought that young men should be allowed to rise until they falter? To ascend like a hawk on an updraft until they can naturally go no higher?”
“That seems fair.”
“Seems fair,” Larrimore laughed. “Then it would be no stretch to assume you think a measured education, promotion through experience rather than raw potential, those are no more than meaningless hoops you have to jump through for the amusement of powerful men.”
“Aren’t they?” Dante said, and he sensed they stood on a peak, that his answers now would determine which way everything else fell. “How close are you to your goal? How badly do you need strong backs to help shoulder the load?”
“We’re close. Very close. Do we really need one more hand to help us shape the nether? Who knows? It would help more to have the book. Failing that, we’re going to need all the aid we can muster.”
“Then stop throwing hoops at me and make me into something that can tip the balance.”
“Indeed.” Larrimore snapped his fingers, looked surprised. “Oh, it didn’t work!” He snapped again, then a third time. He shook his hand at the wrist, scowling at it. “Damn thing seems to have given out.”
Dante stopped mid-stride. He bit his lip, oblivious to the self-inflicted pain, until the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. He opened the channels of his mind and let the shadows flock through them, calling out through the clear, open pathways Nak had showed him until he could actually see black streaks shooting from the dark places in the room to gather around his hands and at the trail of blood that leaked past his lips. So Cally too had used him and now Larrimore mocked him. Were all men treated this way? Or was it because when they looked on him they still couldn’t see past his unlined, beardless face? They pretended to be wise, but none of these self-important men knew a gods-damned thing. Let Larrimore, at least, look on the full reach of his power.
For a moment Dante didn’t know how he’d make it manifest, simply letting the forces grow until his limbs shook and his blood burnt with a sheer energy he hadn’t felt since he’d strained all his body in the battle to free Blays from the lawmen of Whetton. He saw Larrimore’s natural state of ironic glee melt away, his smile recede until his lips were a taught line, the light of his eyes shift from amusement to alertness, and perhaps to alarm. Dante’s throat felt too tight to swallow. His vision grayed at the edges. Release it, Cally would say, for the love of the gods let it go. Dante let it burn on until his skin felt ready to peel from his flesh, enjoying every hot second of the pain that held him in its palm. He spread out his arms, as much for the spectacle as for the need, and then he nodded, once, and set the shadows free, not in a focused fire or the bleeding edge that cut people’s flesh, but in a pure sphere of unfiltered force.
It expanded from his body so fast Larrimore was knocked down before he could cry out. It whipped the dust on the floor into billowing clouds. Rugs flapped and spun into the walls. Vases and statues flew sideways from tables like an invisible tablecloth had been yanked from beneath them, smashing on walls, clattering on the ground. Servants and students spun from their feet to land on hands and knees or hard on their backs. The sphere met the walls then, striking so hard it boomed like cliffside surf, like a battering ram swung into a great gate. Dante sunk to his knees, seeing black and white through the slits of his eyes. Then the crash of the nether was gone, replaced by a silence interrupted by the clinks of glass and pottery ringing to rest on the ground, by the slow crackle of stone flaking from the nearest wall, by the light sobbing of the servants and his own ragged breathing.
“How insightful,” he heard Larrimore say, distant as a cloud. The man rolled to his feet and brushed dust from his worn clothes. Around them, the other men who’d been knocked down dragged themselves up and suddenly remembered tasks of calamitous importance, disappearing through doors and around corners. Dante made no move to get up. His whole body tingled as if it were no longer just his but belonged to all the world. His mouth was a loose O of dumb shock and simple exaltation. Larrimore toed a broken shard of glass. “As if we didn’t have enough work already.”
“I don’t need you,” Dante slurred, dreamlike. He laughed, the low, breathy laugh of an idiot.
“Shut up, you clown,” Larrimore muttered. He crossed to the wall and fingered the cracks that had appeared in the stone. “I want you to go to your room and think about what you’ve done. Tomorrow your true purpose begins.”
He’d walked back to his cell in a daze. The world felt as close and translucent as the time he’d been drunk back in Bressel. He lowered himself to his pallet, heavy as a boulder. It was a long time before his thoughts became shapes he could understand or control.
“Cally lied,” he said when Blays showed up after night had fallen.
“He’s pretty old,” Blays said, turning his back and hanging his sword from a peg on the wall. “Maybe he just forgot the truth.”
“Gabe, too. He said Samarand led a coup, killed the old priest. Cally was the leader, and the council forced him out, not her. And obviously she didn’t kill him.”
Blays frowned down on him, noncommittal. “Were they both lying? Or was Gabe just repeating the lies Cally’d told him?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said. He stared at the ceiling. “I don’t suppose it matters.”
“What do you mean?”
“Did Cally send us here to exact justice, or to execute a personal vendetta that’s twenty years old?”
Blays’ face clouded up. He shuffled his feet around the straw and dirty stone of their cell.
“You’re thinking maybe it’s a good thing it’s taken so long to get things in place.”
“I no longer have any idea what the good thing may be.”
“Whenever I have that feeling, I try to go with whatever I haven’t tried before.” Blays sighed through his nose, ruffled his hair. His eyes shifted to Dante’s prone form. “When did you learn all this, anyway?”
“Today.”
“Not a week ago? Not a month ago? You haven’t just been sitting on this while you let them teach you all their fancy tricks, have you?”
“No.”
Blays stuck out his jaw. “I’m not stupid. I know you pretty well. You’ve been enjoying this. Playing them with one hand and me with the other.”
Dante sat upright. “That’s not true!”
“Isn’t it? You’re not putting off what we have to do so you can puff yourself up with power?”
“Blays! I’m not using you here.” Dante told him about his conversation with Larrimore, how he’d asked the man what the order of Arawn was up to and how it had led to their talk of the history between Samarand and Callimandicus. He left out the part at the end, when he’d blown up the keep, and Larrimore’s promise about his “true purpose,” whatever that meant. “I didn’t know,” Dante said, clasping his hands in his lap. “You see? I’d been looking for a way to get to her. I had. And now it’s all been swept away.”
Blays blew up his cheeks and knocked his knuckles on his forehead.
“I’m going to ask a question,” he said carefully. “It’s going to sound crazy, but I want you to think about it before you answer. Okay?”
“Okay,” Dante said.
Blays raised his brows. “Does this change anything?”
“That’s crazy!” Dante said. Blays sighed again. Dante bit his lip, wincing when his teeth found the raw split where he’d bitten it open hours earlier. He lowered his voice. “We came here thinking she’s a usurper. That if she died, reason would take her place. If her place in the council’s legitimate, how can we expect things will be any different just because she’s gone?”
“I don’t know!” Blays hissed. “Gask seems peaceful enough. There’s no more murder out there than in any other city. No towns were burning on our way through. But they are burning down in Mallon. If we can do something about that, how can we hold back?”
Dante looked down. Whetton, Bressel, the village he’d left the year before, they were just places he’d once drifted through for no reason more special than that they were near where he’d been born. He didn’t miss any of the people he’d known from those times. Who were they? Faces, fragments of memory. That was all. Did the fact he had once known them somehow make them more important than the people in this city, in this kingdom? There were people in Mallon who wanted to worship Arawn shoulder to shoulder with the devotees of Gashen or Lia or Carvahal or Mennok. That was somehow a crime? Who’d made that decision? He shook his head at Blays.
“Killing her won’t change a thing. It’ll be like Gabe said. Someone else will take her place and the wheels of history will roll right on.”
“Not if you’re the one who takes it,” Blays said. Dante squinted at him until he was certain the boy was serious.
“Did someone hit you on the head while you were sparring today? Let me see,” Dante said. He stood and reached for Blays’ head. Blays wrestled him away.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. Let me see your skull. I bet it’s got a big fat crack.”
“What’s stopping you?” Blays said, shoving Dante back again.
“An army of men and an order of priests.”
“Then here’s what you do.” Blays narrowed his eyes and tipped back his head in an owlish expression. “Get Larrimore or someone from the council to back you. Divide them up against each other and promise your supporter you’ll be their cat’s-paw, that you’ll do the thing they wouldn’t dare and so claim her seat in their name. Even if they throw you out right after, they’ll be too busy squabbling to keep screwing up the south. And if they leave you in her seat, then you can rule like a king and end it all yourself.”
Dante sat down and chortled into his hands. “You’re right. Your question wasn’t crazy. That’s crazy.”
“Only if you lack the vision to see it through.”
“Let’s suppose I give it a shot,” Dante said, exaggeratedly stroking his chin. “I’ll have to expose my plan to off Samarand to whoever I want to back me. What if they don’t go for it? How well do you think that’s going to fly?”
“Like a cat in a trebuchet?” Blays shrugged. “Someone’s got to hate her. Just figure out who.”
“Good gods. Sometimes I think we should just sneak into her chambers in the dead of night and fight our way outside.”
Blays’ brows knit together. “Do you think that would work?”
“I have the strange suspicion the high priest of Arawn is smart and strong enough to use her eerie powers to make sure nobody just stabs her in her sleep.”
“So that’s a no.”
Dante squeezed his eyes shut. “You’re supposed to be the reasonable one. This is going to be a disaster.”
“You’re going to do it!” Blays said, looking as if he couldn’t decide whether to be enthralled or horrified.
“No. Maybe. Larrimore’s got something in store for me tomorrow. Something important. I want to see what it is before striking down the road to madness.”
“Ah! Cowardice.”
“Cowardice! You’re right,” Dante said. “I’ll have the whole place taken over by tomorrow, then. I’m naming you my Secretary of Parades. It had better be grand, or I’ll redub you Secretary of Getting Eaten to Death by Rats.”
They argued nonsense until Blays claimed exhaustion. Dante lay in bed for a while after Blays had fallen asleep, laughing softly at Blays’ plan, its tempting confusion of absurdity and daring and total stupidity, until the darkness of the night and the talk he’d had with Larrimore bubbled back into the fore. Why hadn’t Cally just told him the truth? Why send him all this way on a false story of Samarand’s treachery? Didn’t the old man know Dante would have thought the way Blays did now—that it didn’t matter how she’d gained her power, that legitimate or not, the things she was doing with it were wrong?
But he knew why the old man had lied, of course. Because Cally didn’t trust him to make the right decision. And so he’d used him in a way he knew would get the results he desired. Dante wanted to feel angry, to rage at the fact he’d once again been used as a piece on someone else’s board, but all he felt was tired. For the first time since he’d touched the book, he wanted it to stop. He wanted a moment to catch his breath, perhaps to run away from all these schemes and live for himself, free from the snares of the ambition of other men and himself.
He knew that want was nothing more than fantasy. He was caught up in something that would only get bigger before it went away. All he could do now was ride it out until it came to rest.
* * *
“No lessons today, Nak,” Larrimore said as he spilled into the chapel. “We’ve got more important work for our little scholar.”
Nak rolled his eyes over his papers. “I don’t see how you expect me to teach him two languages as well as refine his more ethereal talents when you’re always dragging him off on your chores.”
“I’m learning,” Dante said in Gaskan. “Make me some lessons. I will go over them tonight.”
“We’ll start with clauses,” Nak muttered. He waved his fingers, dismissing the boy. Larrimore led Dante into the keep and immediately made a left turn for the stairwell into the dungeons.
“What are we going down here for?” Dante said, peering into the dim torchlight. He had a sudden vision of being forced to torture Ryant Briggs for answers.
“Nothing!” Larrimore said. “How cunningly I’ve tricked you back into prison. You thought you’d get away with your insolence?”
“You could use a dose of sobriety,” Dante said.
“Wrong. In time you’ll learn the value of running your fool mouth until no one can tell when you’re serious. Only then can you get away with saying anything to anyone.”
“What does that even mean?” he said, but Larrimore didn’t seem inclined to explain. The air of the lower levels rose up to meet them. Cool but sturdy, the faint whiff of human filth and things that may once have been rotten but had since turned to dust. Larrimore opened the door to the corridor where they’d hauled Dante not so long ago. Dante skipped his gaze over the thick door behind which he’d been imprisoned, straining his ears for sounds of Ryant. Was he still alive? Alone in the darkness of that empty room? He glanced at Larrimore. The man was smiling.
The hallway terminated in another door that opened onto a second stairwell. Larrimore grabbed a lit torch from a sconce in the wall and they continued down into the darkness. The walls weighed on Dante’s shoulders. The stones seemed to move beneath the shadows thrown by the flickering torch, as if the walls weren’t mortared in place but were in the process of a silent and half-stalled avalanche. Dante stared hard at his feet until they hit the landing of the lower level and the walls widened out into an unlit corridor.
“Here we are,” Larrimore said, stopping at the hall’s first door. He fit a key to the lock and leaned into the door as it opened, pouring himself into the room. From behind him, Dante saw black shadows, gray stones, the dull white of a floor full of bones.
“What—?”
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Larrimore said. “Do you have any idea how many people have died in this city over the years? Sometimes after the larger sieges they had to sort of dig up the old to make way for the new.”
“That’s barbaric!”
“Pragmatic,” Larrimore corrected. “Egalitarian, even. This way everyone gets a turn in the earth.” He stepped forward into the mess, shuffling his feet against the floor. Bones rattled away from his boots. Dante followed in the path he cleared.
“What do you want me to do with them?” Dante said, shrinking back from the top half of a skull that had rolled within an inch of his foot. “Tidy up?”
“I said you’d be doing something important, didn’t I?” Larrimore bent at the waist and knocked away a few random bones. He made a satisfied grunt, then plucked one up and displayed Dante the jawbone in his palm. “Weird looking, isn’t it? Strange to think your teeth are the same substance as the jaw they’re embedded in. Yet they’re exposed, naked to the air and the eye, while the rest of our bones are buried under all that flesh.”
“Truly a marvel of nature,” Dante said. It was a large room, perhaps forty feet deep and just as far across, and except for a small space around the door, the carpet of bones lay ankle-deep from wall to wall. In the corners they were piled to the knee, gathered in drifts like snow in the wind.
“We’ve got a few mirrors around the place. You should look at your teeth some day. Quite frankly it’s scary when you think about them like that.”
“Is this some kind of lesson on the virtue of looking closely at the things we take for granted?”
“No, it’s a lesson on how disgusting our bodies are.” Larrimore tossed the jawbone at Dante. It bounced from his chest and he puckered his face. Larrimore laughed through his nose. “Jawbones, ribs, and thighs. One of each in sets of three. Write Arawn’s name in blood upon the bone—in Narashtovik, not this decadent Mallish—and soak it through with nether until the whole thing’s bound up tight. Repeat. Gain my eternal praise.”
“What?”
“‘What’ as in you didn’t hear me, or you don’t understand?”
Dante kicked the nearest skull away from him. “Why?”
“Because Samarand’s children are bored with their old toys.”
“Samarand has kids?”
Larrimore’s face bent with a shocking flash of anger. “What are you, some kind of idiot? They have vows of chastity.”
“I thought I was going to be doing something important,” Dante said. “You want me to bleed on some bones in a room so low it’s under the dungeon?”
“This is important! Before you volunteered, the council was drawing lots to see who’d have to do it.”
“This is asinine.”
Larrimore plowed his feet through the debris, sending bones clattering over each other. He chuckled without humor, then fixed Dante with a stare emptied of any patience.
“When the time comes for all the excitement, the council’s going to need all the power they can find. Sources they can depend on other than their own frail bodies. These bones? The bones you’re going to bleed on? They’ll be the fuel for their deeds.”
Dante frowned up at the man. “Are you putting me on?”
“Big events are always preceded by countless hours of tedious preparation. Like the good book says, proper preparation is the difference between celestial glory and standing around in a field with our dicks in our hands.”
“I don’t remember that verse.”
“Obviously you haven’t been studying hard enough.” Larrimore dug into his pocket and removed a small, thin knife, more of a pick than a blade, and a delicate black quill covered in intricate silver Narashtovik words. He handed them to Dante. “Any questions?”
“Yes,” Dante said, holding the knife in one hand and the quill in the other. “How do I do the things you told me to do?”
“Lyle’s flayed balls.” Larrimore rubbed his face in his hands. “Ribs of the watchdog, jaws of the dragon, thighs of the lion. Just like Mommy used to sing about when she’d point out the stars. Give yourself a good nick and write Arawn’s name on each. In Narashtovik. Bind blood to bone with nether—I’m not sure how that part’s done, but you’re a smart lad, figure it out.” He sucked in his cheeks. “Don’t kill yourself or anything, but we need a lot.”
“Define’a lot,’” Dante said, gazing out on the thousands of bones.
“Drink plenty of water,” Larrimore winked. He used his torch to light another by the door. “Don’t shut this door, either. We’ve only got the one key, and sometimes I lose things. Got a lot of responsibilities for one man, you see.” He flashed his eyebrows, then picked his way out into the corridor. Dante heard him whistling on his way through the gloom.
He turned around. Bones from wall to wall. Was this another test? Larrimore had barely told him what to do. The man gave the impression he didn’t care about anything, but somehow he was the one who kept the wheels of the Citadel greased and turning. Dante swept an open circle with his feet and sat down. Larrimore wanted bones, did he? He took up a rib, grasping the natural handle where the bone would meet the spine. This bone had once been a part of someone, he thought, then realized he didn’t give a damn. That man had been dead for decades. Whoever he’d been, he hadn’t even had the simple courtesy not to get dug up and stored in a forgotten basement until his remains could be involved in some morbid ritual.
Dante set the quill in his lap and with the knife he drew a light incision below his left thumb. His blood gleamed a blackish red in the uneven light from the torch ensconced beside the door. He picked up the quill, glad for the small favor that no one was here to see this bizarre melodrama, then dipped it in the blood in his hand and held the rib close to his face. He painted the letters delicately, one stroke at a time, adding a flourish to their ends. He held out the rib, eyeing it critically. Bind it? With the nether? He blinked back the frustration that was crowding his mind. Shadows sucked up from under the piles of bones, coursing up his arm and wrapping themselves around the rib’s white surface. He let his desire become a semiconscious thing, felt rather than verbalized, the way he recognized he was hungry without thinking “apple” or “roast chicken,” and smoothed the shadows over the length of the rib. Become one, he thought, and twitched back as the shadows pulsed and then sunk into the bone like water spilled on hot sand. The formerly creamy rib had grown gray, lined with the red-brown letters of Arawn’s name, and when he set it aside he had a creeping sense of energy—not warm, not motile, certainly not conscious, but far sharper than the bland feel of the bones around him or the still air or the stones of the wall. He grunted and placed it gently on the floor.
The second bone was easier. He misspelled Arawn’s name on the third and lobbed the thighbone into a far corner. After that first mistake he moved quickly, pinching the skin around the cut on his hand to keep it from clotting. Each bone was the work of no more than five minutes, and within half an hour he had the start of a pile lying beside his knee.
Last night’s talk with Blays felt impossibly distant. He no longer had any way to deny he was doing the work of the Arawnites. Delivering letters was reasonably harmless; no doubt 90% of them said nothing but empty chatter. Bodyguarding men who couldn’t help themselves was a respectable enough position, Blays’ similar occupation notwithstanding. Capturing criminals was no more wrong than when the watch did it in every city on the planet. But this—painting bones with blood and locking them up with nether for use in what could only be their attempt to unleash Arawn—there was no defense of that. Mercenaries and men off the street couldn’t do what Dante was doing now. If they succeeded in releasing the old god—not that he thought such a being even existed—Dante would be in part responsible for that success; and if he failed again when it came time to kill Samarand, perhaps that too would have its roots in what he was doing down in this neglected ossuary.
He grasped a jawbone, tensed his arm to hurl it against the opposite wall. All at once his feelings broke, his conflict left him like a hulled boat slipping beneath calm waters. Let him do Samarand’s work with one hand while with the other he honed the knife meant for her heart. Let him tell Blays he was biding his time even while he used Nak to learn everything the monk could teach. Uncertainty and self-doubt wouldn’t help him. No army was going to smash down the Citadel’s gates, no heavenly hand was going to guide him through his trials and lead him to justice. He had nothing and no one but himself, the strength of his hands and his head and his will. If he was going to become the kind of man he intended to be, that would be enough.
The wound on his palm had scabbed as he brooded and he cut a parallel beside it. He worked without thinking, adding to the pile near his knee. He broke for lunch and wandered upstairs, wanting beef, red meat and fruit and a barrel full of water. Servants and guards watched him walk by the way he’d watch a wolf pad through the brush of the open woods. He ate by himself and returned downstairs without a word more than what he’d needed to get his meal. Once more the logic of the nether took his mind. He knew his part. One bone at a time, he created order from the decay.
“Make any progress?” Larrimore called to Dante when he’d halted for the evening and was making his way through the keep.
“See for yourself,” he said, ignoring whatever the man said next as he stepped into the yard. Back at his room, Nak had prepared a thick sheaf of notes and lessons. He paged through them, recognizing more of the words than he would have expected, then set the papers aside. Too much lust for knowledge was the trappings and vanity of an unreal world.
He spent the next day with the bones, seeing others only at meals. Scabbed lines lay across his palm like tallies on a prison wall. Midway through his third day in the sub-basement he heard footsteps, the first that weren’t his own. He didn’t turn away from his work.
“Impressive,” Larrimore said.
“I’m busy.”
“That’s enough for now. I’ve got something else for you.”
“More important than laying the foundation of our finest hour?”
“Oh, be quiet.” Larrimore walked around in front of Dante. He pursed his mouth at the boy’s blank expression. “The council’s meeting in an hour. I want you cleaned up by then. You look like you haven’t bathed in a week.”
“I haven’t.” Dante blinked up at him. “What does the council want with me?”
“It’s not what they want, it’s what you want. Up with you. Time for a lesson in politics.”
Dante snorted and finished up the summons for the rib bone he was still holding. “Sounds enlightening.”
“Stop sulking like a child or you’ll miss the self-important men puffing their throats and preening their tails.” Larrimore beckoned. “Come. Take a bath, for the gods’ sakes. Samarand’s Hand’s Hand will never be of any use if he doesn’t understand how the council works.”
“Awful lot left,” Dante said, nodding to the numberless bones, then the few score he’d prepared.
“That’s enough. I told you the council’d been working on this before you. Come and see the court before I punch you in your gross little teeth.”
It wasn’t the threat that stirred Dante, it was the life behind it. He stood, knees and ankles popping. Larrimore stepped forward and patted him on the cheek hard enough to sting.
“There’s some fire for your eyes. The way you carry yourself in that chamber will reflect on me, you know. The only way to keep those old bastards in line is to remind them just how old they are.”
“Shall I dance for them?” Dante pulled out the collar of his doublet, tipped back his chin. “Where’s my fancy jacket? Don’t trained apes wear fancy jackets?”
“Better.” Larrimore gave him a self-satisfied smile and led him back upstairs, leaving the stacks of bones behind. In the main hall he found a young man in a black cassock and dispatched him to gather the fruit of Dante’s basement labor. Larrimore summoned a gaggle of servants and rattled off a line of orders in Gaskan. Dante could follow enough to pick out the words “bath” and “dress” and how the price of sloth would be a word he hadn’t learned, but whose etymology meant “the breaking of limbs from the body.”
“Go make yourself presentable,” Larrimore said to Dante. “I’ll send for you in forty minutes.”
Before Dante could smart off the man strode off for other business in the deeper rooms of the keep. Dante turned to the servants with something close to guilt. They ducked their heads and gestured him upstairs, where a steaming bath had already been drawn. He barked at the pair of servants who’d stayed with him to turn away as he undressed, then allowed himself a brief soak. They waited with fresh clothes when he climbed out and he accepted their finery, slapping away their hands when they attempted to help him put them on. This was how royalty lived? For two full minutes Dante fumbled with the ends of a sash apparently meant for his middle, then sighed, looked up at the ceiling, and let the servants’ swift hands secure it around his waist. He suffered them to dose him with perfume, waving them off after the first application.
“I’m a man, not a tulip garden,” he mumbled in Mallish, then ordered them away before they could convince him it was the way of court. He brushed his hair, which had grown back out a bit since he’d had it trimmed before Samarand’s sermon on Ben, then paced around the cushy quarters until Larrimore showed up. The man’s mouth was tight, but his eyes danced with mirth as they jumped down Dante’s laundered frame. Dante scowled at him. “You people are ridiculous.”
“Deal with it like a man.” Larrimore gave him a closer once-over, from his combed black hair to the fine silver trim on his cape and doublet and breeches, eyes coming to rest on the scuffed and scarred leather of his boots. “Where are the shoes? What’s that garbage wrapped around your feet?”
“The boots stay.”
“Fine. Look like a peasant who tripped over his hog and fell into a rich man’s closet.”
“You dress like you lost a fight with a wildcat!”
“And I’ve earned that right. All right, Little Lord Spitpolish, let’s be on our way.” Larrimore turned on his heel and took them to a staircase leading to the upper floors. “I’m guessing you’re going to think the old men are stupid. You might even be tempted to try to educate them to the specific nature of their idiocy.”
“Surely an idiot could never attain a position as lofty as theirs,” Dante said, suspicious he was about to be told what to do.
“Indeed. So I’m going to entrust you with your toughest challenge yet: keeping your damn mouth shut. If you try to toss your pair of pennies into the hat, they’re just going to laugh at you. Have you ever heard the sound of eleven corpses laughing? It isn’t pretty.”
“I’ve been writing on bones with my own blood for the last three days.”
“And that will seem like a beautiful dream.”
“I’ll be good,” Dante promised.
“Good. I don’t like making threats.”
Dante fell silent, pensive rather than with the moodiness that had consumed him for the last few days. What was Larrimore doing? Was he grooming him for leadership? No doubt he thought this was funny, in his perverse way, but the man’s eyes sparked with something more. Dante’d gotten the impression no one around the keep really liked Larrimore. They feared him more than they derided him, granting a grudging respect to the undeniable efficacy of Samarand’s Hand, no matter how slapdash a demeanor he wore on his cool brown face while executing his many charges. But they did laugh behind his back, imitating the sharp tone of his words, perhaps thinking he used too many or thought himself too clever; they muttered obscenities and the kind of mild threats that carried no weight. They did what he said, but they didn’t like him. Perhaps the only one who did was Samarand, and she was so busy handing down orders from on high Larrimore was all but autonomous. As far as Dante knew the man had no pull with the council—clearly he hated them, resented them for his own obscure reasons. His lot was wholly thrown in with Samarand, and if for any reason she lost her seat, he would lose his as well. Was that it, then? He was snagging up Dante before anyone else noticed his potential? Shaping him up into an ally to help Larrimore carve out his own tiny piece of the empire inside the Citadel’s gates?
Dante thought so. Larrimore had kept a close eye on the long leash he gave his pupil. His attention had gone beyond the way all adults had of trying to turn the younger people they had influence over into shorter versions of themselves, that strange instinct they had to stamp any sign of youth into their own mold, as if the existence of different opinions and methods threatened their very lives. It was like old people were terrified of dying without duplicating their minds on those who would replace them.
That instinct, too, was in the things Larrimore did. But unlike most men, it wasn’t his driving force. He had other intentions for Dante. He wanted the boy to be able to hold his own. Perhaps, in time, to be able to watch Larrimore’s back. That’s what this sit-in with the council was about, Dante decided. The council was his weak point. He wished he had a little more time to build Larrimore’s loyalty to him. There would come a time when it would be tested against the man’s ties to Samarand. Maybe with another couple months, half a year, Dante would pull harder than her. He hoped when that moment did come it would at least cause Larrimore to hesitate long enough to lend Dante the advantage.
“Care to share the thoughts twisting your face up like that?” Larrimore said, spitting Dante with a severe look.
“What insults an old man most? Calling him withered, weak, or impotent?”
“Why not try all three?” Larrimore said. They reached the landing to the floor of the council chambers and he took Dante aside before they went into the hall. “I want you to pay close attention to the individuals,” he said, voice low. “It would be a huge mistake to think their minds are united. The most important thing you can learn is what divides them. Pay special heed to the oldest man there—Tarkon Vastav. He’s the nominal voice of what you might call the men of moderation. Doesn’t speak his mind as freely as he once did, but perhaps that’s a sign he’s starting to lose it. This meeting might rouse him.”
“Are you expecting a fight?”
“Not from him. I expect more trouble from Olivander. Brown-haired, ogrish-looking, ten or twelve years my senior. You’ll know him by the way he fawns on Sama’s every word.”
Dante filed away the nickname. “If he’s so taken by her, why would he be causing trouble?”
“Because she plans to leave him behind while she’s off earning the glory.”
“What? Why would she do that?”
“You’ll see,” Larrimore said, and would say no more. He opened the dark-stained door and took them down the corridor that led to the chambers, brushing past servants too busy with preparations to give him and his protege a second glance. Larrimore paused outside the council’s double doors, the ones imprinted with the stylized tree of Barden, then cleared his throat and straightened his collar. He opened the door, revealing the long, simple table Dante had seen through the eyes of his rat. Sunlight spilled through the north-facing window. A half mile distant, the gray waters of the bay foamed against the shore. Dante counted eleven taken seats: ten men and one norren, enormous as a rampart, his brows and hair and thick gauzy beard looking white and tempestuous as a storm around a peak. The seat at the head of the table was empty. Servants stood frozen against the walls, eyes and ears trained on the deep, deliberate chatter of the assembled council. Dante looked at Larrimore for help and the man jerked his head and circled around the table to stand behind and to the right of the empty chair. Dante moved to take his left, and with a discreet tug of the boy’s cloak Larrimore shifted him behind and to his own right.
About half of the council were white-haired and in varying degrees of personal antiquity, but from the look of resigned martyrdom on one of the old men’s unbearded face Dante took him to be Tarkon, dissenter. He sat silent, unheeded. Olivander was one of if not the youngest, a bare hint of gray in his well-trimmed brown beard, and when he spoke the men around him turned their heads to listen. A few of the council cast glances Dante’s way, examining this novelty in their cloisters—the norren, Tarkon, a middle-aged man with a long nose and his hair in a queue. All outsiders in their way, Dante guessed. Before he could parse out any more details the talk died off and Samarand emerged into the airy chamber. Larrimore stood straighter, tilted his chin. By reflex Dante did the same. She made her way to the head of the table, giving Dante a distracted look as Larrimore pulled out her chair.
“Anything new about the rebels, Olivander?” she said, and already Dante was lost. He’d expected a prayer or something to start it off. They were priests, right? She did speak in Mallish, at least, and he didn’t have to trust his spotty Gaskan. He’d come to learn almost every man of means in the dead city was bilingual while many men of the south never bothered to learn the tongue of the north, with the result being most conversation in mixed company took place in Mallish. It was almost a point of pride among the Mallish men to speak no other language but that of their birth.
“Our scouts are nipping around their heels,” Olivander said in a steady baritone. “They have a few hundred, four at the utmost. Good men, but they’ve been living in the wilds for weeks. No official backers, from what I’ve seen. Just rabble.”
“Do they look especially schemish?”
Olivander frowned, as if he didn’t recognize the word. “I don’t expect they’ve come all this way to shake their fists at us. Best prepare for something.”
“Right.” Samarand put her hands flat on the table and met the eyes of each man in turn. “I’m not going to waste words. I’m only taking six of you.”
“Six?” the old norren rumbled after a general exchange of looks.
“That’s all we need. I’m not going to triumph in the field and then return here to find a smoking crater.”
“We do have a few soldiers,” the norren said. “Not to mention a tall set of walls.”
“Look,” Samarand said, and pressed her lips together. “We need seven. Anyone else would be lace frills. Nice to look at, not terribly functional.”
“And wearing all your lace at once doesn’t usually leave you open to invasion,” Olivander added. Dante watched Samarand smile with half her mouth.
“Who’s to come?” said the man with the long nose and longer brown hair.
“Walter, Baxter, Vannigan, Vaksho, Fanshen, and Pioter,” Samarand ticked off on her fingers. None of the men Larrimore’d named for him.
Olivander’s nostrils flared. He pinched his brows together. “My lady—”
“Stow it,” she said. “I need you here overseeing the Citadel. Take pride in that responsibility.”
The men who’d been named exchanged smug looks while those left off struggled with their shock. After a few moments a general babble arose as they marshaled their arguments and Samarand held up her hands for peace.
“I know this must feel arbitrary to some of you. Try to remember we’re not here for individual glory. Arawn knows your hearts and minds. He’ll know those who ensure the safety of this keep are no more important than those who’ll be with me at Barden. Can you understand that?”
“And how did you decide who goes and who stays?” said the long-haired man.
“With great trouble, Jackson, and anticipating all the arguments.” Samarand leaned back in her seat and touched her braid at the back of her neck. “Don’t take that to mean I just dismissed them. You know I’m anything but unreasonable.”
“Granted, but neither infallible.”
“I’ll assume you wish to argue why your presence at the tree will be necessary. Let’s hear it, then.”
Jackson didn’t hesitate. “I’ve spent less time in service than most of the men here. Maybe that should count against me. But if this truly isn’t about rewarding service or whatever other favor with glory, and is instead a matter of who’s most vital to which limb of the body, I’d argue my grasp of the nether is second to yours alone. To leave me behind, then, when it’s uncertain how much skill we’ll require, and would thus be safer to err on the side of abundance, appears to me as an oversight.”
“Perhaps,” Samarand said slowly. She cocked her head and stared at Jackson a few moments the way Dante imagined she’d stared when she felt the presence of his rat. “I’ll give that its due consideration.”
“Samarand—” Jackson started.
“Are you about to forward another argument, or just repeat the first in different words?”
Jackson’s face darkened, then he nodded. “Well enough.”
“Anyone else want to educate me on the unfairness of my decision?” she said, raising her brows at the others.
“I assume the wisdom of my long years isn’t considered crucial,” old Tarkon said.
“Honestly, I don’t dissemble when I say I’d prefer to have it with us, Tarkon. My fear’s you may falter on the way. It’s even colder that far north. The trek will take days. If we leave you here, we risk missing out on some knowledge that could help us, but I’ve judged it a smaller risk than that of your health if you went. We can’t stand before the White Tree with a gap in our seven.”
He nodded, some of the resigned irony gone from his face.
“Anyone else?” No one spoke up, perhaps knowing she’d handle them as swiftly as she had the others. She pushed out her lips, impressed. “Good. Don’t try to assign any slights or whimsical boons to my selections. We’re all working toward the same end. Those of you I named, be ready to leave on the morning of the eighth day. Everyone else, you’ve got your duties here, and they’ll be doubled with the rest of us out. Make sure you’re prepared.” She waited to see them nod their understanding, then set her elbows on the table. “Loath though I am to get ahead of ourselves, what’s the latest from the south, Jackson?”
“Whetton’s still the only city in Mallon where we might be said to have gained a lasting toehold,” he said. He reached up for his chin and seemed surprised to find it beardless. “Fewer have come back to the old ways than we’d wished. The less said about Bressel the better. The devotion of our loyalists can’t be questioned, but their ability is another matter—though nor can it be said they face no obstacles.”
“And the Collen Basin?”
“There we may safely forecast a more optimistic outcome,” Jackson said. “We’ve taken a number of the outlands and negotiated a treaty that will hold for the rest of the winter. That should leave them free to aid us with direct action elsewhere in Mallon, should that be our course. Olivander would know more about that than I.”
Samarand nodded his way, and Olivander, who’d been lost in his own thoughts since he’d heard he’d be left behind, creased his brow and leaned one elbow on the table.
“Won’t be easy,” he said. “Still, with support from Collen, and if Hart’s got the sway he says he does with the norren”—here he nodded at the norren priest—”I think a late spring strike through the pass at Riverway would work. It would certainly hearten the locals to know they’ve got our support.”
“Especially if it comes on the heels of our success at Barden,” Samarand mused. “Set it in motion. Prepare for a mid-March march.”
“You’re going to invade Mallon?” Dante blurted. A few of the priests gave him dubious glances. Larrimore elbowed him in the ribs amidst the awkward silence. Dante ignored him. “What about the Parable of Ben?”
“From the mouths of babes,” Tarkon chuckled.
“Oh, that’s not even relevant,” Samarand said.
The old man twisted his mouth at her. “Is he wrong, then? Raising an army hardly suits your delicate words about the wrongs of vengeance.”
“We’re not talking about revenge, we’re talking about liberation,” Samarand said, meeting his gaze. “This has nothing to do with the Third Scour.”
“You say that with almost enough conviction for me to believe it.”
“Tarkon. You’re old enough to remember when those people would kill you if you dared worship Arawn. Burnings, hangings—that sits fine with you?”
“Of course not,” Tarkon said. He cleared some phlegm from his throat. “The physicians have an oath about not applying the cure when it would be worse than the disease. Surely in our wisdom, deriving as it does from a far higher source, we’re able to apply that credo here.”
Samarand touched her lips. “Unfortunately, we don’t have the physician’s experience to know when that cure would be worse. All I know is what I see.”
“What I see’s a woman more driven by her own vision of justice than what we’re given by the heavens,” Tarkon said. The table was still and silent as Dante’s days below the dungeons. Olivander coughed into his fist, as if that would be enough to make the moment pass.
“We’ve been through this,” said another graybeard who’d kept his peace so far. “This argument was old when I was still shitting myself.”
“You say that as if you ever stopped,” said a third elderly man. The table dissolved into laughter, and Tarkon’s momentum dissolved with it.
“Indeed,” Samarand said once they’d quieted down. “Olivander, get word to the smiths. Start drawing up estimates for what else we’ll need and much it’s liable to cost. Hart, speak to your people. Drop a hint I’m considering their request for a free principality at the fringe of the Dundens.”
“Are you?” the norren asked levelly.
“I am considering it,” she said. “Their actions between now and our hour of need may help their case.” Tarkon chuckled, shaking his head. She ignored him. “That’s it for now, then. Keep me apprised of your business. We move for Barden in eight days.”
She got up, nodding absently at Larrimore as she left the room. Some of the council filtered out as others stayed to rehash what had just happened. Larrimore stepped around Dante and the boy had to hurry to catch him in the hall.
“Did you see that?” Dante said, glancing around to make sure she was gone.
“Masterful,” Larrimore said, shaking his head. “Throwing them off with who was going and who was staying, then bowling them over one by one.”
“Masterful? She started a war!”
“While they were all too stunned to react. They respect her, though—she gives them just enough rope to think there’s no leash at all. She may even grant Jackson’s request to come along.”
Dante yanked on Larrimore’s sleeve. “Did you hear what I just said?”
“Yeah. War. What about it?”
“Well, is that all it takes?”
“What did you expect?” Larrimore frowned down on him, twice as far away as his normal ironic distance. “Inspiring speeches? Duty and honor? They’ve been working toward this or something like it since the day she took power twenty years ago. The only issue for the last ten was how they were going to get it done.’
“What about Tarkon? He thinks it’s a bad idea.”
“She was just letting him vent some of his more noxious vapors. You could tell by looking he didn’t expect to sway anyone to his side.” He glanced down at Dante again and frowned harder. “You have family there? In Mallon?”
“No,” Dante said quickly. He made himself cough to buy a moment and almost missed a step on the steep stairwell that led down to the ground floor. He caught himself, pressed his back against the solid stone. “It’s about time they did something about the situation down there,” he said before Larrimore could ask if he was all right, or any less convenient questions than that. “I just thought there would be more to the declaration.”
“Nope. You were just there to see how she kept the old bastards in line. She’s the only one who can be that bold with them, of course, but the same tricks would apply for you or me.”
“It was eye-opening.”
“Well, get ready for a lot more of it. Later, of course. I’ve got too many tasks for you between now and when we ride out to spare another meeting.”
“So I am coming with you,” Dante said. He allowed himself a long breath. In the headlong rush of the conversation around the table, he hadn’t had the time to work out what he’d do if they meant to leave him behind. All his other ambitions had withered the moment he’d heard Samarand’s nonchalant decree of war. He now had no other intent than killing her somewhere on the trail between the Citadel and Barden. He had to be there.
“Of course,” Larrimore said. “It pains me to risk swelling your fat head any further, but the others still underestimate you. You’re my hidden trump if anything goes wrong.”
“I’ll need Blays with us.”
“Whatever helps you do the things I need you to do.”
They reached the ground floor and parted ways. Eight days, Dante thought. Eight days before the beginning of the end. He was sent off with an order for a local merchant and returned to the Citadel to find three wounded watchmen being carted through the gates. Nak’s fat belly jostled as he rushed across the yard to meet them. Dante joined the monk, saving two of the three and then all four of the others who arrived bleeding a few minutes later, the casualties of a small ambush on the fringes of the city. By the time a pair of acolytes came to relieve him should any other wounded arrive, Dante went to his cell and tumbled asleep.
He awoke feeling cold and sore. Weak moonlight flashed on metal near the foot of his bed and he made out the dim silhouette of a man standing over him.
“Blays?” he said softly.
The sword snapped back. Dante rolled off his bed, heart jolting, and scrabbled back as the blade slashed down into the pallet. His own sword was on the wall across the room. He readied himself to die, finding it much easier than the last times he’d so resigned himself, then his half-awake brain shouted through the din of his pulse and the chorus of his nerves. He twisted away from a short sword-thrust and reached out to the nether. It came at once, enveloping his hands, and Dante blasted the shadows forward in the next instant.
He heard a deep grunt and a wet splatter like someone pouring stew out on the ground. The silvery line of the sword dangled in the man’s hand. Weirdly, his belly seemed to be bisected by a faintly incandescent line. The man wavered on his feet and Dante realized the light was the outline of the bottom edge of the door, visible through the huge hole in the man’s stomach. Dante’s own convulsed, and he had to jump aside as the man fell onto his knees and then his face.
“What are you doing?” Blays croaked from his bed.
“Killing someone.”
“Ah. That again,” Blays said in a dream-distant voice, then rolled over to face the wall.
“Someone just tried to kill me, Blays. Blays. There’s a dead man on our floor. He tried to kill me.” Dante leaned over Blays’ slumbering form and located his ear. “Blays!”
Blays twitched his head up and conked it into Dante’s. Dante fell back, bare heels bumping into warm skin. He skipped forward involuntarily. Blays squinted into the darkness, his body an indistinct blob in the middle of his bed, then all at once flailed all four limbs like he’d just been shot by an arrow.
“There’s a dead man on our floor!”
“What should we do about that?” Dante said.
Blays rubbed his face with both hands. “Who is he?”
Dante knelt beside the corpse, inching away from the pooling blood that lay black in the moonlight. He grabbed the dead man’s chin and stared into his face.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him.”
“You never called him the son of a whore? Spat on his boots? Gave him that look where you look like you think he’s a fresh pile of crap?”
“No,” Dante said, in a light state of shock that made him feel this close to laughing. “I’ve never seen him.”
“We know he’s from the keep, don’t we?” Blays refolded his blanket over his shoulders. “I mean, you don’t just wander in here off the street.”
“There are hundreds of men who live inside it.”
“Go get Larrimore. He knows everyone.”
“I can’t,” Dante said. “He’ll start asking questions. Why would someone want to kill me? Am I up to anything he doesn’t know about? He’ll smell a rat. He’s too smart. I already feel like I’m treading a knife’s edge with him.”
“Well they’re going to have a few questions when they find a body in our room.”
“We’ve only got one option.” Dante swallowed. “We’ve got to eat him.”
“What?”
Dante laughed like an idiot. Some part of him knew how serious this was, but at the same time it felt completely unreal. Bodies were ceasing to have any meaning to him. No matter what he did, they kept appearing at his feet, limp and useless. He snapped his mouth shut.
“We’ve got to get it out of here,” he said. Blays got up, blanket draped down his body to his bare shins. He circled the corpse.
“Yeah, we’ll just drag him out the front door,” Blays said. “What the hell did you do to him? How much blood can one man bleed, anyway? Look at that. It’s everywhere.”
“Don’t worry about that. Get the window open.”
“Good idea. Bodies smell terrible when they’re all opened up like that.” He threw off his blanket and swung the bubbly glass window open. He leaned out it to get a breath, shoulders nearly brushing each side. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Just get out there,” Dante said, crouching hesitantly beside the body. How could he get a grip when it was so blood-slick? “Make sure no one’s outside. I’ll sort of hand him to you.”
“And then what? We heave him into someone else’s back yard? Those walls are forty feet tall. You’re not even going to be able to lift him.”
“Stop naysaying. We’ll just drag him off somewhere that isn’t here.”
Blays swore through his teeth. He planted his hands on the windowsill and wiggled his hips up on the ledge. He leaned the top half of his body through and paused there to consider the physics of his next move, ass and legs dangling back into the room. Dante swatted his legs. Blays kicked at him blindly, then wriggled forward into a controlled fall into the yard. Dante heard a soft whap of flesh on stone and more cursing. A moment later Blays’ angry face appeared in the window.
“Okay, genius. Hand him over.”
Dante grappled the man under his armpits and lifted from the knees, staggering back under the dead weight. He’d put on some muscle over the weeks of riding, running, and fighting, but he was still small, not yet grown into his full size, and the corpse, though not overly large, surely had outweighed him by thirty pounds before it had been drained of a few pints of blood. Dante’s back thumped against the sill and he grunted. He regained his footing and strained upwards, thighs and back quivering, but somehow he lifted the body enough to get its head into the windowframe.
“Give me a hand, damn it,” he panted, hot with sweat and sticky with blood. Blays’ arms snaked through the window and grasped two thick handfuls of the man’s cloak. “Got him?”
“I guess,” Blays whispered. Dante stood there a moment, pinning the body to the wall with the weight of his chest, blinking and breathing until he didn’t feel so weak, then he lowered himself and wedged his shoulder under the corpse’s legs. Warm fluids soaked through his single plain shirt. He straightened his legs as hard as he could and Blays heaved from his side and the body scraped over the sill. All at once the man’s gravity reached its tipping point and his loose legs kicked up as he fell into the yard, catching Dante on the chin hard enough to make him bite his own tongue.
“Get out here,” Blays called inside. Dante planted a palm on the wall, giving himself a moment—already he was exhausted, flushed and wheezing—then hoisted himself into the sill and wormed his way through the window. Halfway out, he realized there would be no graceful exit. Blays held out his arms like the walking dead and Dante sighed and let himself fall into them. They crumpled to the ground.
“Now what?” Blays said from the bottom of their two-person heap. Dante untangled himself and glanced around the yard. They were in the dark corner where the chapel met the keep. A few outbuildings stood against the outer ring of wall across one hundred-plus feet of open space. There were no lights in the chapel other than the lantern that was always lit in its hall, at least, and he saw no guards patrolling the grounds at that moment. Just a few motionless bumps of men high and far on the outer walls. There was one other building further along the side of the keep, a simple wooden barracks where some of the pages and stableboys slept. Straw was mounded waist-high against its wall.
“Dump it in that straw,” Dante pointed. Blays shook his head but he grabbed one arm and Dante took the other and they leaned into it, one step at a time. The corpse whispered against the stone. They had to cross a full sixty feet, but they moved in the shadow of the keep, and he heard no shocked cries, saw no guards turn a corner and gasp at murderous intrigue. At last they reached the housing and heaved the man into the snow-damp pile.
“Make it look half-assed,” Dante whispered, shoveling some straw over the man’s body.
“That won’t be hard.” Blays circled it, kicking straw on the man’s glaze-eyed face. They shifted enough around to hide the body from casual inspection, then stepped back and glanced throughout the silent yard. Blays’ eyes followed the foot-wide track of blood between the pile of straw and the window to their cell. “And that? Shall I fetch a mop?”
“Only if you’re going to stuff it in your mouth,” Dante said. He beckoned to the shadows and knelt alongside the gleaming trail. Nether poured from his hands and onto the smeared stones, whirling down it like the rapids of a stream. Where it passed the ground was left bare. Dante tugged Blays’ sleeve and they hurried back to the window and stuffed themselves through, waiting in the middle of the original puddle for the nether to finish its business. It poured over the sill, cleansing the floor, then pooled around their feet, seeking what was caking on their skin. It rushed up their limbs, black and noiseless as empty space. When it had finished its cleaning he summoned it to the window and gazed up on the star-pricked sky, then sent it hurtling straight up in as fine a point as it could make. It streaked away without a sound.
The boys faced each other in the room, breathing heavily, laughing nervously. A few drops of blood congealed here and there, but it no longer looked like the obvious murder it had a minute before. Blays picked up the man’s sword off the ground and tucked it under his pallet.
“Do you have any idea why he was here? Who could have sent him?”
Dante shook his head. “Another initiate, maybe, jealous of my progress. One of Larrimore’s other agents, for the same reason.” He shrugged, baffled. “Maybe someone discovered my true purpose and thought he’d win Samarand’s favor taking care of it himself.”
“How could they have done that? What have you been telling Larrimore?”
“I don’t know. It’s impossible to keep it all straight.” Dante thumped down on his bed. Something twinged in chest and he hugged his arms to each other. “I’m always lying, always bluffing to hide what little I do know. I couldn’t tell you a tenth of what I’ve said.” He could feel Blays’ eyes on him, but he couldn’t make himself meet them. The humor that had sustained him all this way, his own private Pridegate, felt shattered and mossed-over as the outer stretches of this thousand-year-old city. “Most of the time I’m all right with it, but sometimes my stomach feels like it’s bleeding from the inside. Do you have any idea what it’s like? I’m on my guard every second of every day. I just want it to be over.”
“I had no idea. You always look the same, you know.” Blays sat down across from him. “We’ve been here too long.”
“I know. You’re right. I should never have let it go this far.” He closed his eyes, shivered. “They’re moving out in a week. We’ll do it then. No matter what.”
“No matter what.” He heard Blays resettling himself among his blankets. “Get some sleep. It helps.”
He tried, but was still awake by dawn. No one else came in the night to strike him dead. In the morning he heard exclamations from the yard, but when he saw Larrimore for the day’s errands the man was inscrutable. Despite the monks’ best efforts to heal them, men did die with some frequency within the walls of the Sealed Citadel, lapsing into drunken squabbles and the long-boiling bitterness that grows among men in cramped quarters. It was possible they thought nothing of finding one more body buried in the straw. Dante was too tired to try to sound out if anyone was suspicious of the man’s death or even who he’d been; he was too tired to be affected any more by that helpless feeling that had taken him after the attempt on his life.
It was almost a blessing when Larrimore ordered him to fill his day informing the priests of a few of the city’s minor temples about a general prayer in the Cathedral of Ivars six nights hence. On his way back to the Citadel, he detoured to the sad wreck of a ruined house. Among the splintery timbers he killed three rats with a flick of nether. There he raised them, hid them in his clothes. By night he set one outside his window, one outside his door, and one inside his room, bidding them to watch from the nooks for anyone who tried to enter. He woke often, gasping and half-panicked from dreams he couldn’t remember, but he saw no silhouettes through the eyes of the rats, heard no furtive footsteps with their ears or his own. He thought the days of the remaining week would drag as long as the endless grammar lessons with Nak, but between his duties and his sleepless haze the hours clipped along like the now-blurred years of his early childhood. Like that, they were gone.



 




16
With each gate he left he felt a weight lift from his feet. He hadn’t realized, leading his two lives in the keep, how deeply it had marked him, how each false word and fresh lie had lain on his shoulders like a stone. The attempted assassination had nearly broken his nerve; he’d maintained himself only through insomnia and the knowledge his goal had grown definite, that he’d still Samarand’s heart somewhere along the path to the White Tree of Barden. Though he rode at Larrimore’s left at the head of a column of a couple hundred men, Blays was at his side, they were in the saddle, and the cold air hit him with the full freedom of the first moments after a bad dream. The muscle of the horse beneath him. The chill nip of the wind on his unhooded ears and nose. The sword tugging on his left hip when he moved, the mass of the true book in his pack from when he’d slipped out the night before and dug it from the silent yard of the crumbling house just past the near side of the Pridegate. These too weighed on him, but they were a comfort rather than a burden. He’d worn them many miles before whatever was to come in the next few days. Blays, his sword, his book. He didn’t think he’d be coming back, but he took with him everything he’d need.
“You look jolly enough,” Larrimore remarked, gazing out at the battle between city and forest taking place at its forgotten fringes.
“I’ve been cooped up too long. It’s good to be back in the open air.”
“Well, eyes sharp. We’re expecting attack.”
“From who?”
“Who can keep up?” Larrimore shrugged. “Regional rebels. You heard a little about them at the council. No doubt they know Samarand herself is leading this troop.”
“Why do they care?” Dante said, eyes darting among the wreckage of buildings.
“They think Samarand’s ignoring the will of the king and dragging all of Gask to war. Which is sort of true. But the palace leaving Narashtovik didn’t mean they took all its power with them.”
“I don’t follow.”
“The priesthood stayed put. With the kingdom’s power scattered hither and yon, everything got all swapped up. These days it’s almost more like a score of baronies than a kingdom. About the only thing they all agree on is they don’t like Mallon telling them what to do and the norren should shut up and do as they’re told.” He scratched his cheek, regarding Dante. “You should ask Nak about these things, he doesn’t have anything better to do than read about why things happened. Point is, they’re out there, they’ll take their chance, and they’ll die for it.”
Dante nodded. “You’re so certain they’ll fail?”
“Those old men are an army unto themselves,” he said, glancing toward the carriages bearing Samarand and the six other men of the council, one of whom was Jackson. Dante had been surprised to see he’d talked his way on the mission. Samarand’s will had seemed made of iron.
“I suppose the soldiers are no slouch, either,” Dante said. Larrimore grunted agreement. “Well, good. Glad to know we’re not on a suicide mission.”
Most of the soldiers were on foot and after they’d left the Pridegate it was the better part of half an hour before they’d crossed the bridge over the river and left the last mossy vestiges of the city behind. The lead riders took them down a road that ran north-northeast, roughly parallel to the coastline a couple miles distant. The land between them and ocean was spotty with scrubby pines, as if the thick forest to their right couldn’t make the hop across the rutted dirt trail. Ten or fifteen miles deep into those woods the land cranked up into a range of tall hills or short mountains. Either way, they were heavily snowcapped. It had snowed again in the city and its surroundings a couple days previously, but that had melted in the not-quite-freezing breeze that blew in off the seas each evening. Riders came and went to Larrimore and the carriages that traveled in the caravan’s center. Dante caught fragments of intelligence about the state of the road and the signs of enemy scouts in the mud of the woods. Larrimore murmured orders and rode on, uncharacteristically subdued. Dante kept his eyes roving. Sweat built up beneath his arms.
“Quiet enough out there,” he said to Blays after a time.
“Yep.”
“What’s wrong with them? Are they scared?”
Blays drew back his chin. “You almost sound like you want to be ambushed.”
“I just don’t like waiting.” Dante lowered his hand to the haft of his sword. He remembered how it had felt to wield it in battle, the sense of oneness that came from the timing of a perfect parry, as if his body were in tune with a deep note of the song of the world. The silent potency that took him when he drove the blade home in another man’s ribs. The rush of the nether thrumming in his heart and through his arms to spill the blood of those who’d see him dead. “So what if I am? You’re not?”
“A little, maybe.” Blays sniffed, rubbed his nose. “With all the drilling I’ve been doing it would almost be a waste not to use it.”
The attack came at dusk, when they were some twenty miles from the dead city, too far to be reinforced before the battle was decided. One of their mounted scouts galloped from the woods, wide-eyed and panting, and pulled up before Larrimore.
“They’re coming,” he said, clutching his chest. “Just a few minutes out.”
“That’s all the warning you’ve brought me?”
The rider tossed his head back at the woods. “They concealed themselves well. I could have stepped on them and never known it.”
Larrimore swore thoughtfully. He glanced at Dante, who’d already loosened his sword in its scabbard.
“Stay with the cavalry. Prepare yourselves.”
The column of soldiers had grown irregular with the passage of miles and Larrimore pounded down its length, calling out formations and orders to his captains. Their force made a general shift off the left side of the road, opening perhaps forty yards of clear ground between them and the woods. The carriages were drawn in tight and buffered by a thicket of pikemen. To the pikemen’s front, forming a chevron back along the flanks of the carriage, the swordsmen formed a loose line, letting the two score archers mingle at their front. The cavalry were but a score in number, captained by a dark-bearded man named Rettinger who barked orders in Gaskan to his men.
“We’re to hold at the top of the column,” Dante translated to Blays, “then sweep across their second line once they rush the archers.”
“Not many men for a charge.”
“No time for more complicated maneuvers,” Dante said, and the roar of men’s voices pitched up through the pines to their east. His skin prickled from ears to toes. Larrimore’s voice piped out and the chevron begin to swing so its point faced the bulk of the battle cry. A husky voice rang out and the archers let fly. Dante still couldn’t see anything but shadows of movement among the trees and the first volley provoked no more than a handful of screams. A couple dozen points of light flashed from the edges of the wood, catching the harsh slant of the last rays of the sun, and he saw arrows lancing almost without arc into the front lines of Samarand’s soldiers.
“Can’t let that hold up, we’ve got no cover,” Rettinger said, glancing toward Larrimore. He growled. “Cut across.”
His horsemen followed him across the road and they lingered just before the pines began. The woods weren’t overly dense so close to the road, but it was a forest nonetheless, full of shrubs and cut trunks and rocks half-buried in leaves. More than enough to negate the speed of their horses. Another volley swished from both sides and again the screaming was louder from their own force. Dante gripped his blade. How long would Rettinger let the footmen get shot to pieces?
“Hell with it,” Rettinger said, as if reading the boy’s thoughts, and he whipped out his sword and pointed it forward as he brought his mount to a trot. “In and out. Cut down any man with a bow and get the hell out.”
His men drew arms and fell into a ragged skirmish line. Hooves thunked hard earth. A battle cry ripped up from the bottom point of the column and through the screen of trees Dante saw a mass of footmen charging the force concealed in the wood. Arrows swished over their heads from the archers by the carriages and then more pelted them from the safety of the pines. Men spun in their tracks and thumped against the ground. Then the footmen filtered into the woods and as Rettinger’s men burst upon the front line of archers the music of meeting steel exploded from the southern edge of the battle.
Dante set his eyes on one man as he’d been taught and cocked his arm. An arrow thrummed past his ear and hot rage burned between his eyes. He gasped, nostrils flaring, then the man was before him and he wheeled his blade and screamed and lashed the archer across the face. He glanced toward Blays a couple lengths ahead and saw him knock aside the blade of a pike. To Blays’ left, at their outer flank, an arrow hammered into a rider’s chest and he flopped in the saddle, horse veering left into the lines of enemy footmen. Dante compensated right without thinking and turned in time to duck beneath a pike being jammed at his face. He made a quick stab at an archer diving behind a tree and then bore right to follow Rettinger’s curve back into the open. Swordsmen exchanged blows and shouts. Rettinger called out as the cavalry passed. They broke back into the field and cut back toward the caravan.
Rettinger pulled up and counted off his men. They were missing two. Dante breathed heavily, relishing the air in his lungs, the air that dozens of men had suddenly ceased to taste.
“We’re in reserve for the moment.” Rettinger nodded toward the battle in the woods. “Be ready for another pass if they don’t bring them into the open.”
“Why wait?” said a man with sweat-streaked blond hair.
“Need them in the open so the priests can do their thing.”
Calls of “Retreat!” hued up from the forest. Over the next minute Samarand’s footmen fell back in a scattered mass, backs turned to their pursuers.
“That’s organized,” Dante said to Blays, pointing at the lines visible in their retreating ranks.
“See if they bite,” Blays nodded. The footmen reassembled to the far side of the road. The enemy gushed from the woods and took another volley to their face. Arrows flew irregularly from the cover of the trees. Some of the riders grumbled, pointing to the other flank of footmen holding around the carriages. They were holding fast to the fire of the enemy archers, dragging the dead and wounded behind cover of the coaches and the handful of trees. The retreating forces regrouped and turned to meet their pursuers. Shouts and clanging metal filled the field. Swordsmen continued to rush from the woods. Already the numbers of the two armies looked equal and still the enemy emerged from the wilds.
“Get your men out there!” Larrimore shouted toward Rettinger.
“Let’s cause some chaos,” Rettinger said, lifting his sword, and Dante aped him. He took them wide around the fury of the melee and back into the woods. Long shadows striped the ground. The trees were of decent age and few had branches low enough to interfere with their immediate lines of sight. Rettinger whooped and shouted taunts. The other men bellowed along a split second later, Dante’s young voice mingling with those of the men. They trampled through a loose fringe of stragglers, slowing enough to aim their blows for the softness of the neck. Dante cocked his arm, laughing at the panicked face of an unmounted soldier before he split it in half with his sword. He understood now they weren’t meant to ride down the entire enemy troop. They were the dogs of the hunt, meant to bay, meant to hound, meant to cause panic in the larger animal. He put those thoughts away and cleaved someone’s skull.
Up ahead a wedge of pikemen scrambled to intercept their course. The riders veered right, deeper into the woods, away from all that hard steel. Blays had raced ahead and Dante spurred his horse to catch pace. He threaded through the trees, keeping one eye on the mass of men rushing off to lay waste to each other, running through the woods, shadows banding their bodies, then emerging for a brief moment to be speared with the glittering dust in an unbroken beam of sunlight. The drumbeat of their hooves drowned out the jangle of swords. They’d been riding for some seconds in a recently-abandoned stretch of wood, circumscribing a wide arc around the battle, and Rettinger made a sharp turn, driving them to the northeast. Dante was so close on Blays’ heels the churned turf of his horse dashed against his face. Within moments they were skimming along the rear guard, lashing out with their simple straight cavalry blades into the dispersed ranks of the rebels, cutting raised arms between elbow and wrist, the sweat and thunder and howls forcing back the dirty-faced men of the opposition. They rode as an ancient law of the world, as destruction on horseback, as the right arm of an angry god. Like that they were in the midst of a sizable troop, up near the front of the forest, slashing archers in their turned backs. Cries rang out and arrows creased the air around their heads. At the head of the charge, Rettinger broke right, straight north away from arrows and swords and pikes. Dante’s horse jerked and uttered a choked whinny. Then his level, speeding world of half-glimpsed faces and whipping branches was replaced by a sudden rush of earth and fallen tree limbs and he felt his legs part from the horse as it went down and his momentum went on. He skidded facefirst through dry pine needles and wet dirt. Some small part of his mind was happy he’d been thrown clear of the wounded horse. Then he rolled to his feet and found himself alone, surrounded by archers and men with hostile swords, the rear of the cavalry hurtling away into the safety of the woods, the drum of their hoofs already obscured by the shouts of men.
“Blays!” he cried. His sword had buried itself in the ground a couple feet away and he yanked it up and beat back the first thrust of a swordsman. Most of the soldiers around him were occupied with their own troubles, be they plunking arrows at the men in the open road or rushing to the side of their friends just cut down by the screaming horde of Rettinger’s charge, but he was there, alone, with too many alien faces to make it out alive. He parried another blow and riposted, as Robert Hobble had shown him an eternity ago on their long march, a wild swing that nonetheless slashed across his opponent’s chest and felled him. He heard the shifting of the carpet of needles and spun to meet a sword meant for his spine. His senses felt like living things. The scent of blood and sap. The power of the weight of the blade in his hand. The mixed anger and fear of this new swordsman bringing his weapon back around. Dante punched out his left hand and the nether knocked a hole in the man’s neck. His eyes bugged and he too went down, painting the forest floor with his blood. An arrow ripped past Dante’s ear and he felt a stinging numbness where it clipped his cartilage. Blood trickled down his forehead and cheeks where he’d slammed into the dirt. Two more swordsmen popped up from tending the wounded to meet this new threat and Dante backpedaled, resisting every urge to throw down his weapon and run till his legs gave out. He swept his free hand through the blood at his ear and face. When the two men stood shoulder to shoulder in front of him he sprung forward, arm held straight as the arrows hissing through the woods, and white fire belched from a foot in front of his hand to sear past the two soldiers. Its pure heat wrenched the screams from their throats.
Others fell back, shielding their faces with their forearms. The flash of flame and the whump of igniting air drew a glance from a dozen other men. Dante had slung the nether like a limb of his own body, trusting blank terror to keep him safe, but from the depths of his fugue he knew if he stayed here he might take a few more with him out to Arawn’s indifferent arms, but it would end with his unblinking eyes staring up through the wind-shook needles of the pines.
He turned and ran what he thought was north—away from the loudest sounds of fighting, at least; the sun was down too far to judge by it in the middle of all those trees—zigzagging through trunks, meaning to confuse any archers drawing a bead, to string out any pursuing swordsmen. He risked a glance. A half dozen giving chase, maybe more. They’d seen one of the riders unhorsed and wanted to cut out a nobleman’s heart and see it bleed the same as theirs. Maybe work up the courage to join the main fray. He knocked down the lead man with a bolt of shadow. Shouts to his immediate north. They were cutting him off. Time nearly at a stop. Watching the shadow-struck man’s feet slide up in front of him as he slipped in the needles. Blood wobbling away from the wound on the man’s forehead. The world was nightmare, choked gasps and blood gurgling in punctured throats, blind rage in the eyes of all the men who were about to kill him as the agent of a woman he hated here near the ends of the world.
“Blays!” he screamed. Chill fingers wrapped around his spine as he reached out again to the dead man’s corpse now slamming to a final rest. Would it be no different than with the rats? Would the effort tear Dante apart like a storm-swollen stream? His body shuddered as the nether left him and darted over to the body. The next swordsmen rushed by, a couple seconds away. He turned his gaze to them and from the corner of his vision saw the dead man stand and raise his sword. Dante tasted bile. Just like the rats. He imagined the dead man’s sword splitting the neck of the man running past him and the corpse swiped out and removed a head from a set of shoulders. Then the closest pair was on him.
His back bumped into a trunk and he rolled alongside it. The sword of a man with a black beard and dirty buckskin clothes whacked into the trunk, spitting bark over Dante’s face. Dante leaned forward to stab his guts while his sword was stuck but his partner cut a quick downward stroke and Dante had to lean back and twist his body just to get his sword up enough to escape with a gashed shoulder rather than a severed arm. He wanted to scream. He grimaced and punched the man in the jaw with the pommel of his sword, knocking him back a couple steps to spit gobs of blood and teeth. The other dislodged his blade from the tree and, being right-handed, stabbed around it. Dante jumped to put the full trunk between them and beat down with his sword, pinning the attacker’s against the tree. He ripped up the point of his blade, just a quick flip of the wrists, but it cut across the man’s chest, sending him sprawling, guts open to the air.
To his left, toward where the other men had been chasing him, the animated corpse was laying into three swordsmen. Three other bodies sprawled at its feet where it had caught them unaware. There was no grace in the swings of its sword, just a tireless, painless strength, a stroke as ponderous and inevitable as the turning of the stars. It didn’t try to dodge or block when one of the men stepped in and hacked through its left arm. Instead it raised its blade and buried it in the man’s ribs. The other two fell on it, chopping wildly, knocking it to its knees.
The man he’d punched had recovered and circled around the tree. The man was young, his beard patchy and his hair stringy, blood dribbling past his lips to catch in the hairs of his chin, and as they exchanged strikes and parries Dante found he could hold his own. A one-man cheer came up from the left and the sliver of second awareness he’d felt since returning the corpse to its feet blanked out. They’d be on him in a second. He reached out for the shadows, expecting hesitation after all his exertions, resistance, but found them ready. In his surprise he nearly lost hold of his simple intentions but maintained his grasp and formed a ball of black around the man’s head. The man gasped and Dante had to duck his blind swing. The sword whooshed over his head. He poked the man in the ribs, then the gut, and at the sight of two more men running toward him he took off like a jackrabbit, straight west toward the road and all the clamor of a full battle. He weaved through trees, boots slipping on the pine needles. He held his sword with both hands and chopped the back of an archer taking sight through the thinning trees. His cut shoulder flared with pain. Bootsteps thudded behind him. He ran straight through a line of archers at the edge of the woods and then he was clear and saw the raging anarchy of the fight along the open ground around the road.
Swordsmen lashed at each other, the fine black cloaks of Samarand’s men mingling with the tanned leather dress and time-thinned furs of the rebels. Pikes waved over their heads, descending in awkward slashes through the crush of men. Men died on their blades and were held on their feet by the pressure of the surging troops. Others tripped on corpses, then lunged to meet the enemy’s swords. Shrieks of wrath and pain and steel deafened him to everything but the pulse in his ears. Six hundred soldiers or more all told, he guessed, the men of Arawn outnumbered and with more ready to meet them in the woods—how would real war look if it came to Mallon, tens of thousands clashing in a single battle? Wounded men retreated back to the cover of the treeline, soaked in the blood of their own mangled flesh, pointing and shouting when they saw the flap of Dante’s black cloak. He struck one down with a spear of nether. Archers behind him, a war to his front and to his left. The field to the right was mostly empty but if he went that way the archers could fire on him without worry of hitting their comrades. He clenched his teeth. Everything was ruin. He’d die here. He’d fall in the field and become lost to the dirt. Another man closed on him, right arm dangling useless, blood dripping from the torn sleeve around his elbow, sword held in his left. The man swung with strength but no precision and Dante deflected it from his body and swung a forehand counter that took the man’s throat.
A keening bloom of fire flared from the middle of the battle around the carriages, followed in the same instant by a second and a third. Screams dominated the crash of weapons. Dante started forward to make use of the confusion, meaning to lose himself to any watching archers in the mixed-up outskirts of the fight, but before he’d crossed the open ground the tide of men began to turn back toward him, driven by the tongues of flame and the terror of the men at the front. Dante backed up toward the woods, readying the shadows. The first of the enemy reached him as he heard the pounding of hooves approaching from his right.
The cavalry smashed into the scattered lines. Hands and swords and strings of blood flew into the air. The enemy men stopped short to meet this new threat, caught between the anvil of the council priests laying waste at their front and the hammer of mounted men cutting them apart at their rear. Dante stumbled backwards, seeing the faces of the riders whip past, their expressions fusions of glee and rage.
“Blays!” he called out. “Blays!”
A handful of rebel footmen had been cut off from the lines by the swift strike of the cavalry. Their eyes turned to Dante’s shouts, saw him alone and unhorsed. He sobbed, then tightened his throat and shook his sword and made white fire slither around its length. He held his left hand aloft and swathed it in a hazy sphere of darkness, bellowing for all his worth. His voice cracked. The men hesitated, a couple actually stepping back in the face of his demonry, then saw they were many and he was one and continued toward him. He could run back toward the woods, but that would just delay this fight to put him into an even more lopsided match. He tensed his arms, heart rebelling against what the next moments would bring.
Two riders peeled from the rear of the cavalry while the others, too few to risk getting mired down in the throngs of men, continued the charge to Dante’s left. One of the riders stomped down a footman and cut across the back of a second. The other leaned down in the saddle and with a smooth stroke sent a man’s head tumbling. The first horseman swung away to hurry after the rest of the cavalry, leaving Dante and Blays—for it was Blays, his blond head bobbing with the motion of his horse, blood splashed on his sword arm and face so his eyes stood out bright as beacons—alone to face the remaining men who hadn’t turned back to the main fight at the departure of the cavalry. They stood alone, detached in the open ground between woods and the full-out battle at the carriages.
Blays tried to turn his horse for another pass, but saw the men would be on Dante before he could complete the maneuver. He drew up his legs in a crouch and hurled himself into the mass of men as they converged on their target. Two fell beneath his tackle and only one got back up with him. Dante whirled his fiery blade in front of him, drawing no blood but lending his own discord to all the violent babel. He swept his shadowed hand in a broader arc and the nether cut a line across the veins of the lead man’s neck. Blood jetted away from him and he fell to his knees, clutching his mortal wound. Still the warriors didn’t break. Blays had freed his sword from the man he’d plunged it in during his leaping dismount and was fighting in a way Dante had never seen him do before: fists held steady at a point just above his waist, he twisted his wrists and elbows to swing the sword’s tip in front of his body with little strength but great precision and speed. In no time at all he opened a hole in his opponent’s defense and lashed the blade back and forth across his body.
Dante sidled to his left as they fell in around him, hacking out at one man, forcing him back enough to keep the ones on his right out of arm’s reach. He flat-out charged then, the bright lance of his sword held out before him. His target sidestepped and Dante spun right to block his strike. Blays came at him from his flank and the man pivoted to prevent being skewered. Blays had already moved on to the next man coming their way as Dante sunk his sword to the hilt in the man’s side. He thought he could feel the steel sliding through the separate organs of the man’s gut.
Their foes fanned out around them. Blays and Dante fought shoulder to shoulder, a two-man line against the number and determination of the enemy. The soldiers’ eyes swirled with hate for Dante and the uniform he wore, oblivious to the true nature of his presence, how he would land the blow at Samarand’s neck the rebels would fail at here. Sick laughter bubbled in his throat. None of them had to die, but they’d be killed in this battle by the score. Whose justice was that? Surely not the gods’. This was no reflection of the heavens. This was the law of the soiled earth, a place of angry confusion and mewling deaths. This was the edifice of man, this blood-watered field, where they fought and fell cold for a joke of fate.
He snapped his head away from a whistling sword. Blays was fighting two men at once, wrists flicking so fast his blade blurred in the afterglow of the sunset. Dante kept his own, and for half a minute of ringing swords he was too busy keeping himself alive to reach out to the nether. He landed a deep cut to a man’s thigh and the attacker fell back to be replaced by another. In the open moment Dante took a clumsy grasp on the shadows and rather than a stab of force released it in a blunt wave that knocked away the next man’s breath. He pressed his advantage, battering away the man’s sword and gutting him. He glanced at a grunt to his side and saw Blays lean into a killing strike and immediately pull back to parry his other foe’s reach. He turned back. The sword of the man whose leg he’d cut was sweeping in a level plane toward his ribs. Dante tossed up a half-strength block and sucked air through his teeth as he felt the steel parting his skin. He skipped back a step, stomach soured with nausea. The shadows swept through him—too much this time, an itchy tingle beneath his skin that flared into a burst of pain before he went numb. His assailant fell, but his vision grayed, his sword arm lowered to his side. The shouts and screams and pounding of steel met his ears as if he were underwater. He blinked, turned to watch Blays hack it out with one last man. Everyone else around them appeared to have either retreated into the woods, rejoined the fighting around the carriages and priests or further down the road where footmen battled footmen, or been struck down in the field. Amazingly—though in his lightheaded state everything seemed at least mildly surprising—Blays’ horse stood a few yards off, tossing its head at the noise and the scents of blood and bile and scorched air, but there it was, standing its ground.
“Your horse is good,” he said to Blays, who offered no reply. Down to a single opponent, Blays’ swings had become less defensive, wider arcs meant to take advantage of the strength his arms had gained these last few months. “Hey. I said your horse is good.”
“I heard,” Blays said through his teeth. He countered a few blows then leaned into an offensive of his own. He struck successively higher, and on the fourth swing he twisted his wrist, giving it an upstroke, knocking his opponent’s sword up over his head. The man regained enough balance to start a cut aimed at Blays’ neck, but by then Blays’ own blade had passed back down and opened his throat. The man dropped away. Blays spun in a quick circle and saw the only men near them were corpses. He ran past Dante to the horse and wriggled his way up into the saddle. Dante gazed dumbly at the blood that covered his hands and sword. He wiped his weapon on the coat of a dead man, then brushed his hands in the wet grass.
“Come on!” Blays shouted.
“What, both of us?” Dante said, wandering up beside the beast. It smelled like sweat and dust and hair.
“Now, you god damn dunce!”
“Right.” Dante got a foot in the stirrup and swung himself up behind Blays. “Sorry. I’m a little—” He tapped the side of his head.
“What’s new,” he heard Blays mutter. Blays wheeled the horse around and spurred it north along the right-hand side of the road. A couple arrows whisked past their head. Dante twisted around and gave the forest the finger. They swung around the top edge of the battle, giving it wide berth, working their way toward the rear. After a few moments the cold air filling his lungs and rushing over his skin began to clear his head.
“You’re pretty good,” he said.
“Shut up,” Blays said, glancing quickly between the ground ahead and the slaughter at the carriages. As they curved around the lines of combat Dante saw streaks of fire lancing out from the hands of council men who’d looked too old to walk without a staff. He laughed, then fell silent at the scent of scorched flesh. Samarand’s men had repelled another surge and were slowly driving the rebels back. Blays cut across the road and through a makeshift camp of wounded men. As they approached the rear of the caravan two horsemen rode out and hailed them.
“It’s Blays! I’ve got Dante Galand with me!”
“Alive?” one of them asked with professional interest. Blays reined in the horse and dropped down to the ground.
“Takes more than that rabble to kill me,” Dante said. He hopped down and staggered to one side, arms wheeling. “I’m all right.”
“What’s been going on?” Blays said to one of the riders, a man whose thick black hair was clipped short.
“Looked bad until the priests come into it,” the man said in halting Mallish.
“And now?”
“Not so bad.”
“We need to go help them,” Dante said. He took a step forward. Blays planted a hand on his chest, unbalancing him again.
“No we don’t. Look at you, you’re like a drunk two-year-old.” He glanced over at the sounds of battle, then at the rider, then finally back to Dante. His mouth worked over itself. “What if..?”
Dante frowned, confused. Then he caught the glint in Blays’ eyes and shook his head.
“Not until the Tree!” he whispered loudly.
“But it’s so mixed up right now. No one could tell.”
“I don’t even know what’s going on,” Dante said. He walked around the caravan to get a view of the fight, letting his hand trail along the side of one of the wagons. Blays’ feet crunched through leaves and dirt behind him. Dante turned a corner and gazed out at the swarms of men, swords and pikes flashing in the dim light. He wondered vaguely if Larrimore were still alive. He could make out Samarand, her thick black braid swinging behind her head as she called out orders and weaved her hands to form the nether before unleashing it in a booming flare amongst the enemy ranks, and after a moment he’d counted all six priests of the council on their feet and lobbing death before them, but he didn’t see Samarand’s Hand.
It wasn’t long before the rebels began to retreat. Once it had begun, any meaningful points of battle were over in seconds. Men turned to see open gaps in their lines and the backs of the men who’d just been beside them. Before them, the priests blasted fire and chaos. They fell back swiftly, dropping weapons, stumbling over the wounded and the dead, a motion that began with a handful and ended in a total retreat. Samarand’s forces gave chase for a few yards, hacking down anyone within range, then pulled up and cheered. The fighting on their southern flank followed suit within half a minute. The rebels disappeared into the lines of trees and the air stilled to the rustle of pines and the groans of the dying.
Dante sighed and as he felt the air streaming through his nostrils he realized he hadn’t been thinking clearly since he’d last drawn the nether. His senses crept back to him like dogs frightened off by the shouts of their master. He saw soldiers put away blades and sink to their knees, huffing for breath, faces spattered with mud and blood, eyes shadowed in the twilight. Others prodded among the prone bodies, hauling off the conscious ones to the carriages, where the priests did what they could to stabilize their wounds. The stink of spilled stomachs clung to the air. The wounded rolled in the grass, sobbing, voices choked with snot. Bodies carpeted the field between the road and the forest. He’d never seen so many. All the men he’d killed along the way to Narashtovik suddenly swum before his eyes: the two at the temple, the neeling, the three in the alley in Bressel, the tracker by the river, the two in Whetton, the uncounted watchmen at the hanging, Will Palomar and his men in the woods, Hansteen and his rebels at Gabe’s monastery in Shay, the assassin in his cell in the Citadel. A few dozen—and every one after his own life, he reminded himself—but a fraction of those dead and dying in this place. A drop in an ocean to all who must fall in the real wars. However high his count might be, it wouldn’t fill a single row in any of the endless cemeteries of Narashtovik. Dante shuddered, not for what he looked upon so much as how he’d come to see it. He tried to rise and didn’t trust his knees to hold him up. He lowered himself back to the dirt and for a long time felt nothing but the hollow ringing of his body.
Larrimore appeared after a few minutes, blood running freely down his face from a wound on his scalp, but Dante knew head wounds always looked worse than they were. He touched the scrapes on his own face, the nick in his ear, the cuts to his shoulder and ribs. The shoulder was tender to the touch, still leaking blood. He shook his head, gazing out at the triage.
“Hard to tell who won,” he said to no one in particular. He cleared his throat against the catch he’d felt. Scores of bodies tamped down the grass every way he looked. A full third of their force was dead or would die from their injuries, he’d bet; others would be left without arms or legs or would spool out the rest of their days hobbling, unable to move any faster than a jerky walk.
“Do you feel that?” Blays said.
“What?” Dante perked up his ears, strained for whatever Blays was lifting his head toward. Out on the fields, men with naked blades stalked among the bodies, pausing here and there to hack once or twice at the fallen. Not all of their targets wore the irregular clothes of the rebels.
“The clarity. Like my dad said.” Blays held his hand before his face and stretched out his fingers as if to touch something only he could see. “Everything is closer. Don’t you feel it?”
“I feel tired,” Dante said. “Is that a revelation?”
Blays gave him a sharp look. “I’m not kidding.”
Neither am I, Dante didn’t say. He drew a deep breath and tried to ignore the throbs of pain throughout his body. After a moment he understood the pain was a part of whatever Blays was talking about and he stopped trying anything at all, letting his eyes see the men gathering bodies, his ears hear the murmur of their low voices and the weeping of the dying, letting his nerves feel the shell of his body telling him the pulse of its pain. Everything about the battle had been so fast. Where was the glory? Before, at the end of things, he’d often felt a thrill so deep it was like being touched by the hand of the god. It was as if something had been proven. If a god touched him now, he thought his bones would crumble. The wind picked up, hissing through the pines, tousling the grasses. In fifty years, no one would remember this. The earth had forgotten it already.
“Your father was right,” he said.
“He died, you know. A few years ago. Hired for border work in one of the baronies. He just didn’t come back.”
“I didn’t know that,” Dante said.
Blays nodded. He unsheathed his sword and planted it point-first in the ground. He leaned on it, watching the men stack the bodies.
“It was odd, with all the fights he’d been in, he’d die in one of those jokes they called a war.”
“Someone shot my horse from under me today. I should have died.”
“Why do you think you didn’t?” Blays smiled with half his mouth. “Fate?” He glanced to where Samarand was ordering men around. “Destiny?”
“I taught myself to do things other men can’t,” Dante said. Blays’ smile faded and Dante reached into his pocket and touched the torchstone he’d had since he was a kid. “My dad died when I was young, too.”
“That’s too bad. He must have been something.”
Larrimore bounded up to them out of the gloom. He had a handkerchief pressed against the still-leaking wound on his forehead, but he smiled at them through the blood drying on his face.
“Oh good,” he said. “I’d heard you were dead.”
“Wouldn’t want to trouble your sleep,” Dante said.
“Why so glum? Did you have to kill someone?”
“I lost count.”
Larrimore chuckled, then stepped closer and bent to examine Dante’s face.
“You’re all torn up! Go and see a priest, will you?”
Dante waved a hand. “They’ve got bigger problems.”
“I don’t want your humors all corrupted by some little stab. You already seem to have a preponderance of bile.”
“I can take care of myself,” Dante said. Larrimore looked skeptical. “How’d the battle go?”
“They had numbers and terrain, so I’d call it a success,” he said, shrugging at the bodies being dragged into piles. He considered Blays. “Rettinger says you did all right.”
“All right? I saved your pet’s life here,” Blays said, tipping his head at Dante.
“We’ll get you a medal.”
“I’d prefer some whiskey.”
“Whiskey’s fleeting. Badges of honor last until you have to pawn them.” Larrimore removed the handkerchief from his wound and turned a critical eye on whatever it had sopped up. “What am I talking to you two for? I’ve got things to do. If you’re not too busy sitting on your asses, you could lend a hand out there.”
“Sorry,” Dante said, stretching out his legs. “Single-handedly winning the battle is exhausting work.”
Larrimore snorted and left them to go confer with Samarand over in the road. They spoke and nodded at each other for a minute and a minute after that a rider trotted south back toward the dead city. An hour later the troops had finished gathering the corpses. The field stunk with the dizzying smell of oil. They laid a torch to the bodies and the smell got much worse. Samarand marched them a couple miles north, just enough to get upwind and find a decent hill to camp on if the rebels surprised them with another attack. Behind them, the fires kept burning, spitting greasy smoke into the night, clogging the skies between them and the lights of Narashtovik. Like that they were gone, the ashes of their bodies mingled with the ashes of the earth. Were their spirits with Arawn? Dante stretched out beneath his cloak, watched the columns of smoke cast a haze over the stars, dulling their bright points to dying embers. How old was the world? How many men had fed it with their bones in hopes their children wouldn’t have to do the same? He meant to stay up till the fires burnt themselves to darkness, but sleep slapped him down like a rogue wave. For the first night since he’d killed the assassin, he didn’t wake once before it was time to move on.
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The northern road stretched on. Mounted scouts came and went and exchanged words with Samarand and Larrimore and Rettinger. They’d scared up a new horse for Dante and he and Blays rode a few yards off the road on the right edge of the column. Other than a sporadic breeze, the woods were silent. The surviving soldiers joked in low tones, but the proud sense of purpose that had filled their spirits the day they’d left the city had been replaced by something more somber, a humorless wariness. Dante’s entire body ached like he’d been sewn in a bag and rolled down a mountain. He checked the cuts on his shoulder and ribs for excessive redness, but other than some dried blood and angry bruising they looked all right. He touched the nether, meaning to soothe his wounds, but the powers felt stirred-up, fickle, and he let them be. Best to be rested, if another attack came.
It started to snow late that morning, at first with a few small flakes no more likely to accumulate than the ash drifting around a campfire. Within minutes fat, amorphous bits were dashing against Dante’s face. He pulled up his hood. It was a wonder (or maybe just a tendency of coasts, for Bressel’s weather was just as weird) it had held off that long. By the afternoon two inches coated the ground. He heard a scout tell Larrimore they’d found a few tracks a couple miles east, but nothing indicative of the remaining rebel troops, and when they encamped on a small hill that night they slept without interruption.
The land swelled and dipped in old, gentle hills, masking the riders that trailed them until the foreign troops crested a ridge less than a mile behind Samarand’s force. Dante freed his blade. Larrimore rode up and down the column, loosing orders like arrows; the pikemen dropped to the rear, but the procession marched on. The riders advanced with no apparent haste and it was the better part of an hour until Dante could make out the white icons of Barden stitched into their cloaks. He let his horse plod on while he counted men. Forty more riders, hoods raised against the snow that continued to spit from the low clouds. The foot soldiers saw their colors and smiled, some for the first time since the battle. The riders caught up before noon and Rettinger dropped back to exchange greetings and news. Not many men at all, in the scheme of things, but enough, Dante would wager, to hush the schemes of any enemy scouts.
They paused that afternoon to hack a shallow grave from the frozen dirt for the dozen-odd men who’d died of their wounds during the day’s march. Once the grave was refilled, Samarand stood at its edge and cast a plain iron ring on the upturned earth.
“Don’t weep for these men,” she said, voice carrying through the assembled troop. “There can be no higher glory than to die in the service of Arawn. We should someday be so lucky to have our names written in the same stars as theirs.”
She said more in that vein, but Dante had heard similar sentiments plenty of times before, and as with all conventional wisdom he couldn’t be certain whether he’d once believed it because it were true or simply because he’d heard it so often it had driven all other thoughts from his head. He tried to think how a eulogy should sound, but was able to draw no truths. They were dead. What was there to say?
By the end of the fourth day from the city Dante could see snowcapped peaks peeping through the fog of cloud and snow that shrouded their path to the north. It was almost improper that they hadn’t been attacked again, he thought. They marched with no less a purpose than to unlock a god. Where was the conspiracy of the world to stop them? Were he and Blays its last weapon? It was like the southlands were slumbering, waiting for spring thaws to sniff out the roots of the recent unrest—either that or were simply too stupid and disorganized to do anything at all. It was obscene to think that for all Mallon’s strength, the king and his many lords hadn’t sent a single man to stop the Arawnites—didn’t even know, perhaps, the scope of their intent.
On the other hand, Dante himself considered this whole trip to be nothing more than an impressive example of the insanity of crowds. He expected they’d find a warped old tree clinging to life on some ice-swept hillside and start bowing down and chanting. Once their ritual was complete, how would they even know whether they’d freed their lord? Would Arawn appear in a poof of smoke and brimstone, twenty feet tall with a blade as long as a man’s full height? Ready to scourge all Mallon for its hubris? Or would Samarand be infused with his essence, be able to stretch out her hand and see her will be done from sea to sea? Most likely, they’d make a lot of noise and fire and become so excited by their own power they’d convince themselves they felt Arawn’s celestial touch. These people put an awful lot of stock in things they’d never seen. Lyle was the last man to have claimed to speak to a god (excluding the rum-drunk ravings of the lunatics that camped out on the corners of every decent city around the globe), and now he rotted in the ground while men invoked his name as a joke. “By Samarand’s snowy tits!” they’d swear a century from now. “By the whiskers of Samarand’s moles!” Dante snorted, glanced over at the carriages.
“What?” Blays said.
“What do you think’s going to happen when we get there?”
“Weirdness,” Blays said. “And lots of it.”
“An almost demonic insight. What else do you foresee, o great prophet?”
“Well what about you, Holy Man?”
Dante smirked in the direction of the deluded priests. “Sound and fury. I don’t think we’re in any danger of a starry-eyed god with a beard as great and white as the ocean’s foam showing up and laying waste to us heretics.”
“That’s what Arawn’s supposed to look like?”
“Don’t they all look like that?”
“Well, then no wonder everyone’s so impressed with him.”
Dante woke the next morning to find his blankets thick with snow. The road continued straight ahead, but the land to their west began to fall away until they traveled no more than a hundred feet parallel to sheer cliffs, and below that the gray sweep of the ocean. To their east the forest fell back until it was a smudge of dark green behind a veil of falling snow, leaving them to travel on through open hills. Ahead, the mountains were a wall of white and blue, too close to disappear from sight no matter how thick the weather got. They were running out of room, Dante thought; surely the land would end with those peaks. They trudged on. The snow crested the ankles of the men on foot. He pulled his cowl tighter.
Shortly before noon, as best as he could judge it through the clouds, the leading edge of the column reached the top of a hill and drew up short. Those at the front pointed to something blocked to Dante by the hill’s white mass. Talk rippled back through the men; he could hear their voices but couldn’t make out the words. He glanced at Blays. They swung up the side of the hill, halting on its flat head, a few feet away from the line of men, who themselves were leaving the orderly column to bunch up and lean their ears together and murmur in tense tones. Below them lay a broad, treeless valley, blank with drifted snow, the faint outlines of the road tracing ever to the north. A great snow-streaked peak rose up behind the hill at the far end of the valley. White-capped waves tossed the waters to the west. For a moment Dante couldn’t see whatever the men were straining their fingers toward. He looked at Blays again, saw him frowning at something on the far hill. He followed the boy’s gaze and saw it, then, the obscure outlines of a white, branched object just below the crown of the opposite ridge.
“What does that look like to you?” Blays said.
“It could be a snowy tree.” Dante bit his lip and strained his eyes into the snowfields. It was a tree, he thought, the only one he could see between them and the mountains. Rather than the lumpy cones of the pines they’d been riding alongside for days, it had the wide, globular boughs of an oak, which spread away from its trunk like outstretched hands. Leafless—he thought he could see the hill behind it through its limbs—though that was hardly a surprise given that it was midwinter in the furthest north of the continent. Solid white. A shade duller than the snows everywhere else in sight. Dante dropped his hood to his shoulders, as if that would help him see.
“That doesn’t look right,” Blays said distractedly. Dante nodded. A call cut through the cluster of men and they began to shift back to their lines. Larrimore rode along the broken column, insulting those he deemed too slow in the same tone he gave encouragement to others. After a minute they were moving again, beginning the slippery descent into the featureless valley. The tree loomed larger as they went down. With no points of reference to provide a scale, Dante could tell no more than that it was very tall.
At the low point of the long saddle between the hill they’d left and the one they were about to climb, Dante’s horse balked, stamping its hooves into the snow. He gave it a tap on the flank and it tossed its head. Blays’ mount stuttered to a stop, too, snorting mist from its nostrils. To his left he saw other horses halting and the glowering faces of their riders as they tossed helplessly at their reins. The footmen went on a short ways before realizing what was happening behind them, then turned around with questions stamped on their faces. Dante led his horse crossways to a handful of mounted men talking and nodding to each other.
“Good a place as any,” Rettinger said. “They’re not going another step.”
“All right,” Larrimore nodded. “Post a couple riders back up on the hill. This would be a bad time for someone to sneak up on us while we’re gawking.”
Rettinger nodded and pointed a couple of his cavalry back up the road. He sent three others east, into the open land, in the general direction of the woods that began five or six miles out.
“We’ll bivouac here,” Larrimore called out to the men. “Tie the horses to the wagons. They’re too smart to go any further.”
The mounted men hopped down, passed their reins to pages. Dante dropped out of the saddle and wandered over to the body of action. The doors of the carriages swung open and old men in thick robes eased their way down into the snow. Samarand got down from her private conveyance and engaged Larrimore’s attention. Dante set his mouth and gazed out at the sea, where the horizon met the water in a blur of gray clouds and gray waves. It looked, he imagined, like what the gods had seen before they’d separated one from another and put order to the elements of the world. In all his travels, he’d never been able to escape a vague sense of disappointment that even the farthest-flung lands, exotic and mysterious on the clean lines of a map, turned out to be peopled with the same general range of nobility and serf, of merchant and armsman and farmer and wife, as he’d seen growing up. They might dress a little oddly, or look a shade lighter or darker, or speak a little funny, or in another tongue altogether, but Dante could never shake the idea he could find a scene just like it if he turned the right (or wrong) corner in Bressel. In all the miles he’d traveled, through all the walking and running and riding he’d done in the past couple months, the only moment that had hit him with any kind of real wonder or sublimity had been the bright green waters of the glacial lake in the mountains between Mallon and Gask.
But this moment here, the raw wind off the ocean, the spine of mountains ahead, the silent valley and its skin of snow, it finally felt like something wondrous, like the true end of the world; he knew if he tried to walk past the hill ahead and up into the mountains he’d always find himself in the gentle rise and fall of a white field, never a foot closer no matter how long he walked. The northern mountains, as real as they looked, would come no nearer than the seven moving heavenly bodies, or perhaps the fixed stars themselves: things you could look on with awe, could hope to calculate and understand given patience and discipline, but bodies that would forever be beyond the touch.
He paced around the snow. He felt small things snapping and crumbling under his boots, buried branches or hardened dirt. They rolled like stones, though, and he knelt and brushed away the snow and picked up a white pebble. One end was knobbed, the other cracked. The broken end was filled with a spongy weave of marrow. He kicked away more snow. The bones were scattered, far too few to make a second carpet over the dead grass, yet there were far too many for these open meadows, which to his eyes looked barren, trackless, lifeless. Blays came up to join him and saw what he was holding and gave him a weird look.
“It was just lying on the ground,” Dante told him. He dropped the finger-sized bone back into the snow.
“That sounds like a fine reason to pick it up.”
“Oh, like you’re so much cleaner,” Dante said. He glanced back toward the road where priests flapped their cloaks and bunched their fists against their chest. Blays grunted. They stood in silence.
“Come on, pups,” Larrimore called to them after a few minutes had gone by. They rejoined the group. Samarand took the lead, the six other priests at her heels, followed by a small hand-drawn wagon bearing sacks of food and a few rattling bags. A dozen soldiers took up the rear.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” Dante said to Larrimore in the kind of voice people use in airy, echoing cathedrals. “Barden.”
“Unless they swapped it out since the last time I saw it,” Larrimore said, unable to keep the reverence from his voice. “Why? Do you see any other immortal trees of life and death around here?”
“Maybe.”
“Move your ass. The council’s going to need us to watch their backs while they’re indisposed.”
Wind gusted over the clear ground, driving dust-like snow into their faces. Less than a mile to the top of the hill. By the time they’d climbed halfway up Dante could tell the branches weren’t snowy, they were actually white. A slight nausea perched in his stomach. The older council members picked a careful path through the squeaking snow and blustery wind and the upward slant of the ground. Dante tried to match their pace, but found himself constantly moving ahead. He dropped his eyes to his feet and made a game of trying to plant his feet in the exact steps the swordsman ahead of him had made. He thought for a while of Fanna, a pretty, dark-haired girl from the village who had a bright, friendly way that used to seem like encouragement. For months she consumed his every thought with the clever things he might say to her. She’d thought him quick and funny, but had broken things off before they’d really started, saying there was something dark about him that she’d never be able to heal even if they were one day married. He still hadn’t understood what she meant or what had happened by the time he’d left the village for Bressel and the book.
Fanna might be engaged to another boy by now, even dead. Dante knew that thought should make him sad, but he doubted if she ever thought of him anymore; leaving people behind and forgetting them piece by piece was just the way life worked. His past fixation on her struck him now as almost pathetic. He was glad to be gone from her, glad to be older, but he wished he could have met her all over again now that he’d begun to grow into his age—or that she could see him here for just a moment, compare what he’d become to the odd, nervous boy she’d known. He thought she’d like what she saw.
Dante bumped into the back of the man whose footsteps he’d followed and saw they were nearly at the top of the hill. Without warning, someone vomited noisily to his right. Before he had time to laugh his eyes fell on the trunk of the tree that stood a mere thirty yards away and his mind went empty as it struggled to categorize the thing he saw.
The trunk was wider than his arm was long. White and gnarled, it looked at first glance like a rope of spines twisted around each other. He thought it might be one of those tricks of nature where a fly paints its wings to look like a wasp, or a harmless plant grows its leaves in the pattern of the poisonous one, but there were no leaves on this tree, none of its branches swayed in the winds. Instead it was starkly empty, horribly motionless in a way every other tree he’d ever seen wasn’t.
The main branches appeared composed of ribs and humeri and femurs—not as if they were each a single big bone, but rather a fused line of thousands, like a hundred corpses had been forged into the curve of a single limb; the branches forked into smaller versions of themselves like a normal tree, terminating in willowy fibulas and ulnas and radii and individual ribs, and sticking out from those delineated bones were the prongs of tarsals and metacarpals and knuckles and toes and teeth, looking like twigs and pale blooms. Barden stood a hundred feet high or more and every inch as wide across its branches, casting still, sharp-edged shadows on the snow. Dante fell back a step, struck by a guts-deep revulsion. His boot caught against a rock-hard root, a jumble of jawbones and backbones.
At first glance Barden looked like it might have been built by someone’s hands rather than coaxed from the soil, but for all its stillness he had the sense it was alive, not artifice. It wasn’t inert in the same way that bones in a grave were inert, or like the stones in a fieldstone wall were no more than stones. But if it had been built, who could it have been built by? Some insane person who’d hauled a caravan of countless dead to this desolate spot and spent a year nailing together the bones? When he looked closer, he could see no sign of craft in its branches. Where one bone met another they blended till the seam was nearly invisible. They had grown that way. Some time ago, a very long time ago, the seed of the White Tree of Barden had been planted in the dirt, had risen as a sapling and raised its bleached arms to the heavens, and grown and grown and grown until it filled the sky.
Blays’ hand clamped on his shoulder. Around him men muttered oaths or said nothing at all. Three of the six priests dropped to their knees, arms held out from their sides. Samarand took a slow step forward, neck tilted, and for the first time Dante saw her eyes humbled. Even Larrimore looked put out of sorts—chewing and chewing a splinter of wood he’d picked from the handcart, running his fingers down his face and scratching the stubble on his neck till his skin turned red. A gust of wind screeched through the branches like something living being torn and the man who’d vomited let loose a fresh stream.
“Barden,” Samarand breathed. “I’ve never been this close,” she said, as if she had to explain her awe. But for an occasional retch, every man went silent. “This is where Eric Draconat spilled the blood of Taim in the first days of earth,” she said in quiet tones as she turned to face the small group of men. “This is where the birth of man began, where Arawn and Carvahal plotted to hand the fire of the heavens to the low reach of our race. It’s only fitting it will be the place where we restore Arawn to his seat in the stars.”
“Live this earth,” one of the priests replied, and was echoed by the others.
“Bring the treated bones,” Samarand said. She walked toward the bleached bole of the tree. A few of the armsmen reached into the wagon and hoisted rattling bags and Dante darted to grab one as well. The priests leaned into the wind and snow and continued up what was left of the hill between themselves and Samarand and Dante followed, the hard ends of the bones in the sack battering against his back. Overcast shadows of the White Tree fell on his face, striping his skin more coldly than the northerly gusts of wind. His toes stubbed against roots concealed in the snow, but he kept his eyes fixed on the branches, making sure they weren’t about to snatch him up and patch his frame into the greater body of the tree. The branches stayed as immobile as the flanks of the mountains many miles away.
He stopped ten feet from the sinuous trunk. Samarand stretched out an unsteady hand and laid it on the smooth bone, ran her fingers over the bumps of its vertebrae. One of the armsmen set his bag by her feet and Dante did the same, daring himself to touch the trunk. Samarand took a long breath, then drew away her hand and picked up one of the bags, scooping out a handful of bones scripted with Arawn’s name. Dante recognized his handwriting on a few of the pieces. She scattered ribs and jaws and thighs around Barden’s gnarled roots like a fowl farmer tosses seed to his flocks. The bones sank into the snow, gray on white. Samarand circled the putrid trunk, throwing bones, and when her bag ran out one of the priests hurried to hand her another. Scores of bones, clattering heaps, each one holding a speck of the same shadowy force Dante felt rolling off the White Tree in waves. She made seven circuits in all, then paused where the road ran up to meet the trunk, considering the rings she’d made around it.
“It’s time to begin,” she said. She met the eyes of each man in turn. Dante squirmed. “I don’t know what will come of this,” she went on. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps three hours from now we’ll stop our work, exhausted and defeated, and everything will be the same as it is now. There are no guarantees we know the steps as well as we need. There are no guarantees we possess the power to do what no one before us has been able to accomplish.” She paused in the manner she’d done while giving her sermon. “Yet I have no doubts we’ll succeed. Why? Is it simple faith? I feel it’s something deeper than when we tell our parishioners or each other to place our trust in the hands of the gods. Perhaps it has something to do with standing in the shadow of a thing from another age and knowing at least some of the old stories must be true.”
She drew back her lips in something close to a smile and gazed up at the many arms of Barden.
“Perhaps it has to do with you, the men who’ve come here with me, and our purpose, which defines justice. If, some time from now, we cry the final word and the heavens crack apart and we look upon the face of Arawn, know we still live in and of this earth—that this will be but a beginning to restoring his place in the hearts of men. Rejoice, but be resolute. Remember also that a god may take a form we can’t understand.
“I need everyone not of the council to leave me now. Our concentration can’t be disturbed.”
“Even me?” Larrimore said, eyebrows scooting up his forehead.
“Even you, my Hand.”
He frowned but nodded. “May your will be done where I can’t follow.”
Larrimore started back down the hill and Dante and Blays and the armsmen who’d carried the sacks fell in behind him. They reached the wagon with the other men and looked on the seven priests some twenty yards away. Samarand stood at their center, three of them to both her sides, all heads bowed. They were silent.
“What now?” Blays whispered at Larrimore.
“Now you keep your damned mouth shut and hope against hope we have nothing more to do than stand around.”
“For how long?”
“For however long it takes,” Larrimore said, leaning toward the boy so intently Dante felt sure he’d punch Blays in the face.
After a few minutes of silent prayer Samarand’s clear voice pitched into a droning chant of ancient Narashtovik and the men of the council joined her. The wind tried to drag away her words, and for all Dante’s lessons with Nak much of its meaning remained foreign, but he made out something about star-touched blessings, verses about the cycle of the twelve months of Earth and the twelve houses of the heavens, how the lives of men had been warped by Arawn’s missing seat in the house of the gods and how that balance must be rebuilt. It was an eerie tune, harmonious but as fundamentally wrong to Dante’s ears as the leafless limbs of the White Tree were to his eyes. At times the pitch of their notes seemed to match that of the wind in the ragged branches. The council ceased singing, their last word hanging in the air.
They bowed their heads again. Other than a few oblique references in the Cycle, Dante didn’t know a thing about what they were doing. He couldn’t even tell if they were actively shaping the nether at the moment or just praying. He reached out for the shadows, meaning no more than a touch to try and see what they were up to, but the energy lurched up in him so fast he gasped. The White Tree was a nexus so potent that any tap into its pool shot up like a geyser. He sent the nether away and held perfectly still. Nobody had seemed to notice his intrusion. He supposed they had their own concerns.
For a long time the priests didn’t move. Men leaned against the cart or quietly took a seat on it, brushing snow from their trousers and watching the scouts coming and going on the crest of the hill across the valley. Samarand lifted her head and bent down in front of Barden. She picked up one of the bones she’d thrown down and turned it in her hands. For no obvious reason, she dropped it and picked up another instead. Dante made a face. None of it made any sense to him.
“Come with me,” he said softly to Blays after another while had gone by with no evidence of progress. Blays blinked at him, then got up, snow falling from his hood and shoulders. Dante wandered left toward the cliffs.
“What’s up?” Blays said once they were a short distance away.
“I get the idea they’re going to be a while.”
“Yeah.” Blays glanced back toward the tree. “How will you know when it’s time?”
“Samarand will give up her last ounce of strength before it’s over,” Dante said, just above a whisper. “I’ll be able to tell when they’re drained.”
Blays ticked his nail against the hilt of his sword. “What do you think we should do after? Fight off all her men, or leap off the cliff and take our chances in the ocean?”
“I think we’re doomed, whatever we do.” Dante laughed through his nose. His breath steamed.
“Oh, that’s funny to you?”
“There’s this story in the Cycle of Arawn,” he said. “It’s about a man named Kiel.”
“Sounds fascinating,” Blays whispered.
“It is,” Dante said. He took a moment to remember the important parts of what he was about to tell. “Kiel was an average man. A follower of Arawn, but not of the clergy. He was a farmer. For many years he and his neighbor Harron had feuded. It had gone on so long they no longer remembered how it had begun or who was in the right—one night Harron would open Kiel’s goat pen and make him spend all day recapturing them, so Kiel would dump old grain in Harron’s troughs and make his swine sick before market. That sort of thing. Angry as they were with each other, neither considered actually taking up arms. This was, excuse the pun, a domestic matter.”
“That’s not a pun.”
“Shut up. And so on it went. Harron impregnated Kiel’s prized mare with his spavined nag, Kiel sowed one of Harron’s barley fields with batweed, and so passed the years. One night Harron tried to burn the sign of Simm’s hare into the Arawn-fearing Kiel’s yard—I don’t think I need to explain the blasphemy—but a wind picked up his fire and spread it to burn down Kiel’s barn instead.”
“Tough break,” Blays said. The aggressive disinterest had faded from his face as Dante went on.
“Indeed, tougher yet when the townspeople saw the fire and came to see what had happened. Harron, guilt-stricken over the consequences of his prank, told them what he’d meant to do and that he’d accidentally started the fire. As it is now, burning someone’s land was a serious crime, but rather than our humane hanging, the people of that time punished arson with death in a fashion similar to the crime, and the townspeople grabbed Harron up and carried him into the city to be burnt on a pyre.
“For a brief moment, Kiel was grateful as he thought on what a nuisance Harron had been. And the loss of his barn was no mean price. However, as he saw them stacking up the cordwood for the fire, he realized that, if justice were to be done, it couldn’t come from the hands of these intrusive men who’d had nothing to do with he and Harron’s squabbles—for justice isn’t earthly, it’s handed down from the stars of the heavens, and must be seen by their silvery light. Neither, he realized, did he want Harron to die, for Harron was a part of his life. So he put himself in front of the stake where they’d tied Harron up and spoke to the men who were preparing to burn him.
“‘I know it is our law to burn those who’d burn our houses and lands,’ he said.’But I know Harron, and I know he didn’t mean to do the thing he did.’’What you think doesn’t matter,’ the townspeople said.’The law is the law. Justice must be done.’ But Kiel didn’t move.’He harmed me and me alone,’ he said.’Let him free, and I will decide how he may repay me for his unintended crime.’’We cannot do that, Kiel,’ they said back.’Now stand aside.’ Again Kiel refused:’Let him go, for I will not budge.’ The townspeople gathered around him.’Stand aside, or we will tie you with him to the flames.’”
“Kiel sounds like a hardass,” Blays said.
“He does. And Kiel saw they meant what they said. He also knew they deserved no role in the punishment, that their lust for blood and vengeance was driving them rather than a natural hunger for justice. Harron was, Kiel knew, his friend, and he wouldn’t let his friend be burnt as Harron had burnt his barn.
“‘I see I cannot stop so many of you from killing him,’ Kiel said, leaning on the barley-scythe he’d carried into town.’But I am this man’s friend, and if it is his time to be rejoined with Arawn in the black skies, I will send him there in the manner I deem just.’ Before the townspeople could stop him, Kiel swung his scythe and cut out Harron’s throat.
“‘You fool!’ the townspeople cried.’You’ve murdered, and so stolen our justice! You will take his place on the pyre.’ Kiel only shook his head. He could not fight them all, and so he let them take him and lash him beside the corpse of Harron. They lit the pyre. Kiel closed his eyes and even as his skin crackled and his fat popped he made no sound but to thank Arawn for giving him the strength to send his friend to that great place with the peace Harron deserved. The men were humbled then, and slit his throat with his own scythe before the fires could roast him. They carried his scythe to the altar of Arawn, where it has stood ever since.”
Blays shuffled snow with his feet. “I’d have swung that scythe at the mob till my arms dropped off.” He stole a look at the priests, who were again bowing their heads beneath the tree. “Did that really happen?”
“I don’t know,” Dante said. “It’s a story from the book. One of the Mallish parts. It’s too old to know which parts were true.”
“Do you think anyone will know?” Blays said, squinting into the snow. “The whole town saw the good thing Kiel did. Then they told his story till we heard it now. Will anyone know what we’ve done here?”
“Cally might,” Dante said. “He’ll be able to figure it out, at least.”
“And probably claim credit for himself.”
“The people will know someone did something right when there’s no war in the spring.”
Blays shuffled the snow with his toes some more. “But they won’t know our names.”
The priests started another chant, saving Dante from trying to answer that. He made the faintest touch to the nether and saw Barden’s skeletal canopy go dark with the shadows of unseen leaves. Around its roots bright black rings marked where Samarand had scattered the bones. Each of the priests was enveloped by a hazy nimbus; a gray umbilicus traced from their chests to Samarand’s. Their auras pulsed with the tune of their words. Dante looked on a power he’d never imagined possible, and still they added to it.
“Larrimore’s going to try to protect her,” Dante said softly.
“I’ll see to him, then. You stay with Samarand.”
“Thanks.”
Dante had never seen the nether in any form but small, swift parts that sometimes gathered in swirling orbs or shifting planes. It was ever moving, amorphous and unbounded as water. As he watched, the priests ceased their chant and held up their hands and the disordered shadows snapped into a stark geometry of lines between them and Samarand and the White Tree: she at its nexus, six dark lines converging from the priests to a single point at the middle of her back and emerging from her front to meet six equally-spaced points on the branches of the tree. Samarand held her arms perpendicular to her body and dipped her fingers in the slow currents passing from priests to her to Barden, as if it were bathwater in need of testing. Minutes went by that way, the silence broken by the splitting of the wind through the bony branches, by the cough of one of the men at the wagon, by taut, whispered words among a couple of the soldiers. Dante began to feel a tension in his nerves, almost like an all-over sting, but it was never quite enough to hurt—more of a constant vibration, like the strings of his body were being plucked by the forces being summoned to the tree. A high whine sounded in his ears. He fought the urge to slap at a bug that wasn’t there.
“How about this,” Blays mused. “Take her down, then run away from the priests and back toward the troop. Steal a couple horses. Ride hell bent for leather.”
“Sounds dubious,” Dante said.
“Can you make us fly?”
“No.”
“Teleport us back to snug beds in Bressel?”
“No.”
“Conjure up a giant mole that can dig our way to freedom?”
Dante looked up into the clouds. “I could always try.”
“Then we’ll steal some horses and run,” Blays shrugged. “Who knows what happens after that.”
Dante laughed. “Try to shout something confusing when we’re running up to grab their horses.”
“I’ll tell them the whole hill’s about to explode and it’s every man for himself.”
Dante clasped his hands over his mouth so his laughter wouldn’t be heard by the others. It was a strange thing, talking about their death in this way. He didn’t think he could have faced it with a too-serious mind and he didn’t think he could be anything but serious without Blays to ease his thoughts. It made him mad to think it would all be over soon: but that, too, was foolish. He was beginning to learn how little it meant to be angry.
The rites went on. Samarand reached into a satchel at her side and drew out an age-weathered copy of the Cycle. She spread the book’s broad pages and read aloud from the verses of prophecy and malediction. Black sparks crackled and spritzed from her hands, visible to Dante without any help from the nether. His ribs thudded like when a door was slammed in his face or the wall of a building crumbled down in one big boom and a vague rectangle coalesced at Barden’s foot, ten feet high and half as wide, hazy as a twilight fog. Some of the soldiers gasped. One of the priests took a half-step back, then forced himself back into place.
“Did they do that?” Blays whispered. “Or did the tree?”
Dante shook his head, equally ignorant. The blue shadows of the snowfield flocked to the doorway. After five minutes he could no longer see the part of the tree that stood behind it. After ten it had darkened to the pitch of a moonless night. Samarand turned pages as she read on, dividing her gaze between the darkening rectangle and the words she invoked. The priests began to repeat her sentences, parroting the harsh consonants of Narashtovik. The wind faltered and blew itself out and the still-falling snowflakes settled into a lazy drift groundwards. After another ten minutes points of light brightened within the black frame, faintly at first, slowly hardening into icy white points that winked like the stars. In time, Dante could see they made all the designs of the Belt of the Celeset as arrayed to their opposite: the two rivers and the golden hammer, the hourglass and watchdog, the lion and the hare, maiden and cicada, fox and ship, the snake and the dragon. The constellations burned with fierce white purity, brighter in that doorway than he’d seen in the sky on the clearest nights of silent winter. Dante’s head swam with vertigo. Looking into the door was like standing on a roof and pretending your feet were stuck to the bottom of the world and the night sky was the ground beneath you, vast as the ocean, deep as an eternity of unbroken sleep. Samarand’s voice softened in the doorway’s presence. The words of the priests dropped to a rustle just above a whisper. The air felt charged, pregnant with a mutable power.
Something passed over the stars in the door like a face upon the waters, blacker, if possible, than the portal of sky behind it. Blays’ hand jumped out and gripped Dante’s shoulder. Dante hesitated, then put his hand on top of Blays’. His thoughts circled and bit each other’s tails: this was a mirage, a show; it was the touch of something greater, the sign he’d been waiting to see; it was as false and empty as all the world’s other so-called miracles. How could he tell the difference between the work of godlike men and the work of true deities? The stars flared brighter, as if Samarand’s words were breath blown on smoking embers.
A white-haired priest began to waver, his head tracing a wobbly circle in the air. He dropped to one knee and knelt there, shivering. The stars within the doorway dimmed. With a strength of will Dante could almost taste, the old man planted his hands in the snow and pushed himself back to his feet, his thin chest heaving. The man inhaled deeply and then his voice joined the others in the repetition of Samarand’s speech. The stars glared with all their former intensity, and as if lit by their newfound blaze the rings of bones around the White Tree erupted into pale fire, shimmering tongues of white and blue that reflected the snowscape and the skies and seas and mountains to the north. Samarand tipped back her head and shouted out the text of the Cycle of Arawn and the whole world seemed to go dark. A great black halo formed around the crown of Barden’s bone branches. Dante felt light and insubstantial as ether. The string-like vibration in his body increased until he thought he could predict Samarand’s words before she spoke them. That sense of connection extended to the priests, to the doorway they faced, to the constellations that shone from within it: Dante felt so close to the order of their revolution he could touch it if he reached out his hand, could hold in his palm the nature of existence.
“It’s almost time,” he whispered to Blays.
“I’m ready,” Blays said.
“Why did you come with me all this time? All those miles?” Dante no longer felt the need to cloak himself, to arrange his words like pinned insects before he let himself speak them. Arawn was about to appear from that door to the stars—he had no other way to explain what he was feeling, that sensation of attunement to the world—and as the god clambered free Dante would strike down the woman who’d freed him. Dante had no illusions of survival after that. He wanted one clear answer before whatever he was became parted from the meat of his body. “You could have left at any time, you know. They were only ever after me.” He felt the weight of the book in the pack on his back. “Me and this book.”
Blays let his hand rest on the haft of his sword and gazed on the motions around the tree.
“I wanted to do something important with my life,” he said. “Back when you insulted me in that square in Bressel, I knew if I followed you, you’d lead me to it.”
“Did you think it would be anything like this?”
“No,” Blays said, eyes fast on the tree, on the halo at its head, the rings of white fire at its feet, at the starry door and the dark auras around the six priests and Samarand. She lifted an open hand above her head and held the book before her with the other. Blays shook his head and smiled crookedly. “I thought we’d make some money, maybe. Overthrow a baron and marry his daughters, if we got really ambitious.”
“I’m glad I met you,” Dante said.
“Yeah.”
The nether surged and tossed. A subverbal hum quivered on the air. Samarand shouted what Dante recognized as the last passage of the Prophecy of the Three-Tailed Beast, the one he’d quoted in part to Larrimore when he was trying to keep from being tortured and killed down in the dungeon.
“Let the prison of the heavens be unmade,” Samarand said. She closed the book and faced the door.
Dante drifted toward her up the hill. Blays crunched through the snow at his side. Samarand waited, oblivious, arms dangling at her sides, transfixed by the black portal. One of the burning bones flamed out in a wiggle of gray smoke. The sense of a presence grew excruciating, maddening Dante’s mind like all the things he’d ever been unable to recall, like the panicked eyes of a birthing mother whose child won’t come, as chthonic as the fires of the earth forging the scaled body of a dragon. Samarand glanced over her shoulder at the priests, eyes wild, and Dante slowed his pace.
“Something’s wrong,” she said.
“There was no error,” Jackson said quickly.
“I don’t understand,” a balding priest said.
“I can feel him waiting,” said another.
“There is a flaw,” Samarand said. Her face was creased with an animal dread. Another bone burnt out, then a third. The halo around Barden was growing indistinct, muffled by the falling snow. Tears of exhaustion and frustration slid down Samarand’s cheeks.
“We don’t have the time or strength for a second attempt any time soon,” a dark-haired, middle-aged priest said, face blank with fear.
“No,” Samarand said.
“What are you saying?” the balding priest said. “What does this mean?”
“Nothing,” Samarand said. She gazed into the void of the doorway. “We’ve failed.”
“Then we’re lost!” the middle-aged priest said.
“We’re the only ones who know that right now.” Samarand drew a ragged breath. Some of her old sternness returned to her eyes. “It makes no difference. We’ll tell the people we have restored Arawn to his seat at the heaven’s twin rivers and they must do the same for him on this earth. Perhaps their faith will succeed where we have faltered. Perhaps we will find the true Cycle, and on that day we will try again.”
“Wait!” Dante blurted, reaching into his pack. He drew out the first copy of the Cycle of Arawn to ever be written and held it over his head. The white tree on its cover mirrored the bone oak that dwarfed them there on the plains of snow. “I have the true book!”
“You could have warned me this was your plan,” Blays hissed in his ear.
The eyes of Samarand and all six priests snapped to Dante’s face and the book in his hand. All the strings of his body hummed like a living chord. He gestured to the vault of stars shining through the doorway, as if that would explain to Blays what he felt lurking within the constellations. What if he held the key that would turn the final tumbler? Arawn, the god who’d made order of the mixed waters of the heavens, he who’d set the order of time from his seat in the light of the furthest roaming planet-star—in Arawn’s presence, would Whetton hold the trials that had condemned Blays to die? Would he allow the meaningless slaughter of the rebels outside Narashtovik? What other power could make the laws of nature sing in tune with what Dante felt in his bones? If he had the ability to bring that god to life, how could he prevent such justice for the world?
Destiny, perhaps, had guided Dante to steal the book, and through its subtle machinations, inevitable as the revolution of the Belt, had put him here to complete what the council had begun. Samarand could complete the rites, but none could deny she’d done so only by Dante’s mercy. If he cut her throat in that final moment, in the weakness of her effort, he could seize the reins of the order, ensure peace for the southlands as Arawn made for the earth what he’d set right in the skies.
This was the moment he’d been born for. This was the moment that would test his will to its limit.
“Give me the book,” Samarand said. She stepped forward and extended her hand. Dante held out the impossible weight of the Cycle of Arawn.
“You mewling worm!” Jackson thundered. He leapt forward and slapped the book from Dante’s hand. It sunk into the snow.
“What is this?” Samarand said, whirling to face him.
“Old debts repaid,” Jackson said. “I told you I’d come back for it, Sama.”
Samarand’s eyes widened, then narrowed to fearful slits. “You.”
“Me,” Jackson said in a nasally, clipped voice that wasn’t his own. He laughed unevenly, then swept a hand down his middle-aged face and body and became a skinny old man with a fiercely curled beard and sharp blue eyes that burned with their own ageless fire.
“When did you replace him? How?” Samarand said. Dante felt her clutching at the nether.
“I know things you couldn’t dream, you usurperous hag,” Cally said. “You’ve let your dream of conquest blind you. Your monstrous, braying ego. Let me remind you the look of righteous power.”
He thrust out with the shadows. Samarand jerked up her hands and their two forces met with an inhuman scream. Blackness burst over her and she was knocked to the ground.
Shouts hied up from behind them. Dreamlike, Dante turned to see Larrimore and his soldiers racing up the snow. The oldest of the priests flung his arm at Cally and Blays cleaved it off at the elbow.
“Who do we kill?” he yelled at Dante.
“Everyone!” Dante said, mind splintered. The cogs had turned again and yanked him from his solid ground. He didn’t know whether to help Cally or kill him. The old man had sent the assassin to the chapel, he knew at once, having seen Dante at Larrimore’s command and assuming he’d turned to their side, ignorant that Dante held fast to his first purpose. But the moment was too desperate for fine distinctions. For the moment Cally was on the side trying to kill Samarand. That was all that mattered. If it came down to it, Dante would deal with him once all the men who were about to try to kill them were dead themselves.
Samarand was scrabbling to her feet away from Cally. She curled her fingers and a ghostly blade spun for his face. He cursed and whacked it aside with a hastily-formed shadow sword of his own, then swung his bony arm and slung the weapon at her body. She twisted and it clipped her right arm. Blood pattered into the snow.
Around them, Dante felt the priests beginning to open their own overused channels to the nether that saturated the grounds. Blays crouched like a cat, then slashed his sword across the gut of the middle-aged dark-haired priest when the man made his move at Cally, dropping him without a word. A tall, stout priest clenched his fist and blue fire rushed at Blays. He yelped and threw himself into the snow. Dante flicked his wrist and sent all the snow between he and Blays to bury the boy in cold white and smother the remaining flames. He whipped out his sword and met the tall priest’s next assault with a wave of pure energy. The man had been weakened in the hours he’d spent in the ritual and when Dante tapped into the primal river flowing around Barden’s roots it roared past him and charred the tall priest on the spot.
“Is it really you, Cally?” the balding priest called out as Blays dug himself out of the snow and hunted for a victim.
“It’s really me, Baxter,” Cally said, then grunted as Samarand lunged forward and punched him in the ribs. The priest called Baxter chuckled wildly and turned on the last remaining man of his order, a fat man of some sixty years with a gray beard in place of his chin. If the fat man died, none but Samarand would be left to oppose them, and for a careering moment Dante thought they might actually win. Then Larrimore and his soldiers closed the distance between them, and Dante remembered the small army across the valley, and why he had resolved to die.
“Arawn’s come loose and is killing everyone!” Blays screamed, dropping into his defensive posture, fists holding his sword tight at his waist. He cut at the calf of the lone soldier who’d broken ranks to face him. “Head for the hills!”
“What’s going on here?” Larrimore shouted, sword in hand. Before his eyes Baxter grappled nether with the fat priest.
“Kill them, Larrimore!” Samarand commanded, dipping her hand in the wound on her shoulder and tossing burning drops of blood at Cally. “Baxter and the children! They’re traitors!”
Larrimore’s long face went blank. He stuck his sword through Baxter’s back and blood jetted where its point emerged from his chest. The fat priest fell back, wiping blood from his eyes. Dante ran him through before he could recover, and like that half the council of Arawn would be dead once Samarand and Cally’s fight was concluded. Blays finished carving up his soldier and then he and Dante stood to face Larrimore and his men.
“Dante! What are you doing?”
“She’s going to burn our home,” he said, sword arm quaking. “I have to stop her!”
Larrimore shook his head, squeezed his eyes shut.
“I’m sorry,” he said, then hurried uphill to the duel between Samarand and Cally, a couple armed men crunching along behind him. The remaining ten-odd soldiers and armed servants turned on the boys, swords out. One took a quick swipe at Dante and he jumped back, meaning to give the man’s blade a mere nick of his left arm, but his timing was off and he felt the steel bite deep, bringing with it far more blood than he needed for his next summons.
“Get down!” Dante shouted, planting his hand on Blays’ neck and stuffing his face toward the ground. Blays fell into the snow with a sigh and Dante punched out with all the force he could draw from the White Tree.
Blood spurted from Dante’s ears and nose as the shockwave hammered outward from his body. Already he’d pushed it too far, drank too greedily of the bottomless energy drawn by the tree, but he had no intention to hold back at any stage of this fight. The men were blasted head over heels. He heard bones snapping, then the muffled thuds of their bodies bouncing in the snow. He lunged forward and hacked at the man who’d laid open his left arm. Blays staggered to his feet, half stunned. Six armsmen struggled and swayed upright. One had lost his sword and scuffled to find it in the churned-up snow. From over their heads, Barden groaned with an earsplitting shriek, and as the first man closed on the boys a two-foot rib fell free from the White Tree’s branches and pinned him to the earth. By instinct Dante grabbed the rib’s rounded end and his left arm went numb to the shoulder. He tugged it loose and snarled at the survivors. Shockingly, they fell back.
“Any other tricks?” Blays breathed, glancing between the five opponents that still faced them and the crackle of nether from further uphill where Cally fended off four of his own.
“A few,” Dante said, and his eyesight blurred and the world went mute as he poured the shadows into the veins of the recently slain. Three of the ruined bodies retook their feet, broken limbs dangling, blood still oozing from their wounds. Within a second the dead’s oafish blows had struck down one of their living comrades. A soldier swung at Dante and he brought up the rib to block it. The man’s sword shattered like an icicle, raining shards of steel into the snow. Dante stuck him in the gut with his sword. He swung the rib and it passed cleanly through the man’s trunk.
The walking dead overwhelmed another while Blays charged one of the remaining armsmen, who could do nothing more than fend off his wild blows. Blays drove him back and the man tripped on a corpse, arms flying out to break his fall, leaving his body exposed. Blays stabbed him in the neck and whooped.
A calmness had taken Dante, a stage beyond confidence. The shaking nausea that had hit him when he’d revived the dead flesh of the soldiers washed from him like it had never been there. He walked through the falling snow toward the last man standing.
“Please,” the man said, his face a rictus of terror. He let his blade hang loose from his grasp. Then the dead took him and pounded him into the earth.
“To Cally,” Dante said, sprinting up the hill. Cally had retreated steadily, outnumbered. One of the two men Larrimore had taken with him lay in a reddish heap in the snow, but blood flowed freely from Cally’s left hand, now missing a couple fingers, and from a gash on his thin chest. Nether sputtered from his fingers and Samarand wrestled up the strength to turn it aside. They were both near the end of their limits. Soon they’d simply be an old man and a middle-aged woman, no more potent than a beggar and a fishwife. Dante put himself between Cally and the others and brandished the fallen rib of Barden. Everyone stopped in their tracks.
“You don’t have to die,” Dante told Larrimore, meeting the man’s eyes.
“Don’t you ever get tired of being so cocky?”
“What’s this about?” Samarand said, blinking at the blood trickling from her split eyebrow. “Has Cally promised you a seat on his council? One you couldn’t wait for under my rule?”
“He’s promised me nothing,” Dante spat. “He’s told me nothing but lies since the day I met him.”
“I told you what you needed to hear to stop a war,” Cally said from behind him.
“And then you tried to kill me!”
“I thought you’d thrown in your lot with these vermin. Look at it from my perspective. You’d have tried to kill you, too.”
“You’ve cut enough holes in my order to make killing me moot,” Samarand said. “We can’t risk war with so few priests to lead it.”
“Shut up!” Dante shouted, chest heaving.
“What have you gotten yourself into,” Larrimore said softly. The man tightened his grip on his sword.
“More than these lordly figures ever intended,” Dante said.
“I gave you every opportunity under the sun,” Samarand said. “I let you study in the Citadel. I let you replace Will Palomar as Larrimore’s right hand. I even brought you here!”
“I taught you enough to save your friend,” Cally said. “You let me send you here through your own ambition.”
“Oh yes, everyone’s innocent!” Dante cried out, unable to tell if his face was wet from snow, tears, or laughter. “You’d use me as a tool in your harmless plot to kill thousands in my homeland,” he said, waving the rib at Samarand, “while you’d angelically send two boys to kill the political rival who cast you down,” he finished, poking his sword at Cally.
Cally raised his brambly brows and laughed. Larrimore gave him an odd look.
“You have to admit it was a keen enough plan,” the old man said. “What are you going to do about it, then? Kill us all?”
“Don’t tempt us,” Blays said.
“We couldn’t go to war now if we wanted to,” Samarand said. She flipped her battle-frayed black braid over her shoulder, gestured at the corpses of the priests melting the snow with body heat and blood, pointed at the hulking mass of the White Tree. “You have the book. You know how close we came today. We can try again.”
“Heaven must be a place where other people shut up,” Dante said.
“You know it can be done,” she said, locking eyes with him. “With your help and a few years.”
Dante sighed through his nose. He felt cold and bleak as November rain. They could come back and try again, but they didn’t need Samarand’s hard ambition for that. It seemed laughably cruel that Cally’s clear-eyed lies would be preferable to anything, but if one object of value remained in the ruin of Dante’s beliefs, it was the knowledge that killing her would guarantee Mallon’s safety. With Samarand’s death, they could start over. Perhaps whoever took her seat as lord of the dead city would come closer to the pattern of the heavens than she.
“Stand aside, Larrimore,” the boy said in an unsteady voice. “It’s time.”
Larrimore shook his head at the ground. He smiled then, a wan thing that marred his eyes with the first sadness Dante’d ever seen on his face.
“You know I can’t do that,” Samarand’s Hand said. “I’d have died a hundred times without her. Whatever conflict I may feel can’t erase that past.”
Dante nodded. His throat was dry. “I liked you better than any of them.”
“Considering you want them all dead, I think you damn me with faint praise,” Larrimore said, finding himself again. Dante’s spirit faltered. How could he kill the one man he’d met other than Robert who understood his place in the world so well? And not just understood it, but seized it, knew by instinct which things he could control and which he could only defy by mocking them? Of all Dante’s crimes, he knew killing Larrimore would wear on him the hardest. In time he might forget the rest, but Larrimore’s burden would weigh on him till the end of his days.
“I’ll do it.” Blays stepped forward, hand on hilt, sensing Dante’s hesitation. “You deal with her.”
“He’s my burden,” Dante said, seeing the face of a farmer through a sheet of flames. “I’ll be the one to send him to the banks of the two rivers.” He called over his shoulder to Cally. “Samarand’s yours. I never wanted her in the first place.”
“Oh good,” Cally said weakly.
“If you get a moment, you might think about what we’re going to say to them,” Blays said, jerking his chin toward the scores of men who’d left the encampment a mile down valley and were dashing through the snow toward the battle under the tree. Dante laughed tonelessly and lifted his weapons. Larrimore brought up the point of his blade. He winked.
“I’ll save you a room in that place behind the stars, you little bastard.”
He made a quick swipe for Dante’s throat and Dante turned it with the flat of the rib. Larrimore’s sword rang but stayed intact. To his right he heard Cally advance on Samarand and then the whisper of nether called and discharged. Blays headed for the last remaining soldier and, wisely, the man turned tail and ran downhill.
“I should have stomped your wrinkled ass twenty years ago,” Samarand said.
“Then good for me you’re such an idiot,” Cally laughed.
Larrimore struck again and if the two said anything else Dante didn’t hear it. He parried and stabbed for Larrimore’s stomach and Larrimore twisted his wrist to turn Dante’s blade. He swung the rib for the meat of Larrimore’s torso. The man sucked in his gut and swung back his hips and the rib tore through his cloak and cut a shallow crease across his stomach. Larrimore smiled harder and pressed the attack, blade flashing. With both his weapons Dante barely held him back. Blays grunted and tensed, but Dante waved him back. He lashed out with the rib and Larrimore spun away and slashed across Dante’s extended arm. He bled freely from both wounds to his left arm, grip unsteady on the bone’s natural handle. He felt himself nearing the end of his endurance.
Samarand screamed from off to their right, a bright note against the clash of weapons and the frazzled pop of spent nether. Larrimore’s smile broke. He glanced her way and in that brief moment Dante clamped the man’s sword between blade and rib and wrenched it from his grasp. It spun away and disappeared into the snow. Dante placed the point of his sword over Larrimore’s heart, willing himself to steady the quiver in his arm.
“Don’t make me do this,” he whispered.
Larrimore leaned into the blade. Dante’s wrist twitched as he felt the skin parting. Then he cried out and drove his arm forward, eyes closed to the steel burying itself in the man’s chest. He felt his sword tug from his hand as Larrimore slumped to his knees.
“One last thing, boy,” the man whispered. Dante’s eyes shot open and he knelt across from Larrimore’s strained face.
“What is it?”
“My gravestone,” Larrimore gasped. “Make sure it describes me as I was.”
“Anything.”
“‘He died plucking the queen from the jaws of a dragon,’” Larrimore said. He smiled at the boy and slumped into the snow, breath rattling past his lips. Dante sat down beside the body and gently freed his sword. He wiped it clean on the white snow and put his hand on Larrimore’s still shoulder. For all the years he lived Dante could recall that moment as if living it for the first time: Larrimore’s prone form, warm but vacant, his empty hand stretched out in the snow, oblivious to the freezing cold, droplets of water melting on his fingers; his open-eyed face showing no pain or agony, just an enigmatic twist to his lips, a budding surprise in his eyes, as if he’d looked on the order that underpinned the turning of time. Dante’s eyes stung. An emotion as heavy as the hand of gravity pushed him against the earth. That Larrimore, a man of wit and action and utter disregard for the fearful opinions of the lesser men around him, that he had died in defense of a woman like Samarand—Dante wiped his eyes, so consumed by injustice he felt nothing but absurdity. He stood, sniffling, to see Cally thrashing around in the snow, strangling away Samarand’s final seconds.
Dante sheathed his sword, slid the rib down the right side of his belt. He drew a shuddering breath.
“You’re keeping that?” Blays said, scrunching up his face. “Why?”
He shrugged. “I’ll have a sword made from it.”
“That’s sick.”
“What isn’t,” Dante said, then felt dumb, however true it may be. Cally leaned back on his knees, chest heaving, scraggly white hair plastered to his brow. He scowled down at Samarand’s red, bug-eyed face and slapped her across her dead cheek.
“Look what you made me do,” Cally said. He clambered to his feet and kicked snow over her body. “If you’d known your place you could have been indispensable to me. Idiot pride!” He kicked more snow, stumbled forward.
“I don’t think she can hear you,” Blays said.
“If there’s any justice in the world a passing spirit will give her my message.” The old man’s green eyes gleamed in the glare of the snow. His gaze shifted to Dante and some of the wildness faded from his wrinkled face. “He’s dead, isn’t he.” Dante didn’t reply. “Larrimore was a good man, from what I saw of him.”
“You don’t know anything about it,” Dante said.
“No, I don’t.”
“Then don’t speak as if you do.”
“Right,” Cally said. His eyes drifted downhill and he frowned at the walking dead standing rock-still a short ways down where Dante’d left them. “You’re dealing with dangerous forces.”
Dante shrugged, severed the bonds that kept them upright. They dropped like cut puppets.
“I’m not the only one,” he said.
“I’m starting to see that.” Cally ran his fingers through his beard. “So. Going to add me to the pile of bodies fertilizing this tree?”
Dante snorted, wanting nothing more. It wasn’t Cally’s assassin that tempted him to strike down the old man; that he could forgive. It was everything else that he couldn’t: betrayal and lies, the false friendship he’d let Dante believe so long as it would benefit him, the empty ache he felt to the marrow of his bones. Dante shook his head, sickness curdling his heart.
“I need you to tell that army down there they serve you now. They’d never follow me.”
“Wise beyond your years.” The old man considered the few dozen men running up the hill toward them, no more than a minute away. “It could work, though some of them probably weren’t even born the last time I ruled the order.”
“Deal with it.”
Cally chuckled to himself, brightening by degrees. He smoothed his hair away from his brow and looked shocked to see he was missing most of the bottom two fingers of his left hand.
“That’s unfortunate,” he said, watching blood pulse from the stumps with the beating of his heart. He shook his hand, like two new fingers might pop out, then sighed wearily. “Shit.”
He spent the minute before the troop arrived binding the wounds with a strip of his black doublet. The sixty-odd men who’d come slowed as they approached the otherworldly spread of the White Tree and the fresh carnage beneath its boughs. Rettinger separated himself from the pack and looked between the old man and the two boys, eyes thick with confusion.
“Tell me why I’m not about to cut you three down as traitors,” he said, voice trembling with an indecipherable mix of emotion.
“Because that would make you a traitor, too,” Cally said, “and then some bright young man would have to kill you. Where does it end?” He smiled vaguely at the waiting men. Dante felt him gather a trickle of shadow and lend it to his words so they’d boom down the slope of the valley. “I am Callimandicus. Years ago I led this order until Samarand stole it from me. I’ve just now reclaimed it.”
“He killed her! He admits it!” someone shouted from the crowd. There was a general shift of cold steel. Dante clenched his jaw and readied the nether, wondering if he killed a few of them suddenly and brutally enough whether the rest would flee. He doubted that. Somehow his fate again rested in Cally’s too-clever hands.
“Do you serve an all too mortal woman, or do you serve Arawn?” Cally barked, sweeping his eyes over the ranks. A few swords faltered.
“We serve the pleasure of the Sealed Citadel,” Rettinger said slowly. “All I see is a few outsiders with the blood of good men on their hands.”
“He is who he says.” A middle-aged man with a scar-creased face stepped forth from the line of soldiers, nodding at Cally.
“Hello, Vlemk,” Cally waved. A couple other time-weathered soldiers spoke Cally’s full name. Rettinger sucked his teeth and rested his hand on his sword. Snow fell on their faces. Cally lifted his unwounded hand. “I know it hits your hearts as false. But don’t act in haste. The rest of the council will know my claim. Let them accept or reject it as they will.”
Rettinger’s expression flickered as he gazed on the wreckage of the woman and men he’d so recently followed. He shook his head. But he was a born lieutenant, Dante knew, had seen it in the course of the battle with the rebels.
“That’s the only smart course,” Rettinger said. “I won’t risk adding to this tragedy, no matter how hard I might wish to.” He turned around to face his men. “Gather up the bodies. It’s time to go home.”
Dante let the nether bleed away from his grasp. Blays bent over Larrimore’s body and plucked at his cloak. Dante dropped his jaw to see his friend looting the body of the only other man he trusted in the entire kingdom, but before he could upbraid Blays or punch him in the face the boy stood and held out Larrimore’s badge. It was nearly the same as Dante’s own, the outline of the tree surrounded by a silver ring, but at the center of the tree two blue sapphires glittered in the overcast light.
“I think he’d want you to have it,” Blays said.
Dante nodded, unable to speak. The twin sapphires winked up at him from his palm. He turned away and wiped his eyes and shuffled around the snow until he found the Cycle of Arawn, the book that had been used to cause so much hurt. He brushed away the snow, held it to his chest. The soldiers piled the bodies on the wagon, wrapping loose limbs in the cloth of the slain. Hundreds had died on the journey to Barden and all that had changed was the position of power from an old woman to an older man. A hundred miles lay between them and the dead city. Dante closed his eyes and took the first step.
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Cally led the soldiers through the empty miles of the road, encountering no one till they reached the fringes of the dead city. He took them over the river and through the outer sprawl, past the silent guards atop the Pridegate and Ingate and finally to the gates of the Citadel itself. Without attacks, with significantly fewer men to slow them down, it took them under four full days. The guards of the Citadel saw the colors of the order and the faces of their fellow armsmen and swung open the doors to let them through.
“What are you going to tell them?” Dante said to Cally as they approached the keep. The remaining members of the council stood on the keep’s front steps, awaiting them in the dull afternoon sunlight. Over the last few days, Dante’s anger toward Cally had sunk from the base of his skull to the pit of his stomach, leaving his mood sour but his mind clear. He’d resolved to use the old bastard. The council would never allow Dante as its leader, but with Cally seated at its head, he’d have a straight line to its decisions—perhaps a seat for himself. Whichever, he’d no longer be a pawn to any other man.
“I’ll tell them the truth,” Cally said. He scowled at Dante. “It’s not funny.”
Cally had sent no riders ahead of their march and they’d made no stops once they’d hit the city. The members of the council spilled down the keep stairs and as they saw how few had come back from Barden their faces switched from anxious expectation to wavering shock.
“Callimandicus?” Tarkon said as they drew up. The priest’s face wrinkled double as he squinted through the gleaming snow in the yard to look on Cally’s face. Cally waved at him.
“Where’s Samarand?” Olivander demanded.
“Dead,” Cally said.
“Dead?”
Cally nodded. “Very unfortunate.”
“And the others?”
“Check that corpse wagon back there,” Blays said, jerking his thumb behind him.
Olivander struggled for control of his face. “What about Arawn? Did they release him?”
The four other priests drew themselves as straight as their old backs would allow. Cally combed his beard with his hand.
“That,” he said, doling out the words syllable by syllable, “is the reason she’s dead.”
Olivander gaped. “Arawn slew her?”
“No, you halfwit, Arawn didn’t slay Samarand,” Cally said, giving Dante a look that suggested how little he’d missed some parts of this place. “She failed. She failed and she decided to lie to you and the people of Gask and say she’d brought him forth. We disagreed on the wisdom of such a plan.”
“How were you there to disagree with her in the first place, Callimandicus?” Hart said, looking down on Cally with all the height of the keep’s front stairs and his own seven-foot frame. “We thought you’ve been dead for fifteen years.”
“A very good question,” Cally said, tapping his chin. He thought for a moment, then laughed and gave them a bony-shouldered shrug. “No more lies. We’ve had too many already. Why don’t we try the truth for once?”
“Which is?” Olivander said.
“I killed Jackson when he was down in Mallon. Couple months ago now. Isn’t hard to duplicate a man’s appearance if you know what you’re doing. You probably won’t believe this, but I meant no more harm than to be a voice of moderation on the council. I was of the mind Samarand’s warmongering would set us back another hundred years.” He glanced between the remaining members of the council. “I know I’m not the only one.”
“That’s a convenient enough story, considering you ended up killing her,” Hart said.
Cally shrugged. “Well, it happens to be true. Things disintegrated at a regrettable pace when I revealed myself and questioned her intent to deceive you.”
Olivander stared hard at the old man. “So you say.”
“It’s true,” Dante said to bolster Cally’s lie. “Blays and I were there at the foot of the White Tree. Some of the council agreed with Cally, others with Samarand. When they attacked him, everyone else was killed.”
“Larrimore’s boy,” Olivander said, cocking his head at Dante. “So why didn’t you kill the old man when it started? Surely Larrimore went to her aid.”
“He also once told me this man had led the council. I hesitated. It all happened so fast. Most of them were dead before I knew what was going on.”
“Say I take this at face value,” Olivander said, shifting his gaze to Cally. “It sounds enough like her. You’ve had a few days to think about what the rest of us should do.”
“That is a delicate subject,” Cally said.
“I was next in line.”
Cally’s face grew guarded. “It was never Samarand’s to take.”
“I thought you weren’t here to take back your old chair,” Olivander said. His hands drifted toward his belt.
“You were here when she stole it from me, weren’t you? Botching your lessons in that little chapel while she and the others conspired?”
“I’ve been defending this city for thirty years,” Olivander said, dropping down a step. “I’ve been on this council for fourteen. Where have you been all that time? Hiding in a cave a thousand miles away? It seems to me it was the will of the council that you should step down, not an act of treason.”
Cally thrust out his chin and paced forward and Dante felt the nether shrouding the old man’s form. He clamped his lips between his teeth, ready to bite until he bled. If there was to be one more battle, he’d hit as hard as he could. He’d leave it all in rubble.
“I was driven out by treachery,” Cally said in a voice that wasn’t yet a shout. “She turned them all against me, bent the laws to her advantage. The passage of time doesn’t make it any less a betrayal.”
“Things kept going while you were gone, old man. This isn’t the same order you left behind.”
“I’m here now.”
“So am I,” Olivander said. He wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword.
“Stop!” Tarkon said, putting himself between Cally and Olivander. “You weren’t yet in a position to see how it happened, Olivander. All you know about why Cally left is what Samarand told you. Well, now she’s dead. So are five of our brothers. You want to see the rest of us killed over a dispute that was never right in the first place? You want to take your vengeance till there’s none of us left at all? Then time can finish turning our city into ruin.”
“You’re on his side?” Olivander said, flinging a hand at Cally.
“I’m on the side of our order,” Tarkon said. “All of us are. I won’t see any more of our blood spilled.”
Olivander glanced between Cally and Tarkon and the three other living priests. No one spoke.
“Perhaps,” Hart said, breaking the long silence, “the full council should be given a say in who’s to replace the fallen.”
Cally opened his mouth, then clicked his teeth together and nodded. Dante wished Larrimore were here. He could hardly grasp the layers of politics flying between these old men.
“I’d ask it anyway,” Cally said. “I have been away too long to know who’s worthy to appoint.”
Olivander met eyes with Hart. He dropped his hand from his sword. “It’s been a long time since the laws of the Citadel were amended. Perhaps we should learn from Samarand’s death. Perhaps it’s a dangerous thing to collect too much power in the hands of a single man.”
“I thought so even when I had it,” Cally said.
“We could shift more responsibilities to the council,” Tarkon said. He smiled wryly at the few who remained. “If it’s time to make changes, the time won’t get any righter than this.”
“We’ll have open discussions on the council’s new structure,” Olivander stated more than asked.
“It will all be open,” Cally said. Olivander looked for a moment like he were trying to swallow a stone the size of his fist. At last he nodded.
“Then let it be remembered I laid down my claim in the name of rebuilding.”
Relief washed the faces of the council. Again it had all gone too fast for Dante to fully follow. He felt the nether the priests had held ready soak back into the substance from where it had come. They turned to smaller details: the horses of the troop were led away to stables, the armsmen dispersed to meals and barracks. Rettinger made orders for the storage of the corpses until they could be properly buried. Cally and the boys followed the council priests out of the cold and into the keep.
“Well done out there,” Cally told Dante once they’d freed themselves from the others; Blays, sensing he wanted a moment alone with the old man, had run off in search of real food. Cally smoothed his long, stringy hair back from his brow. “That could have turned ugly.”
“Shut up,” Dante said. “You’re naming me to the council.”
Cally scratched one of his brambly eyebrows. “Why am I doing that?”
“Because I’ll kill you in your sleep if you don’t. Olivander will back me.”
“Not if I kill you in your sleep first,” Cally chuckled. His face froze when he met Dante’s eyes. “You’re not joking.”
“Not at all.”
“Then what if I do get to you first?”
“Old men take five naps a day,” Dante said. A tendril of nether curled around his finger.
“They’re not going to like it,” Cally muttered. He grinned, then, as if acknowledging the weakness of that argument. “But what would be the fun in ruling if you never make men do things they don’t want to.”
Dante tightened his jaw. “I’m glad you’re so reasonable.”
“Don’t take that tone. I don’t need to be threatened to do what’s right. I’m not a recalcitrant child.” Cally tugged on the end of his beard. “You’ve earned your seat. All you had to do was ask.”
Dante said nothing, just stared at the old man who’d once given him safety in the maelstrom of the world. At one time Cally had looked to him like a font of wisdom. Dante had thought the old man could teach him not just to wield the nether, but how to live easily, to use his knowledge to rise above the petty concerns and emotions that threatened to drive him mad. Cally taught him how to use his blood to fuel the shadows, but the only thing he’d taught Dante’s heart was a hopeless bitterness he feared he could never escape.
“Do better with your rule than you did with me,” Dante said. He turned and left the old man alone in his chambers, the room that had once been Samarand’s. Blays was waiting for him in the hall.
“All finished?” he said.
“Yeah.”
“Let’s go get drunk,” Blays said. He clapped Dante on the shoulder and led the way down the stairs. At last Dante saw its appeal.
* * *
At first the council resisted, citing Dante’s youth and his newness to their order, but Cally held fast and in the end Dante was named to their ranks, by far the youngest to have ever held a seat. They promoted two monks of long standing and left the other three seats vacant for the time being, reasoning it was better to wait until they had worthy candidates than to fill them in haste and risk erring. After two days of discussion, the council agreed now was not the time for open war with Mallon, and Cally sent riders for points across the south. Their agents were to be recalled, asylum granted to any Mallish rebels who may have lost their homes and families in the struggle. The orders with the smiths were canceled. It was a time to rebuild, the council declared, to restore their strength and study what may have gone wrong with the rites to free the vaulted god. For the time being, the business of the southlands was beyond their scope.
The funerals were to be held the day after that decision. Dante ran down the keep’s stairs the minute the council concluded and galloped through town to the stoneworker they hired for their markers. He paid the craftsman three times the worth of the work and told him to put all his others on hold.
“But we don’t even have a queen right now,” the stoneworker said when Dante explained his order.
“That’s what makes it so impressive,” Dante said.
It was delivered to the Citadel the next morning in time to join the wains headed for the hill overlooking the bay. The stone was simple, but then so had been Larrimore’s looks. The procession of council and monks and an honor guard of soldiers walked quietly from the Citadel to the top of the hill where the order kept its vaults. The bodies were laid at rest in the walls of the current sepulcher. Those who still lived stood on the hill, gazing at the gray, white-capped waters of the bay to their north and west, the city spread out behind them, buried in white; the same snows covered the ruins of the outer housing, the age-spotted buildings past the first wall, the well-kept temples and manors and business-houses inside the second; the same white snows draped the black spires of the Cathedral of Ivars, lay on the gray stone walls of the Citadel, the roof of the keep. Now and then a single shout from down in the city caught a freak gust and reached their ears atop the hill, but mostly they stood in a soft breeze that blew unabated over the shin-deep snows.
“These bodies, they’re just things,” Cally said once he’d readied himself to address the few score men and women who gathered outside the simple columns and cuts of the vault. He had actually combed his beard for the occasion, had switched his torn clothes for the elegant wear of his station. He looked old but ageless, thin but potent, as if he weren’t a man but a marble statue of himself. He moved his blue eyes over the waiting crowd. “The people they were, the people we knew, they’re not what’s turning into dirt in that tomb behind his.” He narrowed his eyes until the folds of his skin threatened to squeeze out his sight entirely. “No,” he said. “We’re here for a while, in these fleshy shells, and all the while we ask Why? What’s this pain I feel? Why do I feel so cut off from the men around me, from the skies above? I don’t think any of us ever receives the answers to those questions. Have any of you?” He raised his eyebrows at the men. A few of them cleared their throats and murmured soft negatives that could be mistaken for coughs. “Neither have I. And I’ve lived a very long time!”
He looked out on all that snow, the silent violence of the cold-torn sea, the banks of clouds that hung over the land from one horizon to another. It was threatening to snow again.
“The people that wore those fading cases in there no longer have to face those questions. They’ve found their answers. Don’t let’s feel sorry for the dead! Perhaps they’ve moved on to paradise at the right arm of Arawn. Perhaps they howl into the oblivion of the starless void. Hard to say. Hard to know. One thing of which we may be certain is they’re no longer alone. In some form, they’re reunited with Arawn and all those he’s culled from this earth through all the long ages. I imagine that’s an awful lot of people. As many as the flakes of snow that look like one big sheet from our position way up here. It stretches as far as we can see; who knows how much further it goes beyond our sight.”
He paused, frowned at himself. Wind blew strings of his gray hair into his eyes. He brushed them away, then rubbed his hands together against the cold. Someone coughed.
“We all want to be back there,” he said, nodding at the cloud-covered skies. “Well, now a few more of us are. The rest of us aren’t yet ready. We must still live this earth.”
“Live this earth,” the men sighed.
The priests spoke long, generous words about Samarand, about Baxter and Pioter and the other dead members of the council Dante couldn’t remember. He wondered if he should feel something for his part in putting them in their vault, for causing the grief that lined the faces of the men on the hill. Did it mean anything that every man who died had those who wept for his passing? How many had mourned for all the soldiers and trackers and hired blades he’d killed along the way? He found he didn’t care, and not just because they’d all been trying to kill him as well. The gods didn’t oversee justice in this lowly place, or if they did, it was a godly brand no human could understand. No one could be surprised when the living became the departed, no matter how young they may be, no matter how abruptly it had caught them.
He heard words about Samarand’s iron will but fair heart, about some old man’s thoughtful wisdom, about a less-older man’s noble spirit. They droned on for a long time. When the last man wrapped it up, they looked to Cally, who stepped forward and cleared his throat.
“Since no one else has,” Dante said before the old man could conclude things, “I’d like to speak a few words about Larrimore.” Cally quirked his brow, then gave him a nod. Dante wandered from the safety of the crowd to where those who’d spoken had faced the mourners alone. His heart railed against his ribs. How could he find any words that weren’t hollow? How did a eulogy become anything more than simple-minded words meant to comfort those who went on?
“Larrimore was a good man,” he started. His voice sounded thin, false. The eyes of all the men who watched him were already glazed. His cheeks burned. He thrust out his chin and looked past them all, past the condolences and aphorisms he’d heard repeated here and at a half dozen other funerals, stared through the poets’ words for dead lords and ladies and all the singers’ sad songs until all that was left was a burn beneath his sternum and a cold anger behind his eyes and then he was speaking before he had a chance to weigh his words inside his head.
“I think he’d laugh at us here,” he said, glaring over the heads of the crowd. “Make sport of our sober words and somber faces. He was fearless in that way. Unstained by the harsh opinion of others. Yet he treated every man as his equal, even when they were just a boy. Perhaps if we had more like him the judgments we pass would be more aligned with the stars where he now rests.” Dante stared at the snow at his feet, searching for more words, but realized that was enough. “Goodbye, Larrimore.”
A few of the men uttered agreements. Cally said a few standard words of closure and then the men dispersed from the mass to smaller groups, talking and laughing in quiet, gentle voices.
“He’d have liked that,” Blays said, coming up to Dante’s side.
“He’d have made fun of me for it.” Dante walked to the wagon that carried Larrimore’s stone and spoke for a while with the men who’d borne it. They found a clear patch beside the sepulcher where his body lay with the others and hacked at the hard ground with spades until they could lower in the marker’s broad base. They firmed it in place with the overturned dirt, stamping the soil flat. By the time they’d finished most of the mourners had started back down the hill toward the Citadel. Cally stood beside Dante and gazed down with him at the gravestone.
“That’s disrespectful,” he said softly. “The jaws of a dragon?”
Dante smiled tightly. “Only if you didn’t know him.”
“Hm. I suppose I’ll trust your judgment.”
Snowflakes began to coast down through the sky. Blays pulled his cloak tighter around his body. He put his hand on Dante’s shoulder. He smiled at the marker, then they too turned and started back toward their home, leaving the dead to theirs.
* * *
Dante turned seventeen. He sat through meetings of policy and doctrine, met with Nak to resume his language lessons, attended the fortnightly sermons Cally’d made himself responsible for giving at the cathedral across the street from their closed gates. Winter carried on. Dante hadn’t realized how much administration went into running the place and had to fight to keep up with all the communiques with distant monks and their tangled questions of scripture, the delicate politics of the courtiers from the capital, the ambassadors from small-fish baronies and earldoms looking for support from the ancient authority of the dead city. Days spun by. Sometimes Dante went sunup to sundown without seeing Blays, who spent equal time investigating Narashtovik’s pubs as he did drilling with the soldiers.
After six weeks the first of the rebels and refugees began to trickle in from the lands they’d left in Mallon. Dante, as a southlander, was assigned to clear their passage with the guards of the Pridegate and establish their housing in the more recently abandoned quarters therein. They arrived with dirt-streaked faces and travel-torn clothes, some with the stumps of their limbs hanging in slings, others bearing illness and disease their war-weakened bodies had been unable to resist, or blue-black toes suffered in the frosts of the mountains. He asked Nak’s aid and requisitioned some of the younger initiates to help him, overseeing their treatment of the wounded and the infirm. Two dozen or more arrived each day and he called out to the nether to heal what he could. Those he and his aides couldn’t make whole were deposited in a new cemetery cleared at the edge of the woods on the southern border of the city. They weren’t happy times, but for once they weren’t bitter times, either. In some small way, Dante thought, he was making up for all the things he’d done between Bressel and Barden.
Blays started to go along with him, speaking to those refugees strong and willing enough to swap stories and news of their homeland. Whetton had been retaken by King Charles, they told him; the renegades had deserted the forests outside Bressel; a lasting treaty had been established in the Collen Basin between the Arawnites and the clergy of the other sects. The dead had been buried and a few new temples bearing the symbol of Barden had been burnt to cinders. Those who arrived a month after the first refugees spoke of a lasting peace, a return to the relative order of the political jockeying between the aging nobles and the growing guilds of Bressel, to the same minor sparks and threats that had always existed between the wide kingdom of Mallon and the lesser-settled territories in its west and south. Blays began to wander off when Dante attended to the ceaseless treatment of the ill, staying gone until the evening, sometimes not returning till the next day’s noon. As time softened Dante’s mood, it seemed to stir up Blays’ in a way that was too active for melancholy and too pensive for wanderlust. He talked little, even when they found the time to drink together. Dante didn’t know what to do. If it were him, he’d want the space to work it out for himself. He let Blays be. The sick kept coming, scores per day, and he lost himself restoring them to health, countering the name of the dead city one man at a time.
* * *
“Let’s go up top,” Blays said to Dante at the conclusion of a council session concerning the feelers toward independence that kept arriving from the norren territories around the foothills of the Dundens. Being recognized by Narashtovik would all but guarantee their freedom in the capital.
“There were more refugees this morning,” Dante said, tugging the collar of his cloak straight. “They need me.”
“Just for a moment. The city doesn’t look so nasty from up there.”
“Fine. Just for a moment.”
Dante left the council chambers and walked with Blays down the hall to the cramped stairway that led to the peak of the keep. The stairs spiraled so tightly he always feared he’d get halfway up and meet someone on their way down, then have to find a way to turn himself around, climb back down to the landing, and start all over again. They met no one else, though, and emerged into the wood-roofed battlement alone. Blays walked past where the roofing stopped, out into the open wind, and leaned himself against a crenel. The city spread out beneath them.
“Snow’s starting to melt,” Blays said.
“I think we’re going to send a force to guard the passes soon,” Dante said. “King Charles must know this city played some part in everything that’s happened.”
Blays nodded absently. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “I want to go back to Bressel.”
“That’s not a bad idea, either. We should probably try to reestablish diplomatic channels before anything else can start up.”
“Not like that.”
“What, suddenly you can read the king’s mind?”
“That’s not what I mean.” Blays stared down hard on the rooftops: black on the south faces, where the sun hit all day, and white on the north faces, where the snow lay in shadow. “I mean, I want to live there again.”
“What?”
“It’s something about this place,” Blays said, gesturing at the walled yard of the Citadel, then the disrepair of the buildings in the outer half of the city. “I just want to leave it for a while.”
“Okay,” Dante said. His brain felt numb. He rested his elbows in the gap between two merlons and blinked down at Narashtovik. “When?”
“Soon. Two weeks at most.”
“I thought you meant months from now, at least.” Dante stared at his own hands. He’d only known Blays a few months, but he couldn’t imagine one of them traveling somewhere without the other. Blays wanted to leave? “We’ve got wealth here,” he said. “Respect. We’re doing good things—saving the casualties of Samarand’s war. The city’s starting to come back to life.”
“They don’t need us for that.”
“People would die without us!”
“No they wouldn’t,” Blays said. “You and Nak have trained enough acolytes to do the job. They wouldn’t miss you if you left for Bressel for a while. They certainly don’t need me.”
“Do you even remember what Bressel was like?”
“I lived there all my life.”
“Well, did I ever tell you about the time I tried to talk myself into eating rats?” Dante said in a tone that reminded himself of Larrimore’s. “The only thing that stopped me was the shame of being seen roasting them in the common room.”
Blays snorted. “It was never like that for me.”
“And what will it be like now? What’s so great about Bressel?”
“I don’t know!” Blays shook his head. He dislodged himself from the wall and glared past Dante’s shoulder. “I just want to live for a while in a place where people aren’t always looking at me like I might kill them for jostling me. I want to go to a public house where I still have to buy my own drinks. Meet a few women who won’t make puns about’unbuckling’ me. The people here don’t treat us like men, they treat us like caged tigers—they all want to get close to us, to touch us to prove to their friends that they’re not afraid. Maybe that’s all right with you, but I’m sick of it.”
“They’re just grateful,” Dante said. “When they hear’Blays Buckler and Dante Galand,’ they’re not expecting we’re a couple of kids.”
“I don’t care what they’re expecting. Whatever they think I am, I’m not.” Blays turned back to the crenels and gazed down into the narrow streets. “I’m leaving, Dante. I’ve meant to for a long time. I just hadn’t figured it out yet.”
“Fine. Leave, then.” Dante shoved Blays in the shoulder. “Did you hear me?”
“Yeah.” Blays met his eyes and for the first time in weeks Dante saw nothing of the malaise that had dwelled in them for so long. He meant it. He didn’t want to leave Dante behind, but he would if he had to. What was making Dante so adamant to stay, then? Being recognized for once? Feared, even? In part, maybe. But while he hadn’t yet mastered Larrimore’s total disdain for the opinions of his peers, nor was Dante ruled by them. Blays was right about the refugees, too—the monks and acolytes were enough to save those able to be saved. But it wasn’t just that Dante wanted to make some kind of repentance, either. At heart, knowing only what he had at the time, he wouldn’t have undone any of the choices he’d made along the way.
It was much deeper than that. Narashtovik remained the one place in the world that could teach him all the things he still didn’t know. In a flash of instinct he would have overruled with logic a few months earlier, he realized if he let that need keep him here while he let Blays wander his own path, he’d be no different than Cally, no better than the motives that had led Samarand to cause so much confusion in the south. If he spent a year or three off in the world, he’d still have decades in which to hone his power.
“You really want to go?” Dante said.
“I have to.”
“All right,” Dante said. “Maybe it’s time for me to follow you for a while.”
Blays’ eyebrows flickered. “You mean that?”
“I’ll ask Cally to sanction the trip. Send us as delegates to the halls of Bressel.”
“I don’t want to just say some pretty words to princes and then come right back.”
“We’ve done enough for now, haven’t we?” Dante shrugged. “Isn’t it time we dissipated for a while?”
“Long past, I think,” Blays said. He grinned slowly, as if he didn’t trust himself to rediscover the expression. Dante laughed through his nose.
“No changing your mind. Once I ask Cally, there’s no turning back.”
“You just worry about what you’ll tell him.”
“I’ll tell him whatever I please,” Dante said. “He knows I’ll kill him if he ever tries to control me again.”
“Yeah right,” Blays said. “He probably makes you change his diapers. That’s how you got on the council, isn’t it?”
“You’re the one who needs them,” Dante said. He lunged at Blays, faking like he were going to knock him off the roof. Blays gasped, then tackled him to the stones. Below them, the city continued to unthaw.
* * *
Cally nodded when Dante made his case for the trip to Bressel. He leaned back in his chair and considered the boy.
“I’ve been meaning to send someone official. I suppose you’d do better at it than someone who can’t speak the language without sounding like they’re coughing up a cat. Let me scare up an escort.”
“No,” Dante said. “Just me and Blays.”
Cally closed one eye. “Without a lot of retainers around to make you look important, they might not take you as seriously as you deserve.”
“Going without guards and circumstance will just be the better to convince them we mean what we say.”
Cally started to say something else, then sighed instead. “How long do you plan to be gone?”
“I don’t know. A while.”
“Even a leisurely pace and a few weeks indulging in the largesse of the courts should have you back here by summer’s end.”
“We’ll be there longer than that. Maybe we’ll head back before the passes grow treacherous. I can’t say right now.”
“Why don’t we drop the pretense this is a negotiation,” Cally said, rolling his eyes. “Yes. Fine. Do as you please. Maybe you’ll take all the pandemonium with you. If you do down there what you did up here, a year from now we could all be feasting in the palace of Bressel.”
“Yeah.” Dante gazed on the old man and found he didn’t fear him. His anger and hatred had burned down, too, become cold things, some of which looked solid but would fall apart at a touch, like charred-out logs the morning after a bonfire. “I know why you lied to me. You wanted to be important again. You wanted to have men have to listen to you again.”
“I had some notion about stopping a war as well. Try to remember to include that part when you write the history.”
“Why did Gabe repeat your little story, though?” Dante said, ignoring the rest. “Did you trick him, too? Gabe wouldn’t care who was leading the council. He was above that.”
Cally snorted. His brows lifted and pinched together, as if Dante were making a joke, then he leaned back in his chair and stared at the boy for a long time.
“We’re going to win norren independence,” Cally said. “When I plotted out that angle for Gabe’s eyes, he snapped from his brooding with a speed that approached the alarming.”
Dante blinked. “The capital isn’t going to like that.”
“Yes, but if you take a moment to consider the matter closely, you might see the capital’s divine wisdom is a bit clouded by the belief the norren should do what they say because they can kill them if they don’t.” Cally waved a hand at him. “Head back to Bressel, then. Stay a while. But try to spare a moment between now and your return to think about how on earth we’re going to fulfill our promise to our good friend Gabe.”
Dante and Blays left alone on horseback two weeks later to the day, packs full, affairs ordered, details of the diplomatic end resolved. Dante had been burdened down with letters of introduction and various hints toward treaties written in Cally’s hand. He’d left the rib of Barden with Cally for study—he hadn’t thought of it in weeks, busy as he was—with orders to forge it into a sword, if at all possible, which Cally denounced as perverse and ostentatious but said he’d see to all the same. Cally made no mention of the book Dante never let from his sight and so he’d decided to take it with him once more. Other than essentials, Blays carried little more than his sword, his single-sapphired badge that marked him as Dante’s second, and an empty flask which he claimed would never pass in sight of a settlement without being filled.
Larrimore’s old badge winked at the throat of Dante’s cloak as they emerged from the shadow of the keep. The streets were slushy, muddy at the edges. Water trickled between the cobbles. The guard at the Pridegate waved to them as they walked through. Dante waved back, then turned his face to the tumbled blocks of the city fringes. It would take the arrival of ten times as many refugees as had arrived so far to run out of space in the vacant houses between Ingate and Pridegate. Tens of thousands could come before the slums beyond the Pridegate got filled.
The scent of pines began to overwhelm those of human waste. It was early spring. Cool breezes had started to thaw the lowlands, but fresh snow appeared once or twice a week before shrinking back each afternoon. They took an unhurried route along the main roads to the Riverway, the lowest pass through the Dundens. It would add a hundred miles to their journey, but for once, neither of them cared about their speed. Blays grinned as the city disappeared behind them and the dark woods rose up around them up.
“Careful,” he warned. “There may be bad men about.”
“Whatever will we do?” Dante said. He drew his sword and pointed it down the road. “Perhaps Blayschopper will defend us from those miserable souls.”
“And Robertslayer beside it.”
They laughed, slashing the air a few times, then put the weapons away, embarrassed somehow, almost guilty, as if the blades had seen too many dead men to be waved as a joke. The road rolled before them. They began to remember the prevalence of birdsong, the rhythm of clomping hooves, the rush of wind in waist-high grass and pines unbent by snow. They joked a little, talked of what they’d do in Bressel once they’d had their talks with the local officials, but mostly they rode in silence, drifting in their own thoughts.
They had stopped a war—delayed it, more likely, to another age—and that had cost lives of its own, a few of whom Dante’d even liked. To his eyes, the Arawnites were no different or more dangerous than any other sect. Back in Mallon, they would worship in secret again, or be maimed and killed for their heresy. At the foot of the White Tree, he’d been convinced they’d been one right word away from looking on the god’s face, but his certainty had dimmed in the passing of days, a feeling as lost as a spent breath.
Barden itself was no proof. Sown from a god’s knuckle; the creation of a human power Dante someday hoped to match; a mystery from before the memory of man. Each seemed equally likely and equally impossible.
The woods gave way to plains and they stopped in a town for a day for fresh food and a soft bed and rum for Blays’ flask. The plains gave way to hills and for two days they rode in a sun so warm they were able to shed their cloaks. The following afternoon a bitter wind blew in a storm of hail and Dante raised his hood and heard it pocking from his cowl. Icy white pebbles bounced on the trail, dashing into quickly-melted splinters. Blays laughed, turned up his face to the light stings of the changed weather. Dante followed suit and took a hailstone to the eye.
He could build a Barden some day. He knew it in his bones. He knew it the way he knew water would feel wet or that he could pick up a stone and throw it. At times he felt he could plunge both hands into the pale shell of reality and strip it away like sand. It wasn’t arrogance. It wasn’t destiny. It simply was. If he could stay alive—he tried to tally, briefly, how many had died in the last few months (most of them faceless; a few, like Larrimore, never to be equaled again), but at last it would be a guess, and he wouldn’t do the dead the final dishonor of lumping them into a single number, as if, in the end, all that mattered were the quantity—if he could stay alive where so many others hadn’t, he knew he would one day peer into those powers behind the hills and the streams, and where he looked, the shadows would move.
Snow infiltrated the high hills surrounding the Dundens. The horses plodded on. They lit fires by night, cooked the rabbits Dante killed with a simple flash of nether each dusk. He prodded up the meat-flecked skeletons and set them out on watch while they slept under the burning eyes of the stars and whatever gods might call them home. They passed refugees and tradesmen and vagabonds on the roads, but by night his rabbit-guard stood sentry and was not disturbed.
The hills banked down to the roaring mountain-fed river and they followed its narrow gorge through the mountains. The snow was wet and heavy, but no more than a couple inches deep. The river flowed down to meet the wide calm waters of the Chanset and they descended into bony trees studded with the green buds of fresh growth. The horses churned the mud of the thaw and the wind-tossed rain showers.
Perhaps Blays had it right. Let the world turn on its own for a while. It had done so before they were born and it would do so after they were gone. For whatever ills it caused, the ambition of the men within it was no less natural then the nether itself. Whatever it was that drove them to do harm was the same need that compelled them to build sky-scratching cathedrals and castle walls twice as thick as a man was tall, to tramp down the roads that spoked through a thousand miles of farmland and wilderness, to gather in villages and towns and cities in the planet-hugging reach of conquest and commerce; the same need that made them grow mile on mile of wind-ruffled wheat, that made men fill libraries with books and books with words, that made them fill their lungs with air and their stomachs with beer; that peopled a poor woman’s home with bright-eyed, soot-streaked children who would one day travel from one coast to another, or launch across the shuddering waves far from sight of land, or die before they knew what surrounded them, or rob an ancient temple in the dead of night and pry its secrets from the rubbly stone.
Trees thrust up around Dante, blotting out the sun. Grass sighed at his ankles and thighs whenever he stepped off the road. Hundreds of pounds of horse rose and fell beneath him. Crows spat at each other in the boughs and were chased away by nattering squirrels. In the undergrowth, mice and rabbits and wolves stirred ankle-deep leaves. Spooked deer caught the boys’ scent and crashed away through the brambles. And above them, by day or by night, the wind breathed in the trees. If there had ever been gods in this place, they’d been driven out by the crush of their own creations a long time ago. Arawn, he knew, had not been at the Tree. The Cycle of Arawn had led him through unknown years of man’s knowledge. He had thought it would show him its very roots. Instead, in following it to its end, to the endless snowfield beneath the White Tree where he believed he would find a god—an order and a meaning and a hold on this world—he had found himself simply trapped among mad people doing mad things, had killed one friend and been betrayed by another, one more mote in a blind storm of ash, alone except for Blays, vulnerable except the wrath he’d found in the nether. His silence deepened. Possibly, that was enough.
After weeks of travel the smoke of Whetton mingled with the dusky sky. Red clouds piled up to the west. The road forked, one branch east toward town, another to the south and Bressel. Dante led his horse east.
“Where are you going?” Blays said, jerking his head at the other path.
“Whetton.”
“We’re only a couple days out from Bressel.”
“There’s no hurry,” Dante said. “I want to see what’s become of the city.”
Blays bit the skin around his thumbnail. “What if they recognize what’s become of us? You do remember our last visit? The local hospitality of rope and high branches?”
“Last time we were here you looked like a rag wrapped around a stick,” Dante said. “Look at you now in your fancy clothes, your hair cut straight.”
Blays eyed him. “There were an awful lot of people in that field. Thousands, if I recall.”
“If anyone gives us any trouble,” Dante said, nudging his horse forward, “we’ll just point them at our badges. They’ll be in no rush to invite more trouble from the north. If that doesn’t do it, we’ll tell them about how, at great personal risk, we saved their stupid town from war.”
“This will end badly,” Blays declared, then rallied to catch up.
They headed down the road where months ago thousands of citizens had fled fire and battle. Today a shepherd was driving his flock to market and the pair skirted around the grungy blobs of walking wool. The outskirts of the city were hewn in fresh blond wood, offset here and there by the charred-out husks of what remained. The streets were thick with sodden ash and charcoal. The rap of hammers smacked on all sides. Masons and carpenters shouted from scaffolds wrapped around the sharp corners of damaged temples and half-constructed manors, squeezing out a few last minutes of work in the waning daylight. Men and women hurried home from market or the docks, or left the quiet warmth of their hearths for the clamor and company of a public house. Blays’ mouth twitched at the signs above the pubs, the painted heads of stags or owls or an anchor tilted on its side.
“Pint?” Dante said, gazing down the street.
“As long as we’re here,” Blays grinned. They found a public stable and parted with some silver as their horses were led away to be groomed and fed. Blays elbowed Dante in the ribs and raced ahead through the damp chill of the early night. A fat turtle was printed above the doors of the first place he chose.
Blays flagged down a servant and they were brought mugs and ale. Dante drank slowly, pleasantly surprised to find he liked the taste. Perhaps he was getting older. When Blays wandered off to the latrine, Dante made a round of the room, holding a few brief conversations with any man or woman who looked at home.
“Drink up,” he said when Blays got back.
“Suddenly there’s a hurry again?”
“I have a terrible urge to go see if the inn where they arrested you was burnt down.”
“If it hasn’t, mind if we finish the job?”
“Let’s see where the night takes us,” Dante said. Blays drained his ale and they hit the street again. The laughter of men echoed through the alleys. They wandered the city, half-remembering streets they’d last seen half a year ago, their direction sense aided by a couple pints apiece. Dante kept an eye out for the boys who’d helped them then—he couldn’t remember their names—but didn’t see either. Probably, they hadn’t made it through the upheaval; they’d had nothing to protect them even in times of peace. But they had had their wits. Maybe they lived yet, hiding under the docks, peering down from the roofs on the men who owned the streets, waiting to descend till they could take a piece for themselves.
Finally Dante and Blays came to the corner near the north end of town where they’d slept a single night. The building was gone, torn down, replaced by a few tents and a small shack. Blays spat on the dirt.
“Too bad buildings don’t have tombstones,” he said, giving the grounds the finger. “I have a sudden urge to urinate.”
Dante peered down the street, knowing the pub the man in the Fat Turtle had directed him to had to be near. Blays finished his business and Dante headed down a cross street. Just when he thought he’d gone too far his eyes seized on the image of a four-fingered hand painted above a pub door.
“This looks as good as any,” Dante said, swinging through the door. He glanced through the room, then sighed and took a seat. After an hour and two pints for him and four for Blays he was ready to try their luck somewhere else. Blays was rambling on about how they should try to get arrested again just to see if the watch had the guts when the door banged open.
“Be right back,” Dante said, threading past tables and outstretched legs to intercept the man who’d just entered. He stood behind the brown-bearded figure and tapped him on the shoulder. “Time to meet your maker, you villain.”
Robert Hobble turned and punched blindly for Dante’s head. Dante sidestepped the blow, then jumped forward and grabbed the man’s collar. Robert screwed up his face, eyes leaping between Dante’s.
“Lyle’s soiled drawers,” he said with beer-thick breath. “You made it? Did you really do it?”
“It’s done.” Dante heard bootsteps behind him. He stepped aside.
“No thanks to you, you cowardly son of a bitch,” Blays said. He brushed past Dante to face the old friend Dante’d been hunting since they stepped foot in Whetton.
“You’ll understand some day, you filth-mouthed pup,” Robert said, lips and eyes creased with a smile. He staggered forward and crushed Blays up in a hug. Blays’ chin rested on the man’s shoulder and he gave Dante a strange, knowing look he’d remember years after Blays had gone but would never be able to understand. At times he thought he saw gratitude in that look, but at others it could have been betrayal. Sometimes he saw nothing in it but a confusion so faint it was barely there at all, like the face of a man who’s forgotten how it had ever felt to be young.
Robert unclinched, laughing and clapping his hands. “This calls for a round. Many rounds. Rounds until they get the picture and roll the keg right up to our table.”
Dante hunted down a servant and let her know she had some lively stepping in her future. When he returned to the table Robert was already yammering on at Blays.
“So much has happened, boys,” he said, draping one hand over the back of a chair and pointing at them with the other. “Came back and the place was a battlefield. I rallied a few of the fellows I knew to help retake the town and what do you know, they made me a captain!” He flicked a tri-colored badge on his chest. “How long are you here? Got time to hear a few of my stories before you start boring me with your own?”
“I think I know how all of yours start,” Blays said. “‘There I was, rum-soaked as the bottom of the barrel, when all of a sudden—’”
“It’s like you were there!” Robert said, reaching across the table and giving him a knock on the shoulder.
“We’ll be here for a while,” Dante said. “For the moment there’s nothing more.”
They settled in to the warm smoke of the hearth, the earthy smell of simmering stew, the stinging taste of bitter ale. Around them men came and went and argued and joked. Dante bent down to his pack and made sure the book was still there. He was a young man in a strange world. Some day he would take his place among the black, but for now the book was his. Just as much, Robert would be there whenever he took the time to find him; for Blays, he couldn’t imagine what could drive them apart. Dante leaned back on the solid wood of his chair, listening to the raucous calls of the crowd, to Robert’s beery words and Blays’ guarded laughter. His ears soared with the sounds of all those who still lived.
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PROLOGUE
Surfeyn could no longer protect his master from thieves and vipers. Since his wife’s death, the high khalif had consulted with every manner of witch, fortune teller, wizard, and astrologer in the Eastern Khalifates. One evening, when waves began to crash over the seawall at dusk and a great storm gathered over the ocean, Surfeyn watched helplessly as the khalif turned his worried attention to their advice.
“There will be wights,” a blind hag with no eyes said as she crawled on her belly to the Iron Throne. “The Harvester will come to hunt them. You need runes or they will get into the castle. Let me help you, great one.”
“Only the catacombs will keep you safe,” said a wizard. “We will hide your passage and they will never find you.”
“No, he must consult an oracle,” said another.
Surfeyn stood next to the throne. “Send them away, Master,” he whispered. “I will draw tight the shutters and heap extra wood onto the fire. You’ll sleep quietly and there will be nothing in the morning except a few broken branches in the garden and maybe a seawall to repair.”
Khalif Ahmaad Faal gripped the throne until his hands turned white. “Typhoon season has passed. This is not the turning of the weather, this is something unnatural. I’ll need other advice tonight, old friend.”
Cragyn approached the throne. “I know what must be done, Master.” He had a cunning look on his face and Surfeyn met his gaze, knowing the wizard would do something to turn this to his advantage, and knowing he was helpless to stop it.
Sheets of rain pounded against the shutters of the throne room, divided by a clap of thunder. “There are shadows entering the city, Master,” Cragyn continued. “The hag is right. I can see them, they are cloaked in the storm. Veyrians shiver in their beds. From the hovels on Knacker’s Row to the manors outside the palace, they sense the wights entering the city.”
“No storm can penetrate these walls,” Surfeyn said. “And we are protected from wights. Unless someone lets them in, they’ll never get past the gates. Master, you don’t need new runes or incantations. The old ones are more than enough.”
“What does a slave know?” Cragyn asked. “Listen to me, Great One, I know what you must do to protect yourself.”
“What is that, Wizard?” the khalif asked.
“Drink this.” A glass goblet appeared in his hands. Blue liquid sloshed, slow and lazy, like something molten.
Before Surfeyn could protest, the wizard had lifted the goblet to Ahmaad’s lips. The khalif drank, sputtered, then drank some more. A smile passed over the wizard’s face.
“That will protect you, master. Now, leave these wretches and follow me. I’ve prepared chambers below the palace. No wight shall find you there.”
Surfeyn started to follow, but Cragyn held up a hand. The slave couldn’t move, his feet felt stiff, his limbs like stone. He opened his mouth to warn the khalif, but his tongue wouldn’t obey.
“No, do not restrain him,” the khalif said. “I would have my servant at my side. Tonight, especially.”
“As you wish, master.”
Together, the three of them left the throne room. The other wizards and astrologers voiced their protest, but a glaze had come over the khalif’s features, and he ignored them.
Barely forty years weighed on the khalif’s shoulders, but palsy and white hair made him look like a man twice his age. He supported his weight with a bronze staff. Some nights, he woke screaming like a child, his bedding soaked with sour sweat. When Surfeyn rushed to his side, the khalif would lie trembling in his guard’s arms for hours before he could sleep again.
They found their way into the bowels of the Grand Palace. Hundreds of years old, the palace squatted atop the volcanic rock that rose from the center of Veyre. Some said King Toth himself had built the palace, after his senses had fled. Indeed, only a madman could have built such a jumble of rooms, alleyways and staircases. And in the palace underbelly, tunnels and secret apartments wormed deep into the rock.
The upper palace had apartments for several hundred to live comfortably. Some khalifs and khalifas kept rooms for nobles, to keep their scheming under watchful eye, but during the last few years, Ahmaad Faal had forced the nobles into their own family manors. He kept the palace emptied of all but his slaves and advisers. The khalif’s vizier ordered unused wings and passageways walled off, while in other corners, Cragyn practiced his dark arts.
The khalif stopped in front of the doors to the catacombs, and Surfeyn, misunderstanding the hesitation, opened the door with sword drawn, as pleased his master. “No, Surfeyn.” Ahmaad glanced over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. “Cragyn has prepared the way. There is no need for the sword.”
Displeased, Surfeyn bowed until the tassels of his turban swept the floor. “As you wish, my master. May you live forever.”
Ahmaad’s lips turned in a slight smile, then he glanced back at the hall, cast in flickering torch light. “Live forever? To survive the night will suffice. By the Brothers, I saw the Harvester in a dream last night, come to gather my soul. I sense your displeasure. Come, trust me tonight.”
The wizard led Ahmaad and his bodyguard into the catacombs, chill and dank beneath the palace dungeons. They passed below the catacombs, into mad King Toth’s secret apartments and passageways. Small creatures scrabbled and hissed in the darkness, but fled when Surfeyn drew too close with his torch. At last Cragyn led them to the rooms he had prepared. He bowed, then scuttled back into the darkness in the direction from which they’d come. Surfeyn watched him go with a sense of release. There was no sound but their own breathing and the crackling of the torch.
Surfeyn drew the khalif inside, then lit the candles set out by the wizard, dipped from strange-smelling wax that burned with ghostly blue light. He helped Ahmaad ready himself for bed, then covered him with several blankets.
Ahmaad gripped his wrist with a palsied hand. “Stay awake, my friend.”
Surfeyn bowed low, ignoring the blue foam that flecked his master’s lips. “Yes, master.” He drew his scimitar and turned to guard the door.
Surfeyn hated himself for despising the khalif at moments like this. He reminded himself of the man Ahmaad Faal had once been. He’d rebuilt the aqueducts, driven the stone giants back to the mountains, and commissioned seven new cities to reap the trade flowing east along the Tothian Way. He’d commanded such respect and love from the other khalifs of the eastern plains that they’d crowned him high khalif, with the power to tax their cities and command their armies. When Josiah Saffa, former enemy of Veyre, gave his favorite daughter Tainara to Ahmaad Faal for wife, the people of both cities celebrated for two weeks. Ahmaad built the famous hanging gardens to honor his new bride.
Tainara Saffa lacked the beauty of her sisters, but as a queen she had no equal. She loved the people, and turned her husband’s heart to mercy. He lowered taxes in her name, forgave debts at her request. On their fifth anniversary, he emptied the treasury to feed the poor, just as the five brothers had fed the world with the work of their creation. That night, an assassin poisoned Tainara’s wine. Two days later, the khalifa lay atop a tower of silence outside of Veyre, her bones picked clean by ravens and vultures.
Surfeyn’s heart tightened in grief. Had it really been ten years? So long, but such a short time for a king to wither and die. To give the scepter of power to his wizard and his vizier to rule in his stead.
Surfeyn heard a noise in the hallway outside the door. It began as a whisper, followed by the patter of feet and a chill breeze that bled through the key hole. He drew his sword and climbed to his feet.
He peered through the key hole, cursing the paranoia that kept the khalif from guarding his rooms with an entire regiment, as he’d once guarded the rooms of his wife. Still, Surfeyn had killed assassins before and might yet preserve the khalif’s life. But what he saw clenched his stomach with fear.
Wights. At least ten of them, glowing with a pale blue light, milling outside the door as if waiting for something or someone to come. What could bind so many at one time? Only dark magic could keep so many hidden from the Harvester, who collected the souls of the dead lest they pollute the world with their madness. Surfeyn pulled back and looked for something to block the door.
The door rocked backwards with a terrific blow. Behind, Ahmaad sat up straight in his bed. “The Harvester,” he whispered, drawing his blankets up to his neck. His face paled and his hands trembled. “Don’t let him take me.”
No, not the Harvester. Surfeyn would have welcomed the dark gatherer’s presence now, as the wights would flee if he appeared. Surfeyn braced himself.
The door rocked backwards again. Splinters burst outward and the hinges sagged. Again and again the door rocked until at last it burst open in a shower of splinters.
Wights poured into the room, setting into him with teeth and claws. He drove them back with his sword. He chopped the head of one from its shoulders and it dissolved with a scream, then fled like a shadow back to the halls. Not dead, but rendered harmless. He destroyed another, and the rest hesitated
And then she stepped into the room. Unlike the crippled wights surrounding her, she stood taller than she had in life, a tiara blazing on her forehead. She who had once commanded every khalifate from here to the mountains. She who had once ruled the khalif’s own heart with love and tender advice. She reached out a pale blue hand to point at Surfeyn. “Out of my way, worm.”
“Tainara,” the khalif whispered behind Surfeyn, his voice a mixture of awe and horror. “You’ve come for me.”
“Yes, my dear. I’ve come to take you away from this frail body,” she said, her voice so deadly beautiful that Surfeyn wept under its power.
At last Surfeyn understood. The blue candles, the blue poison given the khalif at dinner, the blue light cast by the wights. Cragyn. The wizard meant not only to kill the king but to bind his soul. Yes, much as he must have done to the khalifa herself. Corrupted her strength and goodness with dark magicks.
Surfeyn tore himself from Tainara’s spell. He let out a terrible cry and swung his sword at her head. But the other wights reached him first, driving him to the ground. They stripped the sword from his hands and ripped at his face and belly. Surfeyn stood no chance.
The queen stepped toward her husband with outstretched hands. In one palm lay a dagger. Ahmaad Faal’s eyes widened in horror and madness. She clasped him in a deadly embrace.
And thus was the high khalif murdered in his bed. Murdered and bound into the service of Cragyn the Wizard. And such had grown the wizard’s power that none in Veyre dared challenge his right to the Iron Throne. The other cities of the eastern plain shortly fell under his sway. Soon, he turned his attentions to the western khalifates and to controlling the length of the Tothian Way, all the way to the Citadel lying over the mountains.
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Before the corrections guild sold his family into slavery, laughter and beautiful things filled Darik’s life. Every year, his father acquired more slaves and servants to buy and sell his wares, and every year he added to his shops in the heart of the Merchant Quarter. Men came to his father to borrow money or beg his support for claims against the other guilds. There was even talk that the grand vizier would appoint him to guildmaster, Balsalom’s most powerful position outside the walls of the palace. The khalifa herself invited Darik’s parents to the Feast of Summer’s Eve at the palace.
At the height of their wealth, Darik and his parents moved from their house on the edge of the quarter to a lavish three-story manor with a courtyard, gardens, and forty slaves. Father tore down the manor to the east and built a children’s garden in its place.
And then, after three failed birthings, Darik’s mother gave birth to his sister Kaya. She was a beautiful child, with eyes like her mother’s, but her birth cost Darik’s mother her life, and would soon cost the family their fortunes.
Darik spent most of his time after the year of his fourteenth birthday in the garden, losing himself in daydreams among the statues of griffins and giants and other strange and wondrous beasts. Wild roses tangled the walls, and monkeys chattered in the trees as they fought over figs pilfered from the kitchens. Sometimes he fell asleep in the shade and dreamt of his mother holding him in her arms. That year was like a glass of fermented coconut milk, both sweet and bitter at the same time.
The family’s fortunes held the first year after his mother’s death, then collapsed. Darik heard rumors of bad loans, of trading partners cheating his father, of caravans lost on the Tothian Way as it snaked through the mountains. Father retreated to his rooms and drank too much wine.
Darik soon learned what the rest of the household thought of his father. Darik and the stablemaster’s daughter, a pretty girl with curly black hair named Lassa, had gone to the stable lofts. Lassa was a year older than he and Darik noticed her swelling breasts every time he passed her in the stables. How long had she worked in the stables with her father? He had no memory of her until a few months earlier. Perhaps she had lived elsewhere, but he thought it likely that he had simply never noticed her before.
One afternoon she had whispered to him while he brushed his horse, and beckoned wickedly for him to follow her up to the loft. Darik obeyed, heart pounding as he climbed the ladder behind her, watching her hips swaying seductively with every step.
Up in the loft she pushed him into the hay and kissed him hard on the mouth. Her scent mingled with the sweet smell of fresh hay. Startled, he pulled away. He scrambled toward the ladder. But when he turned around to climb down, she pulled her robe down from her shoulders to bare her breasts. She grabbed his hand and put it on her breast, pulling at his tunic with a shocking urgency. Her touch was like fire against his skin and he felt a sudden shame.
Voices sounded below and Darik sat upright. He straightened his tunic. Had the stablemaster followed them? The stablemaster had a terrible temper, raging against the hands when they reported late for work. Darik feared the man would beat him senseless for daring to touch his daughter. Lassa giggled and Darik put his hand over her mouth to quiet the foolish girl.
It was the stablemaster, but he wasn’t looking for his daughter. He spoke instead with another man, so loud and brash that it was clear that he meant to hide no secret. And he spoke treason against the family.
“Not a bad offer,” the stablemaster mused. “Yes, I think I’ll accept. Kerack has nothing but nags in his stables anymore. There’s nothing for me here.”
“The offer is only good if you bring along Kerack’s chief cook. My master has taken a liking to the cook’s game hen pie. You are friends with the cook, aren’t you?”
“Oh yes,” the stablemaster said. “If I tell him to come, he’ll come.”
“How long?” the other man asked. Darik looked through the wooden slats in the loft. The other man wore the purple robes of a master merchant’s chief steward. Sent by one of Father’s rivals? Or maybe even a friend. None of his father’s friends amounted to much these days.
“A fortnight, no more.” The stablemaster grinned. “Long enough to pay a final visit to my favorite wenches in the kitchens.”
The other man laughed. “And what if you leave, and Kerack rights the Nendra family fortunes? There was a time when people thought he’d rise to guildmaster when the khalifa tires of Fenerath’s petulance.”
“Nah, they’re finished,” the stablemaster said. “Give them a year and the Nendras will be no higher or lower than any other family in the guild.”
The girl grabbed Darik to pull him into the hay again, but he pushed her aside. He climbed down the ladder with an angry curse, completely forgetting that the stablemaster’s daughter still lay half naked upstairs.
“Go then,” he shouted at the stablemaster. He picked up a clod of dried horse dung and hurled it. The dung struck the stunned man directly on the forehead. “Leave, if you’re so anxious to betray your master! Or stay and muck stalls because your days as stablemaster are finished.” Darik ran from the stables, face flushed with rage.
Later that afternoon when Darik approached Father with news of the man’s treacherous words, Father merely sighed and turned to looking out the window at the courtyard. He’d had a statue of mother built and he liked to look at it. Father poured himself another glass of wine and sent Darik away.
As it turned out, the stablemaster was wrong. Within a year, the family dropped much lower than the merchants who Father had once called friends. Rather than selling some of his markets and property to satisfy debts, Father determined to cling to his status as long as possible. He borrowed more and more, convinced that his fortune would turn. Soon, debts mounted so high that moneylenders refused to grant new funds, and voracious interest payments ate every dinar he earned and then some.
At last, angry merchants cast him from the guild, and with no license, he couldn’t buy or sell goods. Even then he might have salvaged the family honor if he had sold everything at once, satisfied his debts and begged mercy from the guild. Instead, he wasted time appealing to his friend the grand vizier. The vizier was sympathetic, but he needed the guilds to raise tax money to finance the new tower to honor the fifth year of the khalifa’s reign. By the time father decided to sell it was too late. He found no buyer before the guildmaster moved against them.
The Nendra manor sat quietly for three weeks after the money counters left father’s employ; father could no longer pay them. Servants slipped away during the night, or begged release to visit a sick relative or take care of other pressing business. Father railed against their faithlessness but was powerless to stop them. The slaves and a handful of loyal servants remained behind, together with Darik, his sister Kaya, and Kaya’s nursemaid.
Darik woke one night to an insistent pounding on his chamber door. He pushed aside pillows that had built up over his head while he slept, pressing in with a smothering heat. Still groggy, he opened the door and blinked at what he saw.
A man stood in the hallway, wearing thick purple robes, clasped with a broach with a giant emerald that stared at him like a green eye. A silk turban sat on his head and rings sat on every finger, so big and heavy that they made his hands look like claws.
“Come with me, slave,” the man said sharply. “Hurry, boy.”
“I’m not a slave,” Darik said, heat rising in his cheeks at such insolence. “And who are you? Where are the guards?”
The man laughed without fear and Darik blinked, suddenly recognizing the man. Father had pointed him out at every feast, complained about him too many times to forget. Fenerath, the guildmaster, and father’s enemy. Fenerath was young for a guildmaster, several years younger than father, with a lean, cunning look in his eyes.
The man standing to the right of the guildmaster wore the blue turban of a Selphan and held scrolls of disbursement in his hand, closed with the grand vizier’s seal. The grand vizier had given similar scrolls to father when he’d brought judgment before the guild courts against a business partner who’d cheated father during a trading mission to Eriscoba. All of the man’s properties and markets had been forfeit by such a document.
Two armed guardsmen stood behind Fenerath’s shoulder, scimitars in hand. The guildmaster beckoned with one jeweled finger. “Come, boy,” he said, voice softening slightly. “It will be easier if you don’t fight it.”
Kaya cried out down the hall, sounding frightened as Fenerath’s men carried her from her nursery. Kaya’s nursemaid wailed out in terror as men dragged her from her room. At last Darik woke enough to understand. It had ended. Father’s business, his hope for reconciliation with the guild. The family. He looked wildly around the room for something with which he could fight. He would not be taken as a slave.
The two guardsmen stiffened. “Boy!” Fenerath warned.
Shouts came from down the hall. “Let her go, you bastards! Let her go. The Harvester take you all.”
The two guardsmen looked to the struggle down the hall as Father struggled against the men holding his arms. Kaya cried out and tried to reach her father, while the child’s nursemaid wailed and tried to reach the girl as well. Darik moved quickly.
He grabbed the sword from the nearest guardsman, wrenching it free before the man could pull the blade away. He slashed at the guardsman to drive him out of the way, then shoved past the startled guildmaster to run to his father’s aid.
Two of the guardsmen surrounding his father stepped to block the way, swords drawn. Darik lunged at the first man, who easily turned his blade. The second man grabbed his wrist and wrenched it sharply toward the flagstones until Darik winced in pain and let the blade drop.
“Bring the boy here,” Fenerath said.
“Leave him alone!” Father roared, but the other men dragged him down the hall, together with Kaya and several slaves.
Fenerath’s eyes hardened. “Very well, slave, you make this difficult. I’d thought to spare you humiliation, as requested by the grand vizier. But we will do this as guild law allows.” He fingered the broach around his neck and turned to the guardsmen. “Summon the Corrections Guild. They shall accompany us to the slave blocks.”
They dragged him into the courtyard just inside the gates and stripped him naked. He stood shivering in the chill air of pre-dawn, while Fenerath’s men brought the manor slaves to stand naked by his side. Kaya’s nursemaid clenched the child to her breast and wept. Two men from the corrections guild lashed their whips at any slave who dared step from the line, and thrashed Darik across the shoulders when he tried to move closer to his sister. Another corrector came a moment later to bind them all together.
The destruction of a family house cursed all who worked within its walls—anyone who could be sold as property, that is. Father’s slaves looked just as stunned as Darik felt, accustomed as they’d become to the family’s wealth and honor.
The correctors brought his father to the courtyard just before dawn, his face bruised and swollen. He stood too far away for Darik to speak with him. But it was just as well. A rage burned in Darik’s gut, much of it directed toward his father.
It was his fault. He’d led them to this point. Such thoughts shamed Darik in their petty cruelty, but he was helpless to turn them aside.
The manor gates opened at dawn and the correctors lashed their whips and drove the naked slaves into the streets. A curious crowd gathered in the streets to watch. Such slave processions were rare. The fortunes of few families changed so spectacularly. More often, a wealthy man’s fortunes might slip until he became another man’s servant, while a bondsman might climb his way from apprentice to journeyman to master guildsman to take his place in the order of things.
He saw Lassa, the daughter of the stablemaster, in the crowd then, standing amidst a group of servants. Darik hadn’t seen her since the stablemaster left father’s employ a year earlier, hadn’t given her much thought, to be honest, but there she stood, laughing at the naked slaves as the correctors drove them down the hill.
A young man stood by her side. His hand rested possessively on her arm, and Darik saw a tell-tale swelling in her abdomen.
By the Brothers, how old was she? Seventeen? And with child already.
Lassa’s eyes widened in recognition when she saw Darik and the smirk faded slightly. She turned and said something to the man standing by her side, and the man nodded. He, in turn, passed the conversation to another young man who stood on his left, and all three of them laughed. Darik looked away.
They marched down the hillside toward the slave blocks, which stood on the far edge of the Grand Bazaar. Mercifully, the curious onlookers melted away by the time they reached the giant square in the middle of Balsalom. A band of naked slaves was not a sight that drew attention in the Grand Bazaar. But when Fenerath ordered them driven to the blocks, Darik noted familiar faces among the crowd: many of Father’s rivals, but none of his friends. Fenerath the guildmaster stood to one side, grim-faced.
The bidding began immediately. No single man led the auction, rather a handful of men who notched offers into sticks and took the successful bidder to the money changers who sat under a canopy to the right of the blocks to complete the transactions.
An old man with a greased beard bought one of the serving girls, while one of the merchants whom Darik recognized acquired Darik’s father and father’s chief steward, an old man who’d been with the family since before Darik was born. Darik was too angry to meet his father’s imploring look, but hung his head when they led the two men past him.
Darik waited nervously for his turn. The sun prickled against his bare skin. A foreman for the salt mines made three successful bids for slaves before he paused to pinch the flesh of Darik’s arm and shoulder. Darik sucked in his breath, terrified that his time had come, that he would live the rest of his short, unhappy life laboring in the salt mines.
“Six blocks,” the man grunted. By law, the mines could buy slaves or pay debts and taxes with blocks of salt.
One of the men tallying bids notched a stick and shouted the number in coin to the crowd below. “Eighty dinarii!” Darik held his breath.
“I’ll give you ninety,” a voice shouted from the crowd.
Darik looked down at his benefactor, hope leaping within his breast. Two men stood on the edge of the crowd. One was an older man with a long beard and graying hair, while the other was tall and muscular looking. They wore simple, but clean clothing, and Darik hoped they might be the servants of a merchant or a similarly honorable man.
The mine foreman grinned. “I don’t like to be outbid. Make it eight blocks.”
Darik figured the number before the bid-tallyer shouted it to the crowd and winced. Who would match such a price?
“One hundred five dinarii!”
Darik looked to the tall slave who shrugged an apology. Darik despaired. But the older man nudged him and whispered in his ear and the tall man said, “Make that a hundred and ten dinarii.”
Darik held his breath. The mine foreman grunted and flashed the two men an irritated look, but turned away and stepped off the blocks, gesturing to his men to take their slaves and their waiting camels, the latter laden with blocks of salt.
“Twenty dinarii for the child,” the tall man shouted as two correctors grabbed Darik’s arm and pulled him down from the blocks toward his new owners.
Darik looked back at Kaya, his heart leaping for a second time. He thought it beyond hope that they would both be sold to the same owner. But nobody else bid for the girl, and a moment later, the correctors wrenched the child from the arms of her nursemaid and handed her to the old man. The taller man paid the money changers and unlocked Darik’s chains. They led him away from the blocks.
Darik had become a slave.
Kaya was barely two and would remember nothing but slavery, but the loss of Darik’s freedom was a knife in his bowels. And the humiliation, the stain on the family honor. The shame stung his eyes with tears. Well, he would escape when the time came, and redeem that honor.
“Put this on,” the tall man said, handing Darik a robe. He turned to other man and said, “And wrap the child before she burns in the sun. Boy, it seems the old fool took a liking to you. I hope the master feels the same or he’ll be angry I spent so much. Hurry, you sluggards. We’ve got bread to sell.”
His new owner was a master baker named Graiyan, the older slave explained. The old man wrapped Kaya in his turban and handed her to Darik. As Darik took his sister, his emotions broke and he wept. Kaya buried her head on his shoulders. Some of the terror left her eyes and her head drooped with fatigue.
“Ah, so you know the child,” the old man said with a grin.
“My sister,” Darik said fighting down his tears. “I was afraid I’d never see her again.”
“Fortune smiles on you today, boy. Come. Whelan is always in a rush.” He grinned at the taller man, who ignored him, scanning the thickening crowds ahead of him for a way out of the square.
The tall man, Whelan, kept quiet after they left the Grand Bazaar, but the other man kept up a steady stream of conversation as they made their way to the Bakers Corner, a quarter square mile held by the tiny bakers guild near the center of Balsalom. The two men were also slaves of this Graiyan, who owned twelve ovens, two servants and eight slaves before he bought Darik and Kaya and had carved a moderate prosperity from the quality of his baked goods.
The older man—he said his name was Markal—proudly declared that Graiyan’s kitchen made the best bread in the Grand Bazaar, and Darik had to bite his tongue to keep from shouting, “What is that to me, old man? I’m a slave.”
Over the next few weeks, Darik avoided making trouble until he could come up with a plan for escape. Graiyan was a stern master, but not cruel. When his slaves finished selling Graiyan’s goods in the Grand Bazaar, they could sell their own loaves made from sweepings. Guild law didn’t allow a slave to buy his freedom, but he could prosper in his own right, even buying his own ovens and slaves and enriching himself and his master in the process. Darik got up early every morning with Whelan and Markal, the two slaves who’d rescued him from the salt mines. The two men baked their own loaves before the others rose. Darik quickly formed a friendship with them.
He settled into a familiar pattern, so comfortable that he knew he could live it for the rest of his life if forced to do so. Rise early to bake the extra loaves, then pass the morning kneading dough and blistering himself in front of the ovens. Spend the afternoon in the Grand Bazaar or the bakers souk, haggling to sell Graiyan’s wares. Return in the evening for dinner and a couple of precious hours before bed when the slaves gathered to talk, drink wine, and smoke hookahs.
But then Darik discovered that Graiyan had different designs for the brother and sister. Darik slept with the slaves and sold bread. Kaya slept in the nursery next to Graiyan and his wife’s room. Elethra couldn’t have children, Whelan told him, and had fallen in love with the young girl. Kaya would be raised as their own child.
The thought burned him alive with rage.
“If you make trouble,” Whelan warned while leavening the dough one morning, “Graiyan will sell you to the mines. He harbors no dissent from his slaves.”
“I won’t let it happen. She’s the blood of my parents.” He groaned. “But what can I do?”
Old Markal looked up from soaking his hands in a bucket of water. Darik still thought him something of a fool. He’d burned them again. Markal grinned in that gap-toothed way of his. “There is something.”
Whelan stayed quiet, looking down at his loaf of bread. Darik turned back to Markal for an explanation.
The old slave glanced at Whelan then nodded solemnly. “Sanctuary.”
* * *
Sanctuary! The idea consumed every spare thought from that moment on.
Sanctuary meant reaching the Citadel, that great tower rising from the midst of the barbarian’s greatest city, Arvada, a hundred and fifty miles to the west in the Eriscoban Free Kingdoms. A fanatical sect of warriors jealously guarded its right to grant Sanctuary, just as a second sect of wizards guarded the magical secrets of the Citadel. Their rules were strict: arrive at the Citadel of your own power, not carried by man or beast; come without worldly possessions; be purged in a ritual that might kill or maim.
But if you survived, the Brotherhood of the Thorne would buy your freedom, pay your debts, and pardon your crimes. And a young man like himself would also earn the right to join the Brotherhood and train to become a Knight Temperate, if he so desired. The practice infuriated the khalifs, but the barbarians had grown so strong that it would take war to overthrow Sanctuary.
Whelan told him the plan while they baked bread one morning before the other slaves awoke. “Markal and I earned forty dinarii in the last nine months. Yesterday I bought enough provisions to last us a hundred and fifty miles on foot. I hid it outside the city.”
Darik nodded. “What did you buy?”
Whelan shrugged. “Food, extra boots, cloaks to keep us warm through the mountains. Enough. We’ll discard everything when we stand in front of the Citadel.”
A hard edge played at the corner of the tall man’s eyes. His father was a barbarian from the Eriscoban Free Kingdoms, but Whelan said he’d grown up in Mascadas fifty miles east along the Tothian Way, rising to the rank of captain in the khalif’s guard. But one night after drinking too much, he’d argued with the khalif’s pasha and struck him across the brow with the pommel of his sword. The pasha was merciful. He could have ordered Whelan beheaded. Instead, he’d stripped Whelan’s rank and sold him to a caravan traveling west. After Whelan exchanged angry words with the merchant who owned the caravan, the man sold him to Graiyan. Whelan maintained that he had since learned to control his temper.
Darik looked at Markal, who grinned and nodded his agreement. “And me?”
“We got a good price in the market. We have enough food and supplies for a third,” Markal said, a little too eagerly. “We wouldn’t leave you behind.”
Darik frowned, struggling to understand the look that passed between the two men. He worried that they were setting him up. “I have no money. No knowledge of the Way or any other roads. Why tell me this?”
Whelan hesitated. He said, “We like you well enough, Darik, but the truth is, Markal shouldn’t have told you our plans. It was a mistake. I considered my options. I talked to a man yesterday who was to rob you on the way back from the market and slit your throat while I watched. I couldn’t risk having you tell Graiyan.”
Darik’s heart pounded that he’d come so close to death. It all made sense, now. He didn’t trust Markal to keep his mouth shut, either. When Darik spoke, his voice was shrill. “Why didn’t you?”
Whelan shrugged. “I told you, we like you. And it’s not your fault that the old fool couldn’t keep his mouth shut.” Markal looked at his feet, but Whelan ignored him. “So it’s your decision, Darik. Will you come with us?”
Only one thing didn’t fit. He was old enough to carry his own weight along the Way and through the mountains. But it would be a difficult journey on foot. Even without a two-year-old child.
“And Kaya? What of her?”
Whelan shifted on his heels, looking at his hands. He opened the oven and pulled out some loaves of bread one by one with a bread paddle. A blast of heat roiled from the oven and made beads of sweat stand on their skin.
“We leave the city and here’s what we do,” Whelan said at last. “We divide up the provisions equally. Every man carries his own burden. What you do with them after that is your business. You’ll have to forage for food alongside the road or go hungry some meals, and you’ll have to carry your share and the child. Can you do it?”
Darik imagined such a journey. Sore feet, Kaya whining for more food, and begging to be carried. Hunger gnawing at his belly for a hundred and fifty miles.
But what of their plan? Leaving Balsalom would free him of slavery. Head south to Darnad, or west to the Free Kingdoms and nobody would think him a slave. He didn’t need Sanctuary for that. But Sanctuary could provide something that escape wouldn’t.
Honor. Join the Brotherhood of the Thorne and become a Knight Temperate. Repair the tatters of his family’s honor. He owed as much to Kaya, if not to himself.
“Yes, I’ll care for her myself,” he said. “Thank you.” He couldn’t help but notice that Whelan had called him a man. Darik passed a look to Markal. “And I’ll keep the secret.”
Whelan said, “You’ll owe us each fourteen dinarii plus usury when we reach Eriscoba. You’ll have to find some way to pay off your debt.”
“Of course.”
* * *
Whelan didn’t wait long to spring their escape. The next day, he pulled Darik aside for a moment while Markal haggled with a customer in the market. The customer had light skin like a barbarian, but that wasn’t unusual in Balsalom, since Eriscoba lay just over the mountains to the west. Witness Whelan.
The customer wanted to sample the ginger cakes, the sesame bread, the sweet meats, but couldn’t decide what to buy. All the while, he held out the promise of a major purchase, perhaps enough that they could sell the rest of Graiyan’s goods by early afternoon and their own wares until the Grand Bazaar closed at seven bells.
The man weighed a heavy purse in his hand and sighed. “I need enough to feed my wife’s sister and her seven starving whelps for three days, but if it doesn’t taste right she’ll complain to my wife, and my wife, in turn, will make me wish I was lying in the road, gnawed by wild dogs.”
Markal blinked nervously. This time of year, with the fall festivals coming, they’d sell their goods anyway, but he took his haggling seriously. “Take the cakes and I’ll give you a loaf of soured millet. Two dinarii, six crana.”
The man shook his head and weighed his purse again. Darik could see him struggling against spending that much money, although Darik had no idea if the man’s story was true, or just a story. There was no question that Graiyan’s goods were more expensive than most coming out of the baker’s corner, but from the way the man’s eyes widened when he tasted the ginger cakes, he’d also appreciated their quality.
“I don’t know. Two and six?” He let out a low whistle. “A lot of money. How about two?”
Markal groaned and threw up his hands. “Go somewhere else then, and stop eating my food before I call the watchman!”
Laughing at the old slave’s haggling techniques, Darik let Whelan pull him aside. They stepped toward a troupe of brightly colored musicians playing for coins in the squat shadow cast by a tan mudstone building that encroached on the edge of the square. A placard hanging from the door was painted with the coin-laden scales of the moneylenders guild.
Darik glanced through the slats on the window, instinctive dislike rising like bile when he saw the moneylender himself. Moneylenders had ruined his father with their usury, charging higher and higher rates as Father’s situation grew more desperate. Darik couldn’t hear the conversation, but gestures told him enough. The moneylender sat on a velvet cushion haggling with a man squatting across from him on the carpet; the borrower trembled in anticipation at the huge pile of gold coins stacked between them. The moneylender gnawed on a joint of meat, occasionally gesturing at the money and shrugging as if to say the money itself was a trifling thing.
The midday chimes of the bakers tower turned Darik’s attention. The master baker had commissioned the white stone minaret at the edge of the Grand Bazaar two years ago to match the bell towers of the other guilds, draining the small guild’s coffers dry in the process.
Other towers joined in. The troupe of barbarians struggled to be heard against the bells. The musicians scrambled together a grating mix of lutes and barbarian gut pipes that didn’t harmonize well with the guild towers.
Darik looked back at Markal haggling harder than ever, regretting that the music and the shouts of a slave auction further into the square drowned out the show.
“Did you see what just happened?” Whelan asked.
Darik shook his head. “With Markal and the man trying to buy the bread? No. What do you mean?”
Whelan smiled. “Good. Then hopefully nobody else did either.” He explained. “We feared that the man might be followed so he pretended to be a customer. If the man told Markal that Hasdini’s man wanted three dinarii for worse bread, that meant he’d hidden our supplies where the north aqueduct meets the Nye River. If he offered two, which he did, that means that we’ll find them in the Tombs of the Kings, just beyond the west wall of the city.”
Darik was surprised. “I had no idea that Markal could put on such an act.”
“Oh, he wasn’t. The two dinarii offering price was solely for my benefit. I imagine our friend from the smugglers guild will haggle for a few more minutes, make a couple of small purchases, then leave Markal grumbling.”
Darik smiled at the thought. He understood Whelan’s caution. Slaves were too costly, and Eriscoba too close. The watchmans guild closely watched the city gates for escaping slaves.
They made their way back to Graiyan’s canopy, where the customer moved on with his bag of bread. Grinning, Markal marked notches in the stick with his knife to count the number of loaves sold. Whelan had been wrong about that much, anyway. It appeared that Markal’s haggling had convinced the smuggler of the quality of their wares, despite other motives.
In the center of the square, the giant bells atop the merchants minaret chimed, drowning out the smaller bell towers of the other guilds. The merchants purposely started their song late to remind the other guilds how much wealthier and more powerful they were. Indeed, their tower stood taller and broader than any other in the city, save Toth’s View near the Great Gates, and the stone carvings and gold leaf offsetting the white stone made it more elegant than any but the artists tower.
The bells, the barbarian pipers, and the shouts of merchants hawking their wares blended into a noisy cacophony. Darik’s stomach churned with just as much vigor. Tonight, they would run. Whelan didn’t need to remind him what happened to runaway slaves after capture. Public castration, followed by a short, unhappy life in the salt mines.
* * *
That night, Whelan and Darik told Markal about the transaction in the bazaar as they made their final preparations. The old man was annoyed that he’d been duped by his co-conspirators, but Whelan convinced him it had been necessary.
Whelan turned to Darik. “I’ll knock on your door one hour after Graiyan takes his evening wine.”
Every night after his wife went to sleep, the baker crept down to the kitchen and unlocked the wine chest and drank two glasses. Darik could hear his heavy steps past his door shortly thereafter.
“And then what? We just walk out the front door?”
“The watchman keeps a close eye on the bakery. We can’t just walk out the door. No, you look out the window and I’ll go down to the street and toss you a rope. We’ll slip out the back alley.”
One problem with that plan, Darik noted. No mention of Kaya. He opened his mouth to ask, but stopped himself. No doubt Whelan’s omission was intentional. How else could the man omit the reasoning behind Darik’s escape in the first place? With all of his earlier talk, he had no intention of making a dangerous trek through the mountains with a two-year-old child in tow.
Darik lay in bed a few hours later, formulating his true plan. Outside the window, the bell towers chimed curfew. Slaves chanted as they marched home from the mines and whips cracked against their backs to speed them along. Crickets chirped, hanging in tiny cages at the threshold of every house, their songs frightening away the spirits of the dead. A cool breeze blew in through the window, carrying spiced desert air.
The success of his plan depended upon two unknowns. First, could he keep Kaya quiet? And second, did he have the nerve to move fast enough?
The floorboards creaked overhead and Darik lay quiet, listening. Graiyan, going down to the kitchen for his wine. As predictable as the chiming of the merchants tower. Graiyan would pause at the top of the stairs to see if Elethra woke and called out to him, but she never did. In fact, if Darik threw open his door, he’d hear her snoring. Two months ago she’d slept through a thunderstorm that blew down the thorn tree growing in front of the bakery.
Graiyan, however, tossed and turned all night, sometimes pacing the hallways when he couldn’t sleep. Hence the wine to soothe his nerves. Darik didn’t dare creep into the room while the man slept. While he drank his wine, however, his wife slept alone, and Darik’s sister in the room beyond. Darik would creep into the baker’s unlocked room, take Kaya and return to wait for Whelan’s knock on the door.
Graiyan’s heavy feet creaked on the stairs. He walked slowly down the hall, stepping lightly past each door. He tried to keep his night drinking a secret, but all of the slaves and servants knew. No doubt Elethra did as well when she saw the extra wine purchases on the ledger. Graiyan stepped into the kitchen farther down the hall and pulled the door shut behind him.
Darik dropped from bed, his feet bare against the cool stone floor. He would move much more quietly up the stairs than the heavy baker; he had plenty of practice stealing out of his father’s house at night to play in the children’s garden. But as he turned toward his bedroom door, he heard a sound that turned his careful plans into disarray.
“Boy!” a voice cried softly outside the window.
Darik froze at the door, horrified. He hurried back to the window and threw open the curtains. Whelan stood in the street below, face pinched and nervous. He held a small olive-oil lamp in his right hand. No, Darik thought. Please, not yet. Whelan was supposed to wait until after Graiyan returned from his wine, then knock on the door first.
Darik looked down the alley for Markal but saw no sign of the older slave. “What happened?”
“No time to explain. Here, catch this rope.” He threw a rope up to the window. Darik caught it and tied it to the curtain post.
He looked down to Whelan. “Wait a moment.” He held up his hand at the expression on Whelan’s face. “Please, just a minute. I’ll be right back. My sister.”
“No! Darik.”
Darik turned from the window, opened the door and ran down the hall, then up the stairs toward Graiyan’s bedroom, all caution fled.
The stairs creaked their alarm to any listeners, but Darik didn’t dare stop. He had to get Kaya out and back to his room before Whelan gave up and left. If Graiyan found him with Kaya … well, he’d been down that unhappy road in his mind more often than he cared to admit.
He heard Elethra snoring even before he pushed open the heavy oak door. A lock secured the room, but the baker didn’t want to jangle keys while he stole in and out so he’d left it unsecured.
Darik pushed open the door. Moonlight trickled in through the window. Elethra lay on a heavy pillow, her hair drawn into braids behind her head. She snored loudly. Elethra was a large-boned woman and not particularly pretty, less so without the kohl that she smeared under her eyes every morning. But she was no ogress, buying figs and sweetmeats on feast days to bake into special pastries for the slaves. A small kernel of guilt gnawed at Darik when he imagined her grief.
But he had had no time to entertain guilt. He rushed past her bed and stepped into the nursery in the back, where his sister slept in her bed. Graiyan had traded goods with a man from the artists guild, who’d sent an apprentice to paint Kaya’s rooms with pictures of sun flowers and beasts. A small lamp burned in an alcove along the wall; Darik remembered that Kaya woke with nightmares and Graiyan no doubt lit the lamp to soothe her to sleep. But the lamp light guttered along the wall, making gorgons and dragon wasps dance in the shadows. The apprentice artist had magic in his work, and Darik thought the struggling, moving figures in his bestiary were unlikely to soothe Kaya’s night fears.
Darik pulled back the blanket and picked up his sister. She stirred in his arms, then rubbed her eyes and looked at him. She smiled in recognition.
“Shh,” he urged. She said nothing but snuggled her head against his shoulder, yawning. The curls on her head poured over his shoulder, tickling his neck.
He hurried from the nursery, past the baker’s snoring wife and was about to leave the room when Kaya lifted her head. “Bye, bye Mama.”
Instantly Elethra, who Darik thought could have slept soundly in the midst of the Harvester’s kennel, surrounded by baying hounds, sat upright in her bed. All vestiges of sleep fled from her face.
She opened her mouth and screamed.
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Eleven years before Cragyn murdered the high khalif and seized the Iron Throne of Veyre for himself, assassins murdered the khalifa of Balsalom and two of her sons while they slept. Then the five deadly shadows slipped through the royal apartments to finish their job by killing the khalif and his remaining children in the tower rooms.
But one of the assassins tripped over a harem girl lying on pillows just inside the khalif’s darkened room, and she cried out before he could silence her. Within seconds, a dozen guardsmen filled the room, rushing to take the five men alive. The first four assassins turned their knives on themselves, while the fifth, who had killed the harem girl, grabbed the startled, groggy khalif, and plunged his poisoned dagger into the man’s chest.
“Seize him!” the pasha of the guard shouted, and the guardsmen pushed past the four dying men to grab the final assassin before he could turn his dagger on himself.
But the assassin leaped toward the window, just out of reach of the pursuing guardsmen. He swept aside the curtains and hurled himself through with a triumphant shout. By the time the guardsmen reached the window, the assassin lay crumpled on the flagstone, five floors below.
The grand vizier arrived a few minutes later, fully expecting to find the khalif already dead. When he saw the man sitting against his pillows, sipping mint tea, Saldibar almost wept with relief. Blood trickled through the khalif’s night paijams and he dabbed a cloth against the wound.
“Not poisoned, eh?” the khalif asked, managing a weak smile. “Else it would have killed me for sure. Ah, but I feel a burning in my limbs.”
He did not yet know what had happened to the khalifa or his two oldest sons, Saldibar realized, or he would not feel so proud of his own survival. The grand vizier picked up the assassin’s blade where it lay on the floor. Steel with a carved Veyrian handle. He wiped the blade on the pillow and was not surprised to see flecks of dried yellow along the blade. His hand trembled.
Guardsmen dragged the bodies from the room, starting with the assassins. The khalif looked at the dead harem girl and his smile faltered.
“The golden bloom,” Saldibar said, dropping the knife to the ground. “One of the most deadly poisons.”
Faces paled in the room. Best that they know now, the grand vizier thought. The truth of the matter would be obvious soon enough.
“Then I am dead already,” the khalif said.
Yes, Saldibar thought, anguish turning at his stomach when he thought of the horrible death that awaited his master. He looked at the harem girl. She’d have taken the bulk of the poison from the blade. But what was left would suffice. It might take a few months, or even years, but it would kill the khalif just the same.
But which of the khalif’s sons and daughters could succeed the man? There was Omar, drunk with his lust for power. Give him the scepter and his ambition would grow until it engulfed the western khalifates in war. Or Marialla, who thought herself more beautiful than the finest peacock and had half the sense of the plainest sparrow in the gardens.
No, he thought. None of the older ones will do. There is only Kallia.
Kallia Saffa. The blood of seventeen dead kings and queens ran through her veins, a lineage that lasted from the days when her ancestors built Balsalom over the ruins of Syrmarria, a great city destroyed in the Tothian Wars. That blood also ran in her brothers and sisters, but she was the best of them.
But she was barely fourteen years old, still embroiled in the petty intrigues of the palace children, although Saldibar suspected she found little pleasure in such games. He turned back to the khalif to plant the seeds that would make Kallia’s ascension inevitable.
* * *
Kallia was not alone.
She had retired to the gardens to read a book of love poetry pilfered from the library while her tutor dozed. Gustau always fell asleep during her history lessons, and today when he’d nodded, she’d slipped the poetry book into her robes. Later that afternoon, when Gustau released her from her studies to go with her sisters to etiquette training, she went instead to the gardens to read the book.
She’d always gone to etiquette training, but in the years since her mother’s death, etiquette training had stretched to four hours a day. Other lessons had increased in length as well. But for stolen moments, she found herself under someone’s instruction from breakfast to bedtime.
Kallia hated etiquette training, not so much for the training itself, but for the other girls at the dinners and dressing lessons, the daughters of her father’s viziers and ministers. Her sister Marialla was too far above them, and the khalif’s other daughters too young, so they focused their nasty games on Kallia. They would speak aloud about how homely Kallia was, while never uttering a single word directly to her. When the girls napped on pillows in the heat of the afternoon, Kallia would be awakened by a dozen pinching hands.
Kallia’s vain, preening sister Marialla was not much better and the younger sisters followed the older girl’s every move. None of them paid any attention to Kallia’s torment.
So Kallia was quite happy that afternoon to find the maids’ attention lagging. She slipped away from the cursed training toward the gardens. Instead of cutting straight through the courtyard, she took the long road through the bestiary. Her father had collected the statues of every beast and monster to be found across the breadth of Mithyl. There were griffins and dragons and winged horses, and one creature so delicately carved that its snarl almost came alive when you looked at it. A fire salamander, her tutor told her.
Past the statuary, Kallia worked her way into a back corner of the gardens, eager to read the book of poetry. This edge of the palace gardens was designed for maximum privacy. Fig trees and grape vines tangled the walls, while a narrow path wound its way through the trees to stop at secret fountains and briars of wild roses, each spot graced with a polished stone bench. For nearly an hour Kallia sat on one of these benches, her only companions a pair of monkeys sitting in the tree overhead, arguing over a fig.
Alas, the book was a silly, sentimental thing, filled with ornate language and ridiculous romantic sentiment directed toward a woman whose only virtue seemed to be that she had fine lips. Kallia pictured the object of the writer’s affection and laughed at her own imagination. Lips as red as a wild rose, full and sensual, yes, but the poet neglected to mention her bulbous nose, her raspy voice, and her nasty temper.
Odd that such a book had survived the burning of the Veyrian library in the Tothian Wars, while so many others had not. She dropped the book on the bench and walked over to a fountain that bubbled nearby. Removing her slippers, she stepped into the cool fountain, letting the hem of her robe fall into the water. It was deeper than she’d expected and the water rose almost to her knees. Silver and gold koi brushed against her legs before fleeing for the safety of the lilies that grew from submerged pots further into the fountain.
Something rustled in the brush just over her shoulder, and Kallia heard a hushed whisper, and at last she noticed that the gardens all around her had become suddenly noisy.
Saldibar. It could only be the Grand Vizier and his men. Saldibar’s eyes were everywhere in the palace, penetrating every corner to watch her, ever since the assassins had come. He even sent a woman to watch her in the baths.
When she complained to her father, he would shrug apologetically and tell her that it was the grand vizier’s job to keep the Saffa family safe.
“Then tell him to watch Omar,” she had protested. “He is the next khalif. Nobody would bother to kill me.” Assassins might even attack Marialla, pretty enough that half a dozen lords in the Western Khalifates sought to marry her to their sons, but not Kallia.
But Father was sick and growing weaker with every passing fortnight, and refused to consider the logic of her pleas.
Kallia turned around slowly in her bench and the rustling stopped. “Saldibar,” she said, “I know that’s you. If you’re going to follow me, at least stop skulking in the bushes like the assassins you claim you’re protecting me against.”
No answer.
“Saldibar?”
Kallia grew afraid. She hadn’t told anyone where she was going. She had nothing to protect herself with, not even one of those ridiculous little daggers that Marialla insisted on carrying in her robes.
“Saldibar! Is that you?” her voice sounded shrill in her ears and her heart pounded. How easy it would be for assassins to slip over the wall and into the gardens.
She waded toward the edge of the fountain. And then the watchers came out of the trees and bushes. Relief flooded through her.
It wasn’t what she’d feared. Instead of assassins, it was five of the palace girls, those same girls who teased her mercilessly at etiquette training and snubbed her at the palace feasts. They might come to tease, yes, but she was safe.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said, breath rushing out. She didn’t like the way the bigger girls fixed her with narrowed eyes, or the guilty look that the three younger girls gave each other. They meant some mischief, of that she was certain.
“What do you suppose the princess is doing?” a girl named Fashima asked.
Fashima was taller than the others, the eldest child of the most minor minister in the entire palace. Before Kallia could get out, the girl reached into the fountain and put her hand on Kallia’s arm, digging fingernails into the skin.
Kallia flinched, fear swimming up from the depths where it had hid just a moment earlier. “It was so hot out here, I thought I’d go wading. And then I saw the fish and—”
Kallia wanted to get out of the water, but Fashima held her in place and she didn’t want to start struggling. Not yet.
“So our little princess was too hot, was she?” one of the other girls said. She shook her head. “I’ve been under the impression that she came to the gardens to avoid us, because she is too good for us.”
So that was it. Kallia had assumed that the girls had hated all of the khalif’s daughters, those girls who would someday rule over the palace, and already ruled during etiquette training. They only picked on her because she made the most convenient target, neither too young nor too old to bully. Or so she’d thought.
But that wasn’t all of it. They’d misread her. They took her need for solitude as aloofness, assumed that she thought herself better than them. And when they teased her, and she withdrew further, it only proved their assumptions correct.
“I think we’d better teach her some etiquette, hadn’t we?” Fashima asked the others, who nodded, solemnly.
“I’m standing right in front of you,” Kallia said. Her temper flared. “You can speak to me directly.”
She put her foot on the flagstones at the edge of the pool, determined to force her way from the water to stand on even footing with the girl holding her arm. Fashima pushed back and when Kallia’s wet foot met the stone, she slipped backwards, flailing to save her balance. Fashima’s eyes opened wide, as she lost her balance, falling forward into the pool.
The girl landed on top of Kallia, slamming her head under the water. Her head hit the stones at the bottom of the pool and lights flashed in her head. For a moment she was disoriented, clawing for the air and reaching the bottom of the pool. She came up spitting water with the taste of pond scum thick in her mouth. In her panic, she flailed against Fashima, still lying on top of her.
“Get out of my way!” Fashima screamed, pushing wet hair away from her eyes.
The other girls laughed, and this only enraged Fashima more. She grabbed Kallia by the hair so hard it brought tears to her eyes. “You want to swim like a fish? Then you’d better learn how to hold your breath.” She spoke directly to Kallia for the first time.
“No, Fashima. I—”
The girl shoved her head under the water. Kallia fought and clawed at Fashima’s hands and arms. At last, the girl pulled her out of the water, and Kallia gasped for air. She tried to pull away, but the bigger girl held her fast.
“Not bad. Pretty good, in fact,” Fashima said. “But that’s not nearly enough time.”
“Let me go,” Kallia begged. Her heart pounded in terror. “Please.”
“Fashima,” one of the other girls said, sounding nervous.
Kallia’s head went under the water again. This time, she yanked herself free, heedless of the tearing pain at the roots of her hair. But when she scrambled from the pool, two girls pushed her back into the water, and Fashima forced her head under the water again. Kallia struggled harder, but couldn’t pull herself free. Her lungs burned. Spots flickered in the back of her eye sockets.
A single, cold thought penetrated the haze. She was going to die. Not by assassins, but by jealous girls from the palace. It was absurd, really. The black spots spread.
And then her head was yanked from the pond. She sobbed for air. The grand vizier pulled her from the pool. Saldibar shoved the girls out of the way as he dragged Kallia out of the water and set her on the warm flagstones surrounding the pool before leaning over her with a concerned look on his face.
“She started it,” one of the girls said in a shrill voice. “She pulled Fashima into the pool.”
Saldibar turned to her. “I wonder if you would tell the same story to the torturers guild.”
The other girls looked terrified, but not Fashima. She stepped from the pond and wiped water from her face. Water ran from her robe into the pool. A smirk played at her lips.
“You play a dangerous game, my child,” Saldibar said, his voice cold. “One word of this to the khalif and your life is forfeit.”
“No, you play a dangerous game,” Fashima said. “The khalif is practically a dead man. And his son Omar Saffa will be the next khalif. Perhaps you don’t know yet, but Omar and I are betrothed. By the time the khalif’s body sits atop his tower of silence in the desert, my husband will wield the scepter of Balsalom.”
Kallia looked to Saldibar in horror. She would leave Balsalom rather than be ruled by this girl.
Saldibar said, “Ah, so Omar has told you that, has he? He’s told such tales before, I believe, to bed a pretty young girl.” The grand vizier shook his head. “It’s quite sad that the khalif’s son cannot satisfy himself with his harem.”
Fashima smile faltered slightly, but only for a moment. “The choice is yours, old man. You may tell the khalif and risk your life.”
Saldibar gave a slight smile. When the girl turned to go, Saldibar snapped his fingers in the air. A man appeared suddenly from the path behind, a two handed, straight barbarian sword in hand. He knocked Fashima to the ground, put his boot on her chest and raised his sword overhead. She screamed.
“Shall I kill her?” the man asked.
He was a tall man, but young, a barbarian named Whelan who had served as the grand vizier’s bodyguard for the past year. Saldibar had told Kallia that the man fled some kind of trouble in the Free Kingdoms.
Saldibar turned to Kallia. “Do you wish to kill her, my mistress?”
“No,” Kallia said, rising quickly to her feet. “Please, don’t hurt her.” She laid a hand on the barbarian’s arm. “Please, Whelan.”
The man put his sword down, but rage still burned in his eyes. “As you wish.” Fashima climbed to her feet, face pale.
“Very well,” Saldibar said to Fashima. “Kallia’s mercy has saved your life. Now go, before she changes her mind.”
Fashima fled, and the other girls followed. Whelan helped her to the stone bench beneath the fig tree.
“Now, my young mistress,” Saldibar said, turning back to Kallia with stern eyes. He picked up her poetry book and turned it over in his hands before handing it back to her. “Tell me what happened.”
Kallia told him everything. Saldibar kept his thoughts hidden, but she could see Whelan burning with the indignity. At last he sputtered, “But you are the princess. How could they do this to you?”
“Because I am afraid of them,” Kallia admitted. “They have tormented me for years. Since my mother was killed and father poisoned.”
She had considered begging help from her father, or from Saldibar. She had dismissed the idea, thinking it would only make the situation worse. But how much worse could it have got? Not worse than drowning, she mused.
“Much the same thing happened to your father when he was a child,” Saldibar said, twisting the oiled tip of his beard between thumb and forefinger. “Alas, when he took up the scepter, he meted a swift and savage punishment for his tormenters. I trust you will behave more prudently, my mistress. You are no longer a child and the time shortly comes when you will take your proper place in the palace. You will not fear them again, I promise.”
He sighed. “What worries me more,” Saldibar continued, “is how this could have happened without my knowledge. I watch you night and day to keep you safe.”
“I know,” Kallia said, frowning. “Why do you think I spend so much time hiding in the gardens? To be alone for a few minutes, is all. But I thank the brothers that you followed me today.”
“I didn’t,” Saldibar said. “I only came to find you because your father wishes to speak with you. Come, we must change your clothing. I don’t want you to look like a child today.”
* * *
“My child,” Father said in a quiet voice when she entered his chambers. He no longer slept in the tower rooms, but in the garden rooms that had been her mother’s favorites. He reclined on a rug and pillows at the center of the room. The light spilled in. “Can you spare a few minutes for an old man?”
“Of course.” She drew closer and had to fight the urge to draw back in shock and horror. The poison continued its slow march, turning his once strong features into a mockery of sagging flesh. His hands trembled and he spilled his wine at meals; Kallia’s sister Marialla giggled that he soiled himself at night. Marialla thought Father funny enough until he helped her to her seat at supper, and then her face showed her disgust. No, Marialla preferred to cover her eyelids with kohl and her body with heavy perfume and fine clothes so she could spend her days in the garden flirting with the sons of the viziers.
But today was different. Today, Kallia could see death across his face, a darkening in his eyes that muted the familiar spark. He had given up. At long last, he had stopped fighting the poison. He would die soon.
Saldibar and Whelan followed her into the room, but stayed near the door, the latter with his hand on his sword, which hung over one shoulder, barbarian-style.
The khalif tried to rise to his feet, but she restrained him gently and kissed him on both cheeks and embraced him. Even sitting down, he wobbled in her arms and she could feel his bones standing sharply beneath his robes. She wanted to weep to see her father reduced to this hollow shell, with the Harvester shadowing his movements, but she couldn’t show such weakness. He needed her strength more than ever. Every day she spoke to his physics and wizards, begging them to do more. By the brothers, she had to give him hope again.
Kallia joined him across from the rug, pulling a pillow to lean against. A servant brought her wine and a bowl of olives, then retired from the room, leaving the four of them alone.
He smiled again. “That sour expression doesn’t become your face, my dear.”
“Don’t you remember? You gave all of your beauty to Marialla.” Her words sounded more careless than she’d intended, and she regretted them immediately.
Truth was, she was worried, and had been ever since Saldibar told her to dress like a woman after the incident at the fountain. She guessed what was coming, and it brought a nasty taste to her mouth. He meant her to marry, to send her away from Balsalom for political reasons that would help her brother Omar when he gained the scepter.
If her impudent words bothered him, he did not show it. “Marialla is a vain, foolish—no, all of my children are vain, foolish peacocks. All of them but you, my child. You are the best of them, the best by far.”
His words shamed her further. How poorly the others treated Father that her own, weak devotion meant so much.
Father said, “I only have a few more months to live. “Kallia opened her mouth to protest, but he lifted a hand to stop her. “Shh, child. I don’t have time to argue. Yes, I’m dying, but there’s one detail that I must settle before I go.”
Kallia bowed her head. “Of course.”
“Then you know. Yes, I thought you would. Do you accept this burden?”
“If necessary, Father, I will do anything for you.”
He placed his hand on her shoulder. It trembled again. “Thank you, sweet child. I know how you feel, that you would rather not take this life upon yourself. But you will wield the scepter with honor and—”
The scepter? Kallia’s eyes flew open in shock. “What? No, Father, no. Not this. Please, Father.”
It was the khalif’s turn to look surprised. Doubt played across his forehead. “But I thought you knew.”
“No, I thought you meant—” She stopped and breathed deeply to pass the trembling fear that overtook her. It was a trick she would master in the years to come. “Father, Omar is the next khalif. Not me.”
“Omar? Fa!”
“But I don’t want it. He does.”
Father was angry, but not at her. “That’s precisely the problem. They all want it. They want the scepter and the banners waving at the head of their procession. They want the power to command a thousand men, to build towers to themselves that will last a thousand years. And if I give it to them, they will destroy Balsalom.” He sighed, then repeated the ancient saying in the old tongue, “They are fat of body but starved of soul.”
He continued, “Just as I was for so many years. No, don’t argue. I was a fool and another generation of fools will simply complete what I started. That’s why I’m making you the khalifa.”
“But the laws, the customs say that Omar must be khalif.”
“The laws and traditions be damned. I will do what is best for Balsalom.” He lifted his hand to stem further argument. “No, child, I have decided.”
Father rose to his feet and stepped into his slippers, then left the rooms, walking swiftly and looking invigorated. Kallia sat on the pillows, stunned.
Saldibar followed the khalif, but Whelan lingered. He took her father’s place on the pillows and ate an olive from her father’s bowl. She was surprised to see him take the khalif’s place so boldly. His tongue was as thick as any other Eriscoban’s, but he was usually very quiet and polite.
“Kallia, your wisdom surpasses the ancients. May you live forever and may your reign bring peace and prosperity upon Balsalom.”
“There is no need for niceties between us, Whelan. Speak freely.”
She expected him to complain of the khalif’s decision. Or maybe even to warn her not to hasten Father’s death, as if that could ever be her intention.
He smiled. “I thought it best to begin with formalities. Having said that, I’m pleased that Saldibar and your father made this decision. Indeed, you are the only choice they could have made.”
He looked into her eyes with startling boldness. He was younger than she’d thought, barely more than a boy. It had been his eyes that deceived her. Those eyes had seen much pain, she was sure.
And there was something else on his face. She’d seen it so many times in Marialla’s admirers that she was sure. This man loved her.
“Whelan,” she said, coming to a decision. “Will you stay by my side and serve me when I am khalifa?”
He opened his mouth, but hesitated before speaking. “I would dearly love to, my queen. But the naked thorn waits my visit at the Citadel.”
She shook her head, confused. “What do you mean, the naked thorn?”
He paused, as if considering whether to confide in her further. “I have a daughter in the Free Kingdoms and I must return to help care for her.”
“A daughter? Ah, so you are married.” So she had misread the look in his eyes. Not love then, but what?
“Alas, her mother was never my wife, but the wife of another, of a, a close friend. I fled from Eriscoba in shame.” He sighed. “Alas, I fear I can never truly atone for my sins, but I hope to find honor among the Knights Temperate.”
She knew of the Knights Temperate. They pledged obedience to no man, not even King Daniel at the Citadel in Arvada, but followed only their own consciences. Indeed, even the captain of the Knights Temperate led only through persuasion and example.
“And you wish to join these Knights Temperate?”
“I do,” Whelan said. His eyes and mouth expressed his longing and pain.
“I will be sorry to lose you. Would that I could find others I trust as much as I trust you.”
Whelan said, “The grand vizier will guide you. He loves you as a daughter.”
“As a daughter? Saldibar? Surely not. His spies torment me night and day. I trust him, yes, but I fear he thinks very little of me.”
Whelan smiled, and the pain left his eyes. “He is a stern man, and not an easy man to please. But let me tell you how I first met him. I was riding from Eriscoba with two companions when I was eighteen. Just after the assassins attacked your father. We were young and foolish, running from various problems.” He paused. “On the advice of my friends met only a few days earlier as I traveled, we took the Old Road instead of the Tothian Way through the mountains. My two friends were actually bandits, who’d lured me into the mountains to rob me. I was beaten and left for dead.”
He continued, “Saldibar found me and carried me back to Balsalom where his physics attended my wounds. He fed me and clothed me. I had nothing, but Saldibar brought me into the palace.” After a pause, he said, “Now, I have word of my daughter, and I have to return. But I will always consider Saldibar my second father.”
Kallia nodded, wondering what Saldibar had been doing on the Old Road. It passed through the mountains some thirty miles to the north, beyond the Desolation of Toth. The road was much slower than the Tothian Way. Indeed, her tutor told her that it had been completely abandoned until fifty years ago because of bandits. She supposed Saldibar had been about his spying.
Whelan said, “He is a good man, and will give you sound advice. As for myself, I leave when the khalif—may he live forever—dies.” He sighed. “And I fear that day will come soon.”
* * *
But Whelan was wrong. The khalif lingered two more years, while Saldibar groomed Kallia to be khalifa. Her brother Omar left the city with bitterness in his heart to take the khalifate of Ter, a few miles east along the Tothian Way. He had indeed spoken lies to Fashima, leaving her behind when he married a princess of Ter to put himself on the throne.
When Kallia’s father died at last, his final days were hard ones, with stretches where he coughed for hours, filling his basin with blood and other refuse from his dying lungs. He refused to chew poppy seeds as his physics recommended, saying that he would keep his head clear. Kallia stayed by his side, together with Whelan and Saldibar. A few of the khalif’s other sons and daughters visited too, but they hurried their visits, looking relieved to be free of the khalif’s bed chamber and its smell of death. Even father’s slaves avoided the room, and nobody compelled them to stay.
Kallia longed to hide and wait for news of Father’s death. But she saw the pain in his eyes and knew she had to stay and give him comfort. When he coughed, she rubbed knots from his shoulders, and when he stopped, she helped Whelan and Saldibar clean the room and light scented candles to clear the odor of death.
Father’s final collapse dragged on for weeks. At last, the khalif died, quietly in his sleep. Kallia and Saldibar cleaned his body and wrapped it in white linen, preparations for hoisting it atop a tower of silence in the desert.
Father left her the khalifate as his last act. Reluctantly, and to the dismay of other, more deserving claimants, she took up the scepter. Whelan had left for the Free Kingdoms, but Saldibar stayed by her side. He proved as faithful as Whelan had claimed.
She thought herself a poor leader from the start. It took months to earn the loyalty of the viziers, many of whom still wanted to see Omar hold the scepter, and only then with Saldibar’s arm-twisting. She was convinced that the people loved her only because they remembered her father. She tried to rule wisely, failing often, but the trade from over the mountains poured enough dinarii into the coffers to rescue her from most blunders.
Only two things troubled her. The first was the power of the guilds, especially the repugnant and hateful corrections guild and their torturers. The second was the growing taxes demanded by the high khalifate in Veyre.
Eight years passed.
When word came of the high khalif’s death in Veyre, some mourned, but more welcomed the news. Over the last few years, tributes exacted by Ahmaad and his viziers had grown beyond any benefits provided. Balsalom didn’t need Veyre. She could cleanse her own highways of bandits, make her own trade treaties and levy her own taxes.
So when Kallia learned that Ahmaad’s own wizard had seized power, she welcomed the news. She’d met Cragyn: foul-tempered, liked by few and hated by many. Cast from an order of barbarian wizards, he’d made his way east from Eriscoba to the khalifates, eventually taking up residence in Veyre. Once in the high khalif’s court, he’d busied himself building strange mechanical contraptions and speaking to dead spirits.
Kallia had no idea how he’d taken the Iron Throne for his own, doubted he’d hold it long against Ahmaad’s legitimate heirs—but gave him little thought otherwise. He would have no claim on the high khalifate that could bring the other cities back under Veyre’s shadow. Instead, Kallia turned her attention to building roads and aqueducts and loosening the guilds’ stranglehold over the city.
But she was wrong about the dark wizard.
* * *
Saldibar woke Kallia from her sleep the night his spies reported Cragyn’s armies on the march. He’d dismissed her guards and burst into her chambers unannounced.
“Khalifa,” he said. “Are you awake?”
Kallia woke with a start, groping instinctively for the dagger she kept sheathed beneath her pillow. She struggled with the knife, a nightmare lingering on the edge of her memory. A black tower rising on the edge of the sea. At last she woke fully and looked up.
The grand vizier stood in the doorway. The light from his lamp blinded her eyes. She put down her knife when she saw him, and fought down irritation, knowing that he would only come with good reason.
“I’m awake now.” Just inside the threshold, her cricket chirped in its cage. Its song calmed her pounding heart.
Saldibar pulled maps and papers from his robe, tossing them on a table that he dragged over from the window. One letter was stained with blood, another torn and muddy. The vizier rarely smiled, but today his face was truly grim. He looked prepared to hold court while she sat in her bed, but she climbed from her pillows anyway. Saldibar looked discretely at his papers while she slipped a night robe over her camisole.
Kallia swept open the curtains to let the breeze clear the last of the dream lingering in her room. “Now, Saldibar. Tell me what this is about.”
“The dark wizard has marched.”
Kallia swallowed, the memory of her nightmare coming into sharp focus. A dark tower rising on the edge of the sea, its shadow reaching out to bind her soul in slavery. Then, just as soon as it had come, the image fled. “Cragyn?” Her cricket stopped chirping abruptly. It hesitated for a moment, then resumed its song.
“Don’t speak that name, Khalifa. He is a wizard and you will draw his attention by speaking it aloud.” He continued, pointing to the top map. “I expected him to follow the Tothian Way from Veyre and Cantacorm, and strike first at Havorn and Saltopolis, get them in hand before testing his army against the stronger khalifates further west. But no, the dark wizard is marching directly at us. He’ll be here in a week.”
She thought of her brother Omar in Ter, and the khalifs of Darnad and Saltopolis who’d pledged their armies to her cause. She’d thought the cities Havorn and Starnar stood against the wizard as well, although she had not yet signed pacts with their khalifs. She didn’t trust Omar, but he wouldn’t act alone. Ter was not powerful enough.
“Have they turned against us, then, and let the enemy past their borders?”
Saldibar shook his head. “Pasha Jas Web of Havorn sent us first word of the dark wizard’s move. He’s fielding an army of fifty phalanx to march to our defense, but it won’t arrive for three weeks. Starnar is a poorer land, but she’s pledged us a hundred horse and three hundred footmen.”
“And the others?”
“Still with us.”
Kallia calculated in her head. Her pashas boasted two thousand footmen and a thousand horse and could raise that many more reserves on demand. Ter, Darnad, and Saltopolis would double her armies again if Ter threw in with her, and she thought they would when they saw Cragyn’s greed and the violence of his army. Add in the thousand from Havorn and four hundred from Starnar, and Balsalom could field as many as ten thousand footmen and three thousand cavalry. A formidable army. Hold off the wizard for a fortnight and other armies of the western khalifates would see her resistance and swell Balsalom’s forces. She could even appeal to the Citadel for help.
She gave her estimate to Saldibar. The grand vizier considered for a moment and then agreed that her numbers held.
“And the wizard?” she asked.
He shook his head, consulting the torn and blood-stained letters from his spies. “Some of these reports are fanciful, so I can’t be certain. But he has at least five thousand horse and ten thousand footmen. More on the way.”
She paled at the thought of such an army assaulting her peaceful city. Cragyn’s armies had hurled diseased animal carcasses over the walls of one city until half the people died of plague. He’d burned another to the ground for beheading one of his pashas in their dungeons. It bewildered her that the hated wizard had grown powerful enough to overthrow such strong cities. Dark magic lurked behind his rise.
“Still,” she said. “We can beat that kind of army with the support of our walls and towers. Turn his army to flight and we might lead a revolt through the east khalifates and dispose of this self-appointed high khalif.”
“Perhaps, my queen.” Saldibar shuffled through his papers. “There is something else. I hate to mention it, for the news is certainly fanciful, as I warned before. Still … “
“Just tell me Saldibar. I’ll pass my own judgment.”
“There are reports of beasts among them. Mammoths, giants, fire salamanders, dragon kin, wights.”
Kallia initially dismissed the reports as the vizier himself had done. But she reconsidered. “Could it be true?”
“Perhaps a few mammoths. The northern cities sometimes bring them down from the ice to keep chained in their gardens. But surely no more than a handful, designed solely to throw fear into our armies. No military significance.”
He paused. “As for the others, giants and dragon kin haven’t been seen east of the mountains for a hundred years. And no wizard has dared bind a fire salamander since the days of King Toth. That part is certainly invented. Wights, perhaps. Cragyn has them aplenty in Veyre to do his bidding. But they are of little consequence. Battle will bring the Harvester and his hounds to reap the dead, and he will scatter any wights.”
Kallia looked through a couple of letters sent by the grand vizier’s spies. “This one is quite detailed. Not accurate?”
“Fa! A forgery, sent to frighten us.” Saldibar had so long taken even the most minor threats seriously that his disdain did much to relieve Kallia’s fears. He said, “What worries me most are not mammoths, or wights, or invented armies of giants, but the fire-breathing siege weapon built in Veyre’s forges. It is said that it can cast a hundred pound iron ball fifty yards. Ten such balls a day. I don’t know what magic built such a weapon, but it will break down our walls within a fortnight. But it will take him several weeks to bring it to bear.”
Kallia said, “So we wait until he brings it into position, then we attack and capture the infernal device. Unless we defeat them in open battle before then.”
“Shall I call council with the pashas tomorrow?” he asked.
Kallia noted how gradually he’d changed over the years, from instructing her every move to standing back and letting her lead. In times like this she regretted the change. She hated the chance to make decisions that might kill thousands of Balsalomians.
“Yes, summon the pashas. We go to war.”
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As soon as Elethra screamed, Kaya cried out in surprise and groggy fear. Darik froze, terrified into inaction. Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs and he heard voices downstairs. He turned to run, still cradling Kaya in his arms.
His sister and Elethra kept screaming as he carried the girl into the hall. Graiyan emerged at the top of the stairs, face red and anxious. He held a long cooking knife in his hand.
All fear disappeared from his face when he saw Darik. “You!”
Darik flinched backwards. Graiyan stepped toward him, knife held in front, while Kaya buried her head in Darik’s shoulder and cried.
Graiyan shook his head in warning, his jaws clenched. “Boy, you put her down or I’ll unman you right here and now.” He hesitated with the knife, afraid to move while Darik still held his sister close.
The baker outweighed Darik by over a hundred pounds, and from the look on his face, Darik knew he meant his threats seriously. But Darik also knew that if Graiyan caught him, the corrections guild would castrate him anyway and sell him to the salt mines. By now, Whelan would have heard the commotion and fled with Markal, taking advantage of the confusion.
Something else besides fear tore at Darik’s heart. He’d heard the longing in Kaya’s voice when she called out to Elethra. The child had never known her mother, and Graiyan replaced a father she would never see again, a father who’d let moneylenders sell his children into slavery. What kind of brother was Darik to tear her away from that kind of happiness and drag her to barbarian lands?
Deciding instantly, Darik dropped Kaya to the floor and threw himself at Graiyan. He ducked to one side and tried to wiggle past the larger man, who caught him with his free hand. Darik struggled to escape. Graiyan wrestled with him for a moment, before letting him break free, so he could turn to check on Kaya, still crying on the floor.
Darik raced toward the stairs, hoping desperately that he could catch Whelan in the street before the two slaves left him. He spun himself around the stairs as they curved toward the lower level, but met others coming up.
“Ho, there. What’s this?” One of the other slaves caught him by the arm. Two others stood behind his shoulder, including Jesnan, Graiyan’s apprentice.
Darik tore free, but the other slave and Jesnan caught his arm. “Let me go!”
The two men hesitated and their grip on his arm went slack. Darik pulled to free himself.
“Hold him,” Graiyan shouted down the stairs.
With a cry of mounting fear, Darik thrashed one more time, but the three men held him fast. Elethra and Kaya fell silent upstairs. Graiyan eased himself down the stairs a moment later, his face red and angry. He pronounced judgment.
“I don’t know what you were doing,” he said, “but I won’t have a revolt in my house. Hidras, wake the others. Jesnan, call the night watchman and have him summon the corrections guild.”
The two men rushed to obey, while Graiyan and the other slave held Darik. The baker shoved the long knife into the sash holding together his night tunic. The two men dragged Darik into the kitchens.
Panic seized Darik. His bowels were hot and loose. And above all, he felt shame for betraying Whelan and Markal. Hidras would quickly report that Markal and Whelan were not in their rooms. The corrections guild would bring in one of their torturers who would extract the other slaves’ plan through efficient, long-proven methods.
Slaves and servants gathered, some annoyed, others blinking in groggy surprise. Hidras rushed in with the bad news just as the night watchman came. Whelan and Markal had gone.
The watchman was a large man with forearms that would look comfortable on a blacksmith or stone mason. He put Darik in a chair and bound his hands behind him. “Tell me boy. Where are the other slaves?”
Darik shook his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t do anything. I just wanted to see my sister.”
“Fa,” Graiyan said. He walked around the room lighting candles, then poured himself a flagon of wine, no longer concerned about appearances. “You were running. Where?”
Darik shook his head and tried to appear bewildered. “Running?”
Graiyan sent the others to watch outside his bedroom in case the other two slaves came to steal Kaya from her mother’s arms. Not likely, Darik thought bitterly. The others would be fleeing the city while he covered their tracks as long as possible.
Two more watchmen arrived, and the first consulted with them for a moment before turning to the baker. The lead watchmen shook his head and said, “I can’t do anything until the correctors arrive.” He rubbed his hands together in a nervous gesture. “I do my job and they do theirs.”
“Very well.” Graiyan looked at Darik and shook his head in disgust, making Darik lower his head in shame. The baker cut bread for the watchmen and lit a fire in the smallest stove where he heated a pot of spiced tea for the men to drink.
Any hope Darik had of rescue disappeared when the correctors arrived. The first man wore the red tunic of a journeyman corrector, with lashes strapped to each hip. A pair of cruel-looking iron tongs hung from his belt—bloodless castrators.
Darik had never seen the likes of the second man before but immediately knew him for the evil that he was. This man wore a long gray robe inscribed with two blood-red cartouches written in an old tongue. Another cartouche of power lay tattooed on one cheek and Darik stared at it through watering eyes as it pulsed with a green glow. The grotesquely embroidered figure of a grinning man with gaping wounds on his face and naked torso sat over the torturer’s right breast.
Several chains dangled from his robe, each carrying an evil device: pincer, crucible for hot lead, thumb screw, maker’s thorn. A veritable iron-monger’s shop of torture. The man looked at him with a dark, eager expression.
Hands still bound but no longer pressed into his chair, Darik leapt to his feet and tried to run. The torturer lifted his right hand and said. “Nach Mobla.” Invisible hands shoved Darik back into his chair and held him there.
The watchmen shrank back against the wall, afraid of this newcomer. Graiyan opened his mouth to say something then thought better of it. He muttered to himself and took another flagon of wine and turned away from Darik when the boy tried to give his master a pleading look.
At last Graiyan cleared his throat and said, “Really, I don’t think that will be necessary. He’s just a boy.”
The torturer withered Graiyan with his glare then turned his awful gaze back to the boy.
Shudders racked Darik’s body and his teeth chattered together in terror. “Please, don’t. I’ll tell you everything I know.”
The torturer nodded solemnly. “I am quite certain that you will. But first, I will practice my art.”
He pushed aside the kettle of boiling tea Graiyan had set upon the stove and set his crucible on the fire instead. He removed two small lead ingots from a pouch at his waist and put them in the crucible to melt, then turned back to Darik. Removing the maker’s thorn from its chain, the torturer caressed it in his hand like a sculptor might caress a favorite mallet or chisel, then stepped toward Darik.
Darik tried to scream, but nothing came out. He struggled helplessly against his invisible bonds. Graiyan and the watchmen cowered in the corner, eyes bugging. The journeyman corrector at the torturer’s shoulder stared grimly into Darik’s eyes.
Suddenly, the door opened at the back of the kitchen and Markal lurched in, visibly drunk. He stared at the spectacle with blinks of surprise, then staggered toward Graiyan with outstretched hands. “I’m sorry,” he slurred. “Too much wine.” He fell into the baker’s arms. The watchmen rushed to grab him.
No, Darik thought. Don’t try this. Whelan had sent the old man back to start some foolish diversion. But it would take more than an old slave or even a few smugglers to free him from the powers this torturer held bound in the cartouches on his robe and body.
Markal grinned at the men and held up his left hand. “Better not get too close.” He looked pasty white. “I’m going to throw up.” He put his left hand over his mouth and staggered convincingly, while the watchmen hesitated.
“Bind the fool,” the torturer instructed. “Put him next to the boy.”
Markal’s next move surprised even Darik. Left hand still raised, he pointed it at the torturer and said, “Di Nach Necram!”
His hand glowed with a red heat that radiated into the room. Too late, recognition dawned on the torturer’s face and he formed a ring of warding with his thumb and index finger.
A thunderclap burst from Markal’s hand. The intensity of the noise struck Darik like a blow. Pottery in the window shattered, Graiyan’s flagon broke in his hands, spraying his face with dark purple wine. The men cried out and collapsed to the ground. The torturer crumpled in a heap, while the invisible hands holding Darik in his seat dissolved into the air.
Markal jumped to his side and untied his hands. “Hurry boy, follow me.”
The man pushed open the door and stepped into the street. Heart still pounding and ears clanging, Darik staggered to his feet and followed. Behind, the others struggled to regain their footing. All but the torturer. He lay dead in a pool of his own blood, which trickled from his ears to mingle with the flour dust.
Welcome night air enveloped them. Warm and dry, it carried the sound of hundreds of crickets and the smell of drying rugs in the Weaver’s Corner just to the east. Darik heard voices to the south, coming from the cluster of taverns near the brewery. He heard every sound and tasted every smell. A moment earlier all his senses had drawn inward to shield against the torturer and now they reached outward in relief at this unexpected pardon.
Markal grabbed him and dragged him down the alley. “Don’t just stand there gaping like an idiot.”
Darik couldn’t quite grasp the transformation that had overtaken the old slave. Only that he’d grossly underestimated the old man. A torturer, master of dark magicks, lay dead by Markal’s hand.
Whelan emerged from the shadow of the olive tree twisting its way alongside the house next to Darik’s window. He’d extinguished the lamp, but held a sword in hand, not the graceful, curving scimitar of the khalifa’s guard, but a straight barbarian blade. It glowed softly in the moonlight, and was so long that Whelan gripped it with two hands. He wore hardened leather, covered in brass nubs in the Eriscoban style.
“You’ve got the boy? Good.”
Darik looked from one man to the other. The past few minutes left him confused and frightened, and he struggled to make sense of the change in the two men. “What is happening? Who are you?”
Whelan said, “No time now, boy. You think Markal’s magic got you out of trouble? Oh no, we’re in far worse straits than a torturer or two.” He tossed a pair of boots to Darik. “Here, put these on. Where we’re going, you don’t want to be barefoot.”
Darik pulled on the boots. They fit snugly, but felt strange as he was used to sandals or bare feet.
Markal explained, “Those fools in the bakery are helpless for a spell, but what I did won’t go unnoticed.”
Darik looked down at the old man’s left hand in alarm. The hand he’d used against the torturer had withered and blackened until it clenched into a claw. “But who are you? And with such magic, what have we to fear of watchmen?”
Markal let out a short laugh. “Not watchmen. Wights. So long as I kept the magic hidden we were safe, but now I’ve drawn them like vultures to a funeral tower.”
Wights! Darik’s stomach clenched in rediscovered fear. He followed the two men down the alley. Darik could, indeed, sense an aura drifting from Markal like steam from a fresh bun on a cold morning. The spent magic, he supposed, wafting out onto Balsalom’s night currents, advertising the old man’s wizardry as loud as any street vendor barking out his wares.
Darik’s estimation of the two men had turned completely askew. He’d taken Markal for a fool, Whelan a little more than that, but not much. At every junction or turn of the alley, Whelan deferred to Markal’s instructions. The tall former captain slid his barbarian sword into a scabbard over his left shoulder, but moved with the deadly grace of a cobra.
The wights first picked up their trail on the edge of the Slaves Quarter.
The Slaves Quarter was a festering sore on the west side of the city. Gathered in a single square mile, thousands of slaves packed its crammed tenements and built their hovels on its filthy alleys. Only the lowest slaves lived there: the mudders and stone-haulers for the roads and walls, the mine slaves, the unclean who disposed of the city’s human waste and its dead.
Rats, disease, and slave revolts bred in the quarter, and over the years, various guilds and viziers had tried to tear it down. But grand vizier Saldibar, with the decree of the khalifa, fought such measures. Destroy the quarter and the slaves would have to go somewhere else. Better to keep the problem in one location where it could be watched and controlled.
When they slipped past the Beggar Gate that led into the quarter, Darik noticed a curious thing. The crickets had fallen strangely silent. Even the lowest slave kept a cricket in a tiny stick basket just inside the threshold of his house. Indeed, he glanced through the slatted windows of a few hovels and saw the crickets in their cages, but sitting silently.
Darik turned to ask Whelan about this, but the tall man pointed a finger to his ears. “They’re warning us with their silence. Listen.”
Yes, Darik heard it. A rasping sound like dry, drifting leaves floated along the wind from the north. He felt something too, sniffing, searching for them.
They shrank against the mud wall of a low-slung slave house. Quiet murmurs drifted through an open window and the smell of a cook fire followed. The rasping noise paused at the dark head of the alley, then scurried further down the main street that passed through the quarter. Markal and Whelan let out deep sighs and Darik realize that he, too, had been holding his breath.
But just when Darik thought the danger past, the rasping came back to the alley. Blue light flickered and Darik saw his first wights. They merged together and dissolved, sometimes separate, sometimes moving in a solid blue flame of light. When they moved separately, they took the figures of slaves and beggars, noble ladies, and merchants. And their eyes! Both purposeful and completely insane in turns.
“Run!” Whelan cried. They turned and ran, with wights screaming in pursuit behind them.
The alley, narrow to begin with, choked to a bare gap between two buildings at the far end before opening onto the street beyond. Rubbish clogged its far end: heaps of rags, broken crates, the gnawed body of a cat. A bony dog yelped from the shadows when they approached, struggling to pull free some bit of filth it had been eating, then saw the wights and fled. The three slaves pushed through the garbage, kicking up a stench.
The wights caught them before they could get through. Darik turned to see one leaping at his throat with outstretched arms. He threw up his hands to protect himself and slipped in the filth. The wight fell on him, slicing its claws across his face. Darik kicked it away, but his blow felt like kicking through sand. The wight screamed and slashed at his unprotected belly. Other wights boiled down the alley to join the fight.
With a cry, Whelan threw himself between them, sword in hand. It glowed as bright as a fiercely burning torch. Under its blaze, the wight shrieked and scuttled backwards on its belly, but as it drew backwards, it pulled strength from the others who surged forward in a wave of blue spirits. Whelan stabbed his sword into the wights, who flowed around the blade like he’d thrust it into water. The wights pulled back at the attack, then crested to strike again.
“No!” Markal cried behind them. “At its head. Its head.”
Darik saw what Markal meant. Wights rose and crested: a mass of limbs and heads and eyes. But behind the individual wights, he saw something else, as if his eyes had become slightly unfocused. Collectively, the wights formed a horned serpent with coils of blue light, and a head with a tongue that darted out and tasted the air. The head reared back to strike. Darik fell back next to Markal, the burning pain across his face fading with the fear of the moment.
Whelan’s sword glowed in anticipation of battle. “By the Hand!” he shouted. “May the Harvester take you all.” He swung his sword.
The sword itself cried with a loud scream as it bit deep into the serpent’s head. The two lights met in a flash and a terrific sound rent the air, as if the oak doors at the Great Gates leading into the city had been torn from their hinges. Flame burst from the head and the snake dissolved into a flurry of wights. Fire burst onto the buildings on either side of the alley; the dry, thin walls burned like kindling. The other wights fled the way they’d come.
The three stood panting before Markal turned to look at Darik’s wounds. His face stung with a cold wound, but Markal said, “If you survive the blow, the cut of the undead will fade in a day or two at most. Come on.”
“Just a minute,” Darik protested, still breathing heavily.
“We haven’t killed them,” Markal said, “only frightened them off until they find another captain. As for the ones struck down by Whelan’s sword, they’ll return to their dark master. Only the Harvester can gather the cursed spirits who hunt us. Come.” More insistent this time.
Darik shook his head to clear it from the events he had yet to sort through. He followed the two men out the narrow side of the alley, leaving a burning street. Bells in the distance announced that someone had spotted the flames from their watch tower.
“But who is chasing us? What do they care for a few runaway slaves?”
Markal smiled. He held up the blackened claw that had been his left hand. The skin shed in long tatters, like a leper’s. “If you haven’t guessed, Whelan and I are no slaves. The master of the Dark Citadel wishes to speak with us.”
“Cragyn,” Darik whispered. “Is he here? In Balsalom?”
“Quiet boy,” Whelan said sharply. “Don’t speak that name.” He resheathed his sword.
“No,” Markal answered. “He’s not here. But his agents have arrived. I thought that Kallia still resisted the wizard. Perhaps I’ve overestimated the khalifa—may she live forever.”
“I hope you are wrong old man,” Whelan said, a note of what?—Admiration?—touching his words. “She is a good queen.”
Markal showed them their salvation a few minutes later, the escape from the city that would mask the lingering scent of the wizard’s magic. Darik turned up his nose in disgust. Markal meant them to escape through the sewage aqueduct.
Designed by an engineer from Veyre, the aqueduct diverted water from the Nye river, carried it under the city walls, through the palace and the great houses and back under the wall on the west side. By this time, only the sewage flowed down the river’s channel in the dry season; Balsalom and the irrigated fields on the other three sides of the city drained it dry.
The sewage pipe served only the rich, of course. Everyone else gathered their waste into night soil bins which putrefied at every street corner until slaves carried it into the desert. In the Slaves Quarter, however, it was left in heaps with all of the other filth until the spring rains washed everything away. Either that, or a fire like the one raging at their backs burned it.
Early in the year, heavy rains had swollen the River Nye, bursting dikes and overflowing the sewage aqueduct, sending a foul current running down Balsalom’s main roads. When the rains washed out the Slaves Quarter, it joined the overflowed aqueduct to fill the market square with two feet of filth. To prevent a recurrence, the grand vizier ordered the engineers guild to tear up and widen the narrowest part of the aqueduct, west of the quarter.
Markal led them to a gaping trench, twenty feet deep and four or five wide. Stacks of fired bricks lined the trench, together with heaps of excavated dirt. Whelan lit his oil lamp and held it into the trench so they could have a look. An oily brown current flowed at the bottom.
“No time to hesitate,” Markal urged. “Quick, get down there.”
Darik grimaced when the sewage washed over his boots and soaked his robe halfway to his knee. They passed out of the open trench and into the aqueduct itself where the top of the tunnel shrank low enough that Whelan’s head brushed the bricks when he stood straight. The air filled with the stench of human waste so thick Darik thought he would choke.
The floor was slick and the tunnel dark with only Whelan’s small olive oil lamp to lead them, so Darik had to run his hand along the brick side for balance. A film clung to his hand when it touched the wall and his groping hand scared up pale, blind creatures that lived on the filth, skittering away when he touched them. His tongue and throat thickened with the stench.
After about twenty minutes he asked, “How far do you think we’ve gone? Is it much further?”
“Much further,” Markal said. “Keep going.”
Darik sighed. No sense complaining, when the alternative above ground was so much worse. He walked in silence for a few minutes before venturing another comment. “So once we’re outside the city, what then? Are we safe? Until the mountains, I mean?”
Whelan grunted.
Markal let out a low chuckle. “I think what Whelan means, is ‘No, it’s going to get much worse.’”
That was the answer Darik had been afraid of. “How long are they going to follow us? All the way to the mountains?”
“Likely further,” Whelan said. “Hard to say.”
Markal said, “We’ve stirred up a nest of bees. It appears that the dark wizard has already infiltrated the city. And here we flee without knowing how he draws such power.” He turned back to Darik. “He’ll discover soon enough who and what we are and try to stop us before we reach Arvada.”
Darik grew annoyed with the direction of the conversation. The depth of his ignorance stunned him. “You lied to me, didn’t you, Whelan? Everything from Sanctuary up to that staged scene in the market that you said Markal knew nothing about. And bringing my sister along. You made me leave her.”
Whelan just grunted again and moved up to inspect a new pipe leading into the aqueduct, before waving the other two ahead.
Markal said, “Yes, he lied, against his wishes, but not against mine. You couldn’t know too much if you were captured and tortured. Far better you think us runaway slaves than spies. Yes, spies. Finding the strengths and weaknesses of Balsalom.”
“But whatever for?” Darik asked, shocked at this new bit of news. Even though he left the city as a criminal, he still felt loyalty to the city of his birth, a city he’d never left more than five miles beyond its gates. “We are peaceful, and the trade over the mountains enriches us both.”
“War is coming, my young friend,” the wizard said. “Will Balsalom and the Western Khalifates stand against Cragyn or with him? We had to find out. It isn’t the khalifa we worried about, but others.”
“And me? Why take me with you?”
Markal shrugged. “Because I’m an old fool. Last week Graiyan sold you to a caravan leaving tomorrow for Veyre. Once there … “ He shrugged. “The dark wizard’s men would work you to death mining iron for the war. To the man’s credit, I don’t think Graiyan knows what has been happening to slaves sold to Veyre. He just wanted you out of the way of his new daughter. Which turned out to be a valid concern.”
Darik nodded. Inside, he wasn’t sure if this were a new lie or the truth. “You expected me to leave my sister?”
Whelan turned around, showing his first interest in the conversation. “Graiyan and Elethra love the child and she loves them. Will she really be better with you, kin, or no? Your path travels through pain, and hardship. Her way, should Balsalom be spared war, will be much kinder.”
Yes, it made sense. But he wouldn’t have left Kaya had he any choice in the matter. He wasn’t convinced that she would be better off with the baker and his wife. No, he wouldn’t give up on his sister so easily. He fell silent and the two older men left him to his thoughts.
They trudged through the gloom and stench for some time before emerging where the aqueduct dumped into the desert. This time of year, dawn came early, and a dim glow already showed on the horizon. Darik blinked against the light and tried to breathe deeper, but the air still stank where they stood. Sewage poured into the sand, spreading into a nasty quagmire for a hundred yards before it formed a sluggish current that flowed away from the city. Sickly plants grew around the edge of the pool, and a cloud of flies worried the surface.
They moved away from the river of sewage until they reached the shade of a jasmine tree that grew up against the city walls. Darik was glad for the strong scent of its flowers. Darik wanted to sink to the ground, but Markal urged them on until they stood a hundred yards away from the city. The wizard stared around the edge of the city walls with a concerned look on his face. Darik saw nothing.
“Wights?” Whelan asked. He reached a hand over his shoulder to rest on the hilt of his sword.
Markal shook his head. When he spoke, he sounded puzzled. “No. Something else. There’s a buzzing in the air. Perhaps—” He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “No, not yet, I don’t think.”
Whelan snuffed the lamp and pushed it into the pouch at his belt. He pulled out a water flask, which the other two gratefully accepted. They took a moment to rub sand on their bodies, to scrub away some of the filth. Markal’s left hand had begun to heal, dead flesh dripping away to reveal new pink skin beneath. He grimaced when it touched the sand. They turned to go.
Ahead, the Tombs of the Kings. For generations, the khalifates built towers of silence to honor their dead. The living wrapped the dead in white shrouds and raised them onto platforms where they’d be picked over by birds, flesh feeding the world that gave them all life. But hundreds of years ago, according to Darik’s tutor, men buried their dead kings in tombs in the desert. Until mad King Toth denied the grave and the Harvester, rising from his tomb and terrorizing the people who dared appoint another king after his death. Darik had no idea if Nathalus told the truth or just repeated old myths, but this was only the second time he’d ever seen the tombs and he stared in amazement as they drew closer. The other time he’d stood atop the west walls with father at midday, squinting against the shimmering sand. Not the same at all.
No two tombs looked the same. Far to the south were pyramids that framed the sky, others immense slabs of marble with stairs that led into parts better left unseen. There were mastabas and sepulchres, white stone towers, and long temples that ran in a straight line for five hundred yards. Some lay choked with desert scrub and twisting, evil-looking vines, while others stood bare and free as if they’d stood unencumbered for a thousand years. Perhaps they had. They passed a grotesque statue thirty feet high of a man with three eyes and a belt of carved human skulls. Darik touched his index finger to his thumb to ward evil and tried not to look at the statue.
“I don’t like this place,” he said.
“No?” Markal asked. “Well neither do the Veyrians. Be thankful. If a Veyrian wizard sent those wights, he won’t follow us into the tombs.”
That was true enough, Darik thought. Veyrians feared the dead and the Harvester who gathered them, perhaps because of King Toth after the war. His wight had haunted the streets of Veyre, snatching children from their beds at night to feed his power until the Harvester and his hounds had hunted him to the ends of Mithyl.
They followed an old stone road, covered with a thin drift of sand, up between two mausoleums and toward a tomb at the top of a rise. Over the years, part of the square tomb had collapsed, and sand crept up against the side. For a worried moment, Darik thought the old man expected them to go inside, but then he saw that Markal only wanted the view from the top of the hill.
The sun rose in the east, turning the rocky sand into millions of glittering diamonds. The hill stretched no higher than the city walls, so they could see little of Balsalom but a few gleaming white minarets pointing at the sky and the rounded tops of cupolas. Smoke hung in a pall overhead, but from the thin trickle drifting from the city, Darik guessed they’d taken control of the fire the three had lit in the Slaves Quarter. He was glad for that.
“Look!” Markal said, pointing to the north edge of the city, where the Tothian Way skirted the Great Gates, or rather, where Balsalom had been built against the road, which predated the city. An older city had once stood on this site, but Toth had reduced it to rubble in the wars.
A cloud of dust floated on the desert. Some windstorm, perhaps? Darik frowned. The air sat quietly enough where they stood.
Whelan let out a low whistle. “We’re mistaken, aren’t we?”
“What is it?” Darik asked. “What are you talking about?”
Markal ignored Darik, turning to Whelan again. “I thought we had until spring. Now, we have to hurry. We’ll pick up horses at Montcrag, if the castle can spare them. We have to warn the Citadel, gather the Brotherhood and the Order.”
Darik shook his head in exasperation. “What are you talking about? What’s happening?” But even as he asked, he caught a glimpse of black and silver flashing off the morning sun. “An army?”
Markal nodded grimly. “The dark wizard. I thought he’d reach for the easternmost of the Western Khalifates first, to test his strength. But if Balsalom falls so easily, the others will come down too.” They watched in silence as the army approached with the rising sun.
“And what from here, do you think?” Whelan asked after a few minutes. “Does he come after us straight away?”
Markal said, “I suspect he’ll march west and take the passes immediately, yes. Take the Way and you take the world, as they say.”
The army drew nearer and Darik could see more. Hundreds of banners snapped in the wind, leading columns of men. A troop of mammoths stomped into place against the south side, and the columns spread apart to let them by. Winged shapes, too large to be birds, shadowed the sun, soaring back and forth over the city. Men on horseback formed phalanxes around the flanks. The army snaked as far as the eye could see.
A small vanguard on horseback left the army to approach the gates. From its apex, a trumpet sounded a challenge, clear in meaning. Let us in or be crushed. The army shouted in a single voice and banged sword hilts against shields in a fearful clamor. When they stopped, a few mammoths still trumpeted, before falling silent with the others.
“Look!” Whelan said, pointing to the north side of the city. Someone raised a huge white flag above the tower that overlooked the Great Gates, emblazoned with the golden dragon of the Saffa. The khalifa’s own flag. “She’s going to resist.” Other banners raised atop minarets throughout the city.
Darik’s heart lifted at the sight, then turned cold when he remembered his sister. Kaya would have to brave the coming battle. He should have gone back for her while the others lay stunned from Markal’s magic.
Markal nodded, but he, too, seemed to take little pleasure from this discovery. “She has no chance. The dark wizard has caught her completely unprepared. And if he brings the Hammer, he can tear down the very walls of the city.”
Whelan’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. “Kallia will not go easily, though. Of that, I’m sure.”
Markal said, “Perhaps she’ll gain us a few weeks then. More if she musters allies. If only there were more time, we might bring help. Come, we must hurry.”
Markal and Darik hurried down the hill, but Whelan lingered a moment longer, watching. Darik heard him mumble to himself, “Goodbye, my queen, I will build a chime to your memory when I reach Eriscoba. May the Harvester rest your soul.”
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Toth’s View overlooked the Great Gates on the north side of the city. The tower wasn’t built by Toth at all, but by a khalif named Ordvan Ter, remembered for little in Balsalom where he was born two hundred years earlier, but revered in the city a few miles to the east that bore his name. Toth’s View jutted higher than all save the merchants minaret, which stood taller by virtue of starting atop a rise at the heart of the city.
The city stretched below, a vast array of crowded buildings topped by towers, bazaars, and rounded cupolas. The Grand Bazaar sat a half mile to the west, and today it was crowded with thousands of people trying to buy whatever foodstuffs they could before the enemy arrived.
Toth’s View also commanded a view across a long sweep of the Tothian Way as the road described a perfect line across the plain. This was how Ordvan Ter’s tower came to its present name. It gave the khalifa a good view of Cragyn’s army as it stretched along the Way for miles. She watched with growing dread.
All morning, farmers and refugees from burned villages poured through the north and east gates, and they clogged the streets with people, carts, and animals. As the city woke, others crowded the streets to find out what was happening. Some objected to the masses of outsiders, and fights broke out.
She wanted to run down to the street and grab them one by one. Stop it! she would shout. We’re at war. He’ll kill us all!
Pasha Boroah had urged her to turn away any refugees not bearing food. She’d balked at leaving them to Cragyn’s army. Balsalom itself was a city of survivors seeking refuge from the Tothian Wars, together with Selphan and freed slaves from Veyre. She wouldn’t change that now.
Through this crush, Balsalomian soldiers struggled into position behind the gates. Archers crouched along the city walls, ready to rise and fire over the battlements should the enemy attack. But the scene presented her a view of chaos and little more. She hoped her pashas had better control over their armies than it appeared. Kallia worried that too many years of peace left them soft.
Beside her, two men waited to hoist aloft the dragon flag when the enemy drew near the gates. The grand vizier stood on Kallia’s other side, squinting onto the plain. He dictated what he saw to a pair of scribes, who scribbled his observations onto parchment. Impossible to count the number of foot soldiers and horsemen, but Kallia guessed their earlier estimate to be accurate. But they’d been wrong about everything else.
The army stopped a hundred yards from the gates, gathering into ranks and Kallia got her best view yet of the enemy.
Perhaps fifty mammoth trumpeted at the vanguard of the wizard’s army, tusks ringed in iron, ridden by northern soldiers. Several giants milled throughout the group, some more than twice the height of a man. One draped a pole over his shoulder onto which he’d impaled several bodies. Scouts or farmers murdered in their fields, she guessed. The horses shied away from both mammoth and giant, and whinnied in terror whenever the dragon wasps landed or departed from their midst. Kallia’s own men did the same when the wasps swooped low over the walls, dragon kin on their back screaming and shaking spears.
A dragon wasp was not a true dragon. The last dragon died in the Tothian Wars, although farmers still turned up the odd bone in their fields, turned hard as stone by time. A wasp looked more like a flying snake with short, clawed feet and a neck that darted back and forth as it flew.
An oily cloud gathered about a mile behind the army, flickering with lightening. What kind of magic could harness the weather itself?
Three cloud castles gathered overhead, vast windmills churning against the wind to keep them from drifting along with the air currents. She’d heard many ideas of who lived in these castles in the sky, but whoever they were, the affairs of mortals apparently interested them. What did they think would happen today? Perhaps they already knew; maybe they’d gathered to see Balsalom sacked, its people led away in chains. They wouldn’t involve themselves unless the dragon wasps flew too close to their castles.
Where is Omar? she wondered. She feared he would sit out the battle, or worse still, side with Cragyn. And what of the armies of Starnar, Havorn and Saltopolis, ten thousand strong? If Havorn’s Pasha followed plans, he would come up behind Cragyn’s army and take the hill a mile to the north, wedging the wizard’s forces in the valley between the hill and Balsalom. But Pasha Jas Web was a fickle man, prone to changes in mood. He might change plans when he saw the force of the enemy and try to reach the city walls instead.
The powerful army of Darnad, Balsalom’s only real rival in the west, remained on the sidelines for now. The khalif of Darnad wished to marry Kallia to one of his sons and unite the two khalifates, but she had resisted for several years, knowing that as soon as she married she’d lose influence with the other families vying for her hand.
“We found out who tried to burn the city,” Saldibar said, breaking her from her thoughts.
Someone had set fire to the Slaves Quarter last night. The entire quarter might have burned to the ground had not the Eighth Phalanx been marching less than a mile away. As it was, the fire burned a swath two hundred feet wide and a thousand feet long. A pall still hung over the city.
“Have you caught them?” she asked, spirits lifting at the news.
“Not yet, but we will. They posed as three slaves, but when a master torturer came to question them, one cast magic that killed the man and wounded several others. They fled the city, headed west, we believe.”
She couldn’t say she was sorry for the torturer. Of all the guilds, the corrections guild was the worst. She never used them to punish her own prisoners, but many used them to enforce guild law. The power to kill a master torturer meant a powerful wizard indeed.
“Spies,” she said. “But west? They’re not going to the dark wizard. Why?”
Saldibar shrugged. “Undoubtedly they’ve already passed their secrets. Or perhaps they’re from the Free Kingdoms and are fleeing home.”
She immediately discounted this theory. “Setting fire to the city is the act of an enemy. King Daniel is an honorable man.” She considered. “In any event, they must be stopped. Killed, if necessary.”
“I have already ordered it so, my queen.” He hesitated. “I was wrong about Cragyn’s armies.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Do you wish my resignation?” He fingered the amulet around his neck, symbol of his office. The opal pendant had been in his family for three generations.
“Of course not. But we made a careless mistake. You should have sent more spies at once rather than immediately distrust the ones who’d given their lives.”
He bowed his head. “Yes, my queen.”
“Look!” one of the scribes shouted.
A small detachment of men rode forth from Cragyn’s army. Six horse strong, they wore black, flowing robes girded with iron-bound leather armor. They came to the gates and stopped. One man waved an olive branch overhead while the others threw shields and scimitars to the ground, then unbuckled their armor and cast it down as well.
“They seek a parley,” Saldibar said.
“Whatever for? We’ve already said we won’t surrender.”
He shrugged. “Perhaps a final offer now that we’ve seen their army.”
“Maybe,” she said, unconvinced. “Or perhaps Cragyn has discovered the army marching to their rear and wishes to negotiate safe passage west.”
“Unlikely. The army is pitching camp. I can see engineers assembling siege weapons. But it wouldn’t hurt to stall for time, let us get our armies organized, see if we can contact Omar or Pasha Jas Web.”
Saldibar hurried down the tower to consult with the pashas. A few minutes later, the Great Gates drew open just wide enough to let in Cragyn’s men, then closed. Balsalomian soldiers dragged the men from their horses, searching them for weapons, then led them away under guard.
Kallia counted the stone stairs as she descended. Two hundred and fifteen. Ordvan Ter had built a stair for each year since Balsalom’s founding. It had been another hundred and ninety seven since the man’s death. The city was built by survivors of the Tothian Wars: merchants, farmers, soldiers who cast down their weapons and swore they would never fight again. The very word Balsalom meant “peace” in the old tongue.
Before the wars, there had been another city on this site, the Tombs of the King attested to that, but few remembered its name. Syrmarria, her tutor had told her. Capital of Aristonia, which had become the Desolation of Toth. Of its people little trace remained. Is this how it would end for Balsalom?
Kallia took no chances. She brought the six men into the middle of the throne room, surrounded by twenty armed guards. Half a dozen wizards and the three remaining master torturers stood next to her or mingled amidst the guards as she took her seat on the throne, in case one or more of the visitors were wizards. Kallia lifted her scepter and took a closer look at the six men. They looked like ordinary soldiers, stripped of weapons and armor, but the scepter told her otherwise.
Once, during her great grandfather’s reign, a star storm fell, turning the sky as bright as day for three straight nights. On the third evening, a burning fireball blazed across the heavens, striking the ground with a thunderous boom some distance outside the city. The khalif sent his men to retrieve the star stone, a blackened chunk of rock and iron. One of his wizards forged the Scepter of Balsalom from the stone, and since then, the khalifs and khalifas of Balsalom held a gift of discernment that had saved them from many spies and assassins.
The first four men were pashas of the dark wizard, but the last two hid behind a magical disguise that concealed their true nature. The first of these two she didn’t recognize, a wizard of some kind, but the other … her brother.
“Omar,” she said, angry. “You betrayed me.”
At once the disguises swept away. The magic fled, either from the scepter’s power or because the wizard no longer wished to maintain the disguise for the others. Angry murmurs circulated through Kallia’s men and some drew swords.
“No, I’ve come to take what is mine.”
She pointed her scepter at him. “Is Ter not enough for you? That you bring slaughter to Balsalom?” Still, his betrayal did not surprise her. “Then you leave Ter undefended. My allies will take your city and you will have nothing.”
A slight smile escaped Omar’s lips. “Pasha Jas Web? Or perhaps you mean those lizard-eaters in Starnar? Poor lands, who grew envious of Balsalom, apparently. I bought their loyalty with a few thousand dinarii.”
Omar turned to the wizard, “I told you she would see me.”
The wizard chuckled. “And so she has. But khalifa, have you truly recognized me?” He swept back his hood. An iron chain hung around his neck, emblem of the high khalif in Veyre.
“Cragyn.” The name left a bitter taste on her lips.
The wizard had grown in stature since she’d seen him last, if that were possible. She remembered him as short and stooped, not this tall, thickly-built man.
There is something inside him, the scepter whispered in her mind. Indeed, she could see it, rippling beneath the skin, as if something terrible had nested in his belly one night while he slept. Cragyn would soon be too small for such a power and it would stretch his frame until the wizard’s body grew large enough to contain it. The sight fled as soon as it had come; the wizard himself had allowed her to see it.
Kallia turned her attention to Omar. Like Cragyn’s pashas, he stood in awe of the dark wizard. She could see it in the way he held himself, in the vacant gleam in his eyes, like a dog fawning at his master. It sickened her.
“Omar, if you wished to hold the scepter, why ally yourself with this wizard? He can do nothing for you. Or have you simply abandoned Ter and your army?”
Omar smiled, a little too wide. A nervous smile. “Not abandoned them, no, but given them to the service of the high khalif.”
“Fa!” Saldibar said, still standing next to Kallia’s throne. “He’s not the high khalif. And your men don’t fight in the wizard’s army. It’s a lie.”
Kallia nodded her head in agreement. “Perhaps Ter, yes, but the other armies, no. Those cities hate the dark wizard as much as Balsalom does. They would never turn to his side.”
“You don’t believe?” Cragyn asked. He gestured for Omar to stand back. “Send one of your men to see. They gather against the Great Gates.”
Saldibar looked at Kallia, who nodded. The grand vizier sent one of his men. The man returned shortly with the bad news.
“So you see,” Cragyn said. “Your brother speaks the truth.”
Kallia kept her face blank. “Even if it were true, what does that matter?” She gestured around her. “You are surrounded by armed men. And enough wizards to crush your own magic, Cragyn. Your army might fight on while you’re strapped to the torturer’s wheel, but any victory will be a hollow one for yourself. And, I suspect your men will lose some of their will to fight with king and pashas dead. Not to mention my brother, who will certainly die a traitor’s death.”
Omar, poor, foolish brother, paled visibly, but the dark wizard looked unconcerned. “Really, khalifa, did you think I would put myself under your power?”
“Enough of this,” Kallia said. “Take them to the vaults.”
Her men moved immediately. Guards drew weapons, while two wizards made rings of holding between thumbs and forefingers. Another of her wizards cast a blue powder to the floor, which burst into flame and smoke. The torturers chanted an incantation of weakness to throw despair into an enemy. Omar cast himself to the flagstones with a wail, while the wizard’s pashas also quailed under the torturer’s spell.
The dark wizard stood still until the first guards reached him, then he lifted his hand and pushed—that was the only way to describe it—and the guards flew backwards as if struck by a giant fist. Cragyn swept an open palm at the torturers and wizards, who fell backwards screaming. Some clutched at their ears, others threw up on the ground, while one of the wizards staggered around in a circle, groping at the air, blinded.
But while the dark wizard attacked, he didn’t see the two wizards who stood amongst her ministers. They cast spells at Cragyn, and one of these struck the wizard on the side of the head, throwing him backwards. Blood streamed from his nose, his ears, even his head. He vomited blood onto the floor.
Kallia gasped in relief, sure that this had ended Cragyn’s attack. But Cragyn gave a great shiver and the blood spells boiled away from his skin like water hitting a stone in a fire. He clenched one fist and said, “Nach flacem!” Kallia’s wizards collapsed without so much as a sigh.
The grand vizier picked up the sword of a fallen guard and hurled himself at the dark wizard, but two of Cragyn’s pashas wrestled the weapon from his hand.
Some of the guards struggled to their feet, lifting their weapons again. Cragyn made a sweeping motion with the first two fingers on his right hand. A ball of light formed at his fingertips.
“Stop!” Kallia cried. The guards froze, all except the blinded wizard, who kept lurching in a half-circle. One of the others grabbed him by the arm and stopped him. Cragyn put down his hand, the spell dying before it could be cast.
Three torturers and three wizards lay dead, with a fourth wizard blinded and the other two stunned. Several of her guards lay dead or severely wounded as well, while the wizard had shaken off any attacks and waited for her next move.
Her brother Omar climbed slowly to his feet, shaking from the effects of the torturer’s spell. The pashas still held Saldibar, who’d stopped fighting.
Kallia stared at the dark wizard for a moment, unable to believe that she had allowed this man into her presence. She didn’t know the extent of his power, only that it was sufficient to kill everyone in the room.
“You have chosen wisely, khalifa,” Cragyn said. He breathed more heavily than a moment before, but he quickly brought this under control. “Both for yourself and for Balsalom. Even now, wights haunt the catacombs beneath the palace. Should Balsalom resist further, they will pour out tonight and murder every infant in his bed, while giants tear down the Great Gates and my men burn the city until nothing remains but a bed of cold ash.”
Kallia hesitated for a moment, thinking of a hundred and fifty years of Saffa sovereigns. The line would continue after her, if only through her traitorous brother Omar. And even wizards didn’t live forever; someday Balsalom might regain her power.
Kallia stood up and walked to the wizard, scepter cradled in her hands. She handed it to him, then waited for his judgment. He would kill her immediately, she guessed, rather than risk an uprising. And yet, she was strangely calm as she faced death. If she’d had more time she could have questioned her decisions, schemed out ways she could have defeated the wizard if only she’d been a better queen. As it was, she had no time for such thoughts.
“And now,” Cragyn said, handing the scepter to one of his pashas. “There is only one thing left to seal our alliance. We must be married.”
A stunned silence filled the air. Even Omar and Cragyn’s pashas looked shocked. “Never!” Saldibar snarled, fighting at the men who held his arms.
Cragyn pointed a finger at the grand vizier and said, “Silence!”
Saldibar’s mouth clamped shut and he blinked in surprise.
Cragyn lowered his hand and turned back to Kallia. “Khalifa?”
“What kind of man are you?” she asked, dumbfounded by his request. No woman of the Saffa family had ever been forced into marriage, and she swore by the Brothers she would not be the first. These fawning men around her—her own brother!—might obey this monster, but she never would.
“What kind of man am I? I am the man you will grow to love.”
Kallia laughed, not daring to show the fear that tore at her bosom. She’d seen that awful thing twisting inside the dark wizard and it scared her more than death. “You can take my city, but you cannot take my love by force.”
If the wizard was dismayed by her refusal, he didn’t show it. Instead, a slight smile played at his lips. “We will see. Will you marry me, khalifa, and join me on the iron throne?”
“I will not.”
The wizard sighed in an overly dramatic way. “I’m afraid that my men will be disappointed at your refusal. I only hope that they aren’t too disappointed.”
Kallia paled. “What do you mean?”
“My dear, you know how armies are. You march them for weeks, promising pillage, rape, and murder, and then … nothing?” He frowned. “I’d hoped to turn their energy instead to a joyous celebration of marriage. Please, for the sake of your people, reconsider.”
The meaning was clear. Marry me or I’ll turn your city to dust. I’ll murder your men, rape your women, and sell your children on the slave blocks in Veyre. Cragyn needed the marriage, or Balsalom might remain the center of intrigue for years to come. Marriage solidified the legality of Cragyn’s control.
Kallia’s world had become a box, with walls closing tighter every time the wizard opened his mouth. She could throw herself at him, perhaps snatch up one of the guard’s swords and impale herself. But no, then he would simply turn his armies loose in rage. The time to kill herself was later, after the ceremony but before the dark wizard came to consummate the alliance. Let Cragyn claim victory and the rightful control of Balsalom but give him nothing else.
“Will you marry me, then?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“What? What did you say? I don’t think your men could hear you.”
She looked up and met his gaze. “Yes, I will marry you.”
“Good!” he said, clapping his hands. “I am so happy. We marry tomorrow, then.”
Kallia felt weak inside. She returned to the throne where she sat heavily, forgetting until she sat that by naming Cragyn as her master, she had no right to sit on the throne in his presence. He overlooked this error.
Cragyn said, “Watch the khalifa. Perhaps she is not as pleased about her betrothal as I would hope. Search her apartments, and make sure that all food and drink is tasted before she sees it. She is not to leave her rooms.”
“But wait,” Omar said. “I can’t believe you’re going to marry her. Why?” His voice wavered at first, but gained strength as he spoke. “She’s the ugliest sister I have. You could have any of them. And your promise? Why marry Kallia unless you lied to me?”
The wizard contemplated for a moment. “Omar, I had forgotten. I promised you would rule over Balsalom, did I not?”
“Yes, my master,” Omar said. Rage burned on his face, and Kallia saw Cragyn lose whatever ally he’d held in the khalif of Ter. “You promised I would hold the scepter.” He looked at Kallia. “It’s mine. Rightfully mine. She stole it from me.”
“And so you will. Let it not be said that I break promises.” Cragyn took the scepter from his pasha, considered it for a moment, then handed it to Omar, who grabbed it eagerly, triumph on his face.
But the dark wizard didn’t release his hold. Omar cried in pain and tried to hurl the thing away, but his grip remained fixed. Smoke rose from his hands and the smell of charred flesh. The black metal glowed like a horse shoe in the blacksmith’s forge, and still Omar couldn’t let go. He screamed and thrashed his arms, trying to free them. At last, Cragyn released his hold. Omar fell to the ground, the scepter clattering next to him where it continued to smoke.
Cragyn said, “There, now you have held the scepter in your hands. And you will rule over Balsalom, as well. By tonight, your head will sit on a pike atop the tallest tower in the city. For thirty days nobody shall pass your head without bowing to the ground and praising your name to the Brothers.”
“No,” Omar said, shaking his head. “No, you can’t do this. I gave her to you, I delivered the city like I promised. I did everything you wanted. You can’t do this to me. You promised!” he shrieked, scrambling forward on knees and bloodied hands to grovel in front of the wizard. One of Cragyn’s pashas held him away with a boot.
“I can’t have a traitor in my midst,” Cragyn explained. “Forever plotting and scheming.” He shook his head. “A king should surround himself with servants he can trust. Isn’t that so, my queen?” He waved his hands. “Kallia, dismiss your guards. We have much to discuss.”
Kallia obeyed.
Saldibar pulled himself from Cragyn’s pashas, and made his way to the throne, then removed the amulet from around his neck and put it in her hand.
Saldibar said, “Lamaran is the best of your subministers, but many others would do just as well. I trust you will accept my resignation. I can no longer serve you.”
She rubbed her thumb over the smooth opal and let the chain dangle from her palm. The pendant had been in his family for generations. She started to protest, but caught a significant glance from the grand vizier. Kallia looked back at the pendant and remembered.
Saldibar had hollowed the back of the pendant to hold a small quantity of dragon’s breath, an herb that could deaden a wound, when boiled. Before cooking, however, it could be ground into a poisonous powder. Saldibar insisted that his spies carry the means to kill themselves if captured and had taken the same obligation upon himself.
She placed the pendant around her neck. “You have served me well, Saldibar. May your days end in peace.”
Kallia doubted this. Within a few days, perhaps sooner, the grand vizier would be killed or sold into slavery as Cragyn brought his own ministers to run the city. But she wouldn’t be alive to see this happen. Tomorrow morning, after the wedding, she would retire to her rooms and inhale the dragon’s breath.
She looked down at her brother, still simpering on the ground. She felt no anger, only sorrow. Yes, her heart ached for him. He’d sold everything he held dear, and for what? His last moments would not be pleasant. Death itself would be no release. When the people learned how he’d betrayed Balsalom his very name would become a curse word.
She turned to the wizard. “Now, high khalif—may you live forever—what would you like to discuss?”
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Darik, Whelan and Markal hurried through the Tombs of the Kings, eager to reach the Tothian Way. Obelisks rose from the sand like the skeletal fingers of giants, while mastabas loomed overhead, the rising sun casting long, grasping shadows that caught the three interlopers in a chill grasp. One mastaba lay in a pile of rubble, each of its broken stones twenty feet long and taller than Whelan. The broken bones of an old wall cut a western-stretching line as far as Darik could see, past the sand and into a tangle of scrubby brush. The Tothian Way lay beyond that brush, Markal said.
Just as well. Darik had no wish to linger.
They had to reach the Way before the dark wizard secured the roads all the way to the mountains. If Cragyn captured the Way before King Daniel moved, half the war would be lost already. They didn’t know how much time they had, but Markal feared that it might already be too late to slip through undetected. The sun rose high, burning away the fog.
They had camels waiting up the road, Markal said. But what did camels mean to Darik’s pursuit of Sanctuary? He knew the rules, or thought he did: arrive under his own power with no possessions. If he rode to the Citadel, he would remain a slave in name if not in fact. Or had that been a lie like everything else the two men told him? He’d ask about Sanctuary when he thought he could trust them again.
They stopped to rest in the shade of a broken granite slab at the edge of the Tombs of the Kings. They’d passed a single obelisk a hundred yards back and Darik had assumed that was the end of the tombs until they reached this last monument that rose from a drift of sand like an upright hand, certainly man-made now that he looked at it more closely.
Darik rubbed his tongue along the roof of his mouth. It was thick with sand and dried spit. “No water anywhere, is there?”
Whelan shook his head. “None left. Another two hours. There’s food, too. Come, hurry.”
Suddenly Whelan dropped to the ground. He emerged in a crouch and looked around him. “Get down!” he said. He pulled his sword from its sheath in a single, smooth motion.
Markal grabbed Darik and pulled him to the ground. “What is it? Wights?”
“Something,” Whelan said. “Soultrup is ready to fight.” He held the two-handed sword nimbly between two hands and looked about him with the deadly grace of a cobra. “But what?”
“I don’t see anything,” Darik started to say.
But just as he did, the sword flew from Whelan’s hand, even as the man let out a gasp. Darik ducked as the sword flew directly at him. It soared over his shoulder and struck the broken slab of rock with a terrific shower of sparks. They cringed away from the light and only slowly rose to look at the sword.
Whelan whistled low. “By the Brothers. Look at that.”
The sword had thrust directly into the stone as if it were a firkin of cheese. Only the hilt stuck out. Darik ran his hand along the granite. It was solid under his hand.
Whelan grabbed the sword and pulled it out of the stone with a grunt, his muscles tensing in his shoulders and arms. It closed behind the sword, leaving no mark on the stone. “What do you think, wizard?”
“I don’t like it,” Darik said. “Let’s go. Hurry.”
“Wait just a minute,” Markal said. He looked back at the rock. Markal rubbed his hand against the stone, brushing away the sand to reveal words in the old script, eroded by time and the elements. He examined the words for a minute. “Interesting.”
“What is it?” Darik asked, still nervous, but the wizard ignored him.
Markal’s left hand no longer looked dead, but its flesh remained pink and tender, and it trembled when he unflexed it. He examined his right hand—his good hand—wistfully before lifting it and placing it against the standing stone. Now Whelan looked nervous, and opened his mouth to say something, but thought better of it.
“Et horgach katoth!”
The stone groaned and rocked on its foundations. They jumped back to avoid being crushed. The stone fell with a heavy thud on the ground. A small hole, just wide enough for a man to crawl through, opened where the stone had once stood.
Markal groaned, clutching his right hand, which shriveled and blackened. He looked up with watering eyes. “So much energy for such simple magic.” He sighed. “I’m afraid I’m not the greatest of wizards.” He flexed his left hand, now his strongest, wincing. “This hand will have to do.”
Whelan drew his sword. “I’ll come with you. There might be scuttlings down there.”
“You’ll be worse than me. Blind. Stay and watch for trackers.”
Markal went head-first down the hole, sandaled-feet pausing in the sunlight for a moment before disappearing. A scraping sound came from the hole, then nothing.
Darik looked anxiously back toward the tombs, half-expecting to see mounted pursuit at their backs. “What’s he doing down there?”
Whelan shrugged. “Who knows? He’s a wizard. If you haven’t guessed yet, a wizard’s not the best traveling companion.”
Markal was gone for about ten minutes, then they heard the scraping sound again as he maneuvered his way back through the hole. He pushed out a bundle wrapped in worm-eaten leather, battered by time and its journey out of the tomb. Markal’s head and shoulders appeared a moment later. Whelan reached and dragged the wizard into the light, where he sat blinking.
“What a miserable hole.” Markal unwrapped the bundle. It was some kind of book, built of steel sheets bound by metal rings. He thumbed through a couple of the leaves. “Time enough later, I suppose. Darik, will you carry it?”
“How did you know it was down there?” Darik asked, lifting the tome with a grunt. It was heavier than it looked.
Whelan said, “I told you, he’s a wizard. Best not to ask too many questions.”
But Markal answered anyway. “I didn’t know. But the tome whispered in my mind while I was standing in the shade, saying, ‘Come find me, if you can.’” He sighed. “Alas, I ignored it. I’m somewhat deaf to such things. No, that’s not right. I can hear well enough when I’m awake, but I’m half asleep most of the time.”
“The book talked to you?” Darik said, wondering how this was possible.
Markal shrugged. “It wanted to be found, I suppose. Badly enough that it called Soultrup to wake me up. I once knew a wizard named Memnet the Great who had a glass sphere that was the focal point of his magic. But Memnet didn’t make the sphere, it simply appeared on his table one day while he studied in the library. He never figured out where it came from.”
Markal continued, “Whelan found his sword in much the same way. The sword chose him.” He caught Darik looking at the sword. “Yes, it’s a magical blade—how do you suppose we drove off the wights?”
Whelan reached a hand over his shoulder and placed it on the hilt, but didn’t offer any further details. Darik wondered if Markal had touched a sore spot in the man.
Never mind, since Markal was perfectly willing to tell the story for him. “Once, when he fought in battle, his adversary had beat him down and was about to kill Whelan, when the enemy’s sword flung itself free from his grip and landed in Whelan’s hand.” He paused. “There’s more, of course, but I guess Whelan can share those details if he wishes.”
Whelan turned his back. “Why should I, when you are perfectly willing to tell the tale?”
But Markal had apparently tired of the story. He said, “In any event, I have no idea what’s in the tome but there will be time enough for that later. Just don’t try to read it until I find out what it is. Come.”
“Yes, let’s go,” Whelan said. “Enough talk.” He looked anxious, anticipating something. And not merely fear of pursuit, Darik decided.
“What is it?” Darik asked. “What is the matter?”
“The Desolation of Toth. We’ll reach it tonight after we replenish our supplies,” Whelan said.
The Desolation of Toth marked the boundary between the Western Khalifates and the mountains. If not for the Tothian Way dividing the dead lands, the Desolation would be impassable. As it was, men passed through quickly without looking to either side. Many a trader had stepped from the road and been driven mad by what he’d seen. Darik’s father had despised the place.
Darik caught a glance between Markal and Whelan. It wasn’t just the Desolation, he decided. What new secret were they hiding?
“What?” he asked. “What is it? Tell me.”
Whelan sighed. “My own personal burden, Darik. Come, all this talk will rouse the dead. Look! I can see the Way.”
Darik didn’t press further. As he followed the two men, Darik noticed that the tome had a curious property. It was back-breakingly heavy at first, but the more he carried it, the lighter it became. He liked carrying it, could hear the book whispering in his mind. Whelan asked later if Darik wanted him to carry it for a stretch, but he said he was all right. Indeed, he didn’t want to let the book out of his hands.
* * *
They passed onto the Tothian Way. The road was wide and well-drained, with bricks so smoothly cut that they might have been laid four days ago instead of four centuries; the three companions made excellent time even on foot. They passed a number of small yeoman farms, irrigated fields of wheat waving in the wind.
Several times Markal took them into the fields as small groups of riders came and went along the Way. The riders were Veyrians, in crimson and black. Whelan found a well in one of these fields, and they took the opportunity to wash away the filth of the sewage aqueduct and rinse their clothes. In the dry heat of the day, their clothing dried quickly. They kept walking.
The Tothian Way stretched like a flat ribbon on the plain. There was no sign of the western mountains that they called the Dragon’s Spine. For now, the plain was all, dry and dusty.
They left the Way just when Darik thought his feet could walk no more. A dirt road led from the main road, cutting through a copse of cork and olive trees. Beyond the trees sat a sturdy mudstone house, corners anchored by timbers, with windows on both floors, and a flat roof. A placard with a sleeping camel hung from the door, which meant that the house served as an inn for travelers.
Whelan tensed when he saw the building. He licked his lips and glanced back at Markal.
“Go ahead,” Markal urged. “You saw him in the bazaar. Nothing happened then.”
“That was different,” Whelan said, voice straining. “We all worried that he’d been followed. We had no time for argument.”
Darik frowned and looked from one man to the other. He wanted to ask, but thought better of the idea.
Whelan walked toward the front door, then hesitated before pounding his fist against the wood. Three hard knocks. After a minute, he pounded again. Another three knocks. He repeated this a third time. At last, a slat slid open three quarters the way up the door and a pair of eyes peered out. The door opened a moment later to reveal a short, muscular man who looked familiar somehow.
“Whelan.”
“Ethan.”
The two men eyed each other, each standing stiffly. Whelan clenched and unclenched his right hand and Darik feared he would reach over his shoulder to draw his sword and cut the man in two. And then Ethan grabbed Whelan in a fierce hug. The two men burst into laughter and Markal and Darik joined them. The broken tension left Darik with an overwhelming sense of release, even though he had no idea what had just passed between the men.
“My captain,” Ethan said.
“Brother,” Whelan insisted. “There is more between us than titles.”
Ethan’s face turned grim. “I’ve felt your exile more than any, brother. But what the Free Kingdoms need now is not my brother, but leaders. So I will call you captain.”
Darik recognized Ethan at last. “You! You’re the man from the bazaar. The one who haggled with Markal.”
Ethan smiled. “The bread was as good as the wizard promised.”
Darik shook his head, remembering how Markal had feigned ignorance of the secret communication played between the two brothers. The only one played for a fool had been himself.
Whelan asked, “Is Ninny all right? And Scree?”
“Ninny’s fine. Your falcon, too. Here, I’m sorry. Come inside. There have been riders all morning. It’s not safe.”
“Not safe at all,” Markal agreed. “You’ll have to leave here and return with us to the mountains.”
“Here, let me take that.” Ethan grabbed the bundle from Darik, who held it a moment too long before realizing that he was resisting. Ethan frowned at the weight.
“Ah, good,” Whelan said. Some of the tenseness of the last few hours slipped from his face. Whoever Ninny was—a favorite horse, Darik supposed—the man had obviously worried a great deal about her.
The farmhouse was larger than it looked and pleasantly cool after the heat outside. The window slats were drawn closed to ward away visitors, but tallow candles burned in niches in the walls. A tapestry hung on one wall, a man on a horse following a pack of baying hounds that chased a hart with an arrow sticking from its haunch.
“You’ll want to set out tonight, won’t you? Come upstairs and tell me what happened. But here, the boy looks ill,” Ethan said, with a glance at Darik.
“Yes, of course,” Markal said.
All at once, Darik was weak from hunger, thirst and heat exhaustion. Whelan caught his arm and helped him to a chair just inside the threshold.
Ethan told him, “Follow the hall to the dining room. The girl will give you whatever you need.”
Darik looked at Markal and Whelan, uncertain, but they nodded their approval. “We’ll be upstairs,” Whelan said. “We’ll only be a few minutes.”
The three men climbed a staircase to the upper floor. Disappointed to be left behind like a child, but relieved at the chance to eat, Darik made his way into the dining hall. It was a small room with three tables and a stack of wine kegs in the corner. Several cheeses and a pair of pheasants hung from hooks over the wine. His stomach rumbled in anticipation. Beyond the hall, the inviting smells of a kitchen; someone whistled and he could hear the distinctive sound of bread being kneaded around the corner. He debated taking a mug and helping himself to some wine, but thought better of it.
“Excuse me.”
A girl appeared around the corner, younger than he’d expected. She was about twelve, thin and waifish like so many of the serving girls in his father’s kitchens. He didn’t want to assume too much, however, she might well be Ethan’s daughter.
She eyed him curiously, and, he thought, fearfully. “Did Ethan let you in?”
That answered that question. Not his daughter. Just another servant girl, then. Probably even a slave. “Yes, he did.” Darik pulled up a chair and sat at one of the tables. “He told me to get some food and drink.”
“You came with two others,” she said, her voice high and excited. “A tall man and a wizard? The tall man is named Whelan?”
Darik smiled. He knew how he must look to her, traveling with such men. He forgave the awe in her voice. “I did. Now, could I have some food, perhaps a little wine? And hurry, I’ve been on the road and I don’t think I’ll last much longer before my stomach falls out.”
He tried to put a little humor into his voice, but the simple serving girl didn’t appear to catch it. She brought him bread and cheese quickly enough and a mug of drink. Unfermented grape juice, he was disappointed to note.
“Have you traveled far with the others?” the girl asked, watching him drink.
“Far enough.” He set down the mug and tore off a chunk of bread. Not bad, but nothing like they made in Graiyan’s kitchen. Still, he was so hungry that it tasted delicious. “I could tell stories, but the things I’ve seen would bring you the night terrors.” He took a long draught from his mug, thinking that it would be a little more dramatic if he were downing wine instead of grape juice. Still, a child like this would be easily impressed. “No, they’re not for little girls to hear.”
“Is that so?” the girl asked, her friendly tone drying up.
“Ninny!” Whelan called suddenly, stepping into the room.
“Uncle Whelan!” the girl cried, throwing herself into the tall warrior’s arms.
Whelan swept her around in delight. He set her down and turned to Darik. “I see you’ve met my daughter Sofiana.”
Darik coughed. “Uhm, yes, I just did.” Daughter?
Whelan beamed in pride, apparently not noticing Darik’s discomfort. “She once rode twenty miles while three bandits chased her, and I lay unconscious over the saddle. They never caught us, though.”
Darik tried to disappear into a crack in the floor, but failed. Thankfully, Sofiana said nothing to Whelan, but clapped her hands in remembrance. “I’ve got Scree,” she said. “Let me get her.”
“I’ll come with you,” Whelan said, giving her another hug. “I don’t want to let you out of my sight.” He followed her back to the kitchens. Why, if she was Whelan’s daughter, did she call the man her uncle?
Markal came into the room, giving Darik a knowing wink. “Even the worst wizards have excellent hearing.”
Darik groaned. “You heard that?” He tore off a piece of cheese with his teeth, wishing he’d spent more time using his mouth for eating.
“Who do you think suggested we come down as soon as we did? I thought I’d save you before you made yourself into any more of an ass. Sofiana is coming with us, after all.” He laughed. “And believe me, that girl can make your life miserable.”
“Is Whelan her father or her uncle?”
“Both, in a way.” He raised a bushy eyebrow. “But that is Whelan’s business, as I’m sure he would remind me. My tongue wags too freely as it is without delving into that tale.”
Whelan and Sofiana returned, a hooded falcon on the man’s wrist. He whispered in its ear and stroked its chest. Whelan and Sofiana pulled up chairs next to Markal and Darik.
Ethan came in a moment later, then made his way back to the kitchen, returning with food and drink for the two older men. They tore into the bread and cheese much as Darik had earlier.
Whelan eyed the wine and sighed. “No ale, Ethan?”
Ethan shook his head. “Not much demand for ale or mead in the khalifates, I’m afraid. I’m trying to turn a profit here, remember. Every once in a while I find a passing merchant who has acquired a taste for good drink in Eriscoba and pay him dearly for a barrel or two. I had a casket of good dark stuff just last month.” Ethan grinned and patted his stomach. “But I’m afraid I didn’t save any for you, brother.”
Markal gave Darik a wink. “Ah, don’t you love traveling with barbarians?” He took a long sip of the wine. “Now, if only he’d tasted of the Aristonian vineyards before the wars. A taste of those vineyards would convert even the most provincial of palates to its charms.”
Ethan returned to the kitchen to stoke the ovens.
Scree sat on Whelan’s left wrist, and he reached up his other hand to stroke it.
“That’s a pretty bird,” Darik said.
“It’s not a bird,” Whelan said, looking up sharply. “It’s a falcon. I suppose if you saw a griffin, you’d call that a ‘bird’ too, would you?”
Markal laughed. “You think he’s protective of Scree, just wait until you see how he is about his daughter.”
Whelan smiled and put his arm around Sofiana, as if ashamed to be caught fussing over his falcon when he hadn’t seen the girl for so long. Whelan laughed, a welcome sound to Darik’s ears. “Sorry. I’ve been strung out like a bowstring all day. My girl by my side and a little food and drink in my belly helps the spirits, though.”
Sofiana stroked the falcon’s neck. The girl smiled at her father. “I took good care of her.”
“I’m sure you did. I just hope someone took as good care of you.” He looked up at Ethan. “I’m sorry, Ethan. I didn’t mean—”
Ethan held up his hand. “Of course you didn’t. I’ve loaded your bags.”
“Ah, yes,” Markal said. “The camels and the supplies. Will thirty dinarii do it?”
“No need for that,” Ethan said. “I’ve got enough money.” He rose from the table to check the food in the ovens, then returned a few minutes later with goat meat on a skewer, fat chunks of meat interspersed with roasted onions.
“I had some travelers last night who rode west in a hurry toward the mountains and had some food left over. Sorry I’ve got nothing fresher.”
Darik gingerly pulled a chunk of meat from the skewer with his teeth. It tasted delicious, rubbed with butter and garlic. The bread and cheese had taken the edge off his hunger, but this was much better.
“Who were these riders?” Whelan asked. “Veyrians?”
Ethan shook his head. “Eriscobans. Brotherhood, I think. To be safe, I kept quiet about who Ninny and I were.” Ethan took a seat and picked up his own skewer. “But I suspect the time for silence has ended. Friend and enemy alike are sorting themselves into respective sides.”
“Then you can come with us,” Markal said. “We could use an extra sword until we reach Montcrag and the mountains.”
Whelan said, “But more than that, I need you to help me with the Brotherhood, help me win back their trust.”
“I’m afraid Markal will have to help you with that. I’m going to stay here. Someone needs to keep an eye on the city, pass news to the khalifa, and let her know that she has the support of the Free Kingdoms.”
“If you see the khalifa,” Whelan said between sips of wine, “and approach her as Prince Ethan, don’t tell her that I’m your brother. I spent some time at her palace several years ago and don’t want her thinking I had treacherous motives.”
Ethan shrugged. “I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
“Prince?” Darik asked, confused.
Whelan smiled, but there was a bitter edge to it. “We’re King Daniel’s own brothers, I’m afraid.”
“Is nothing you told me true? What about the khalif’s captain in the Mascaras khalifate? A great warrior. Another lie?”
Whelan shook his head. “Sorry.”
Ethan said, “Part of that was true, anyway. Whelan is one of the greatest warriors across the breadth of Mithyl, from Veyre on the sea all the way to the Wylde. Captain of the Knights Temperate.” He hesitated. “Or used to be, anyway.” He turned back to Markal and Whelan. “When do you leave?”
Markal rubbed at his beard. “Nightfall, I think. Too dangerous to travel before then. Do you have somewhere we can sleep for a few hours? Last night stopped short of restful, I’m afraid.”
Sofiana rose from her seat. “The big room is still a mess from the men who came last night, but the well room has bedding.”
She led them upstairs. The well room was a small room for travelers that overlooked the fields behind the innhouse. Darik looked down from the window and saw a small stone well off the back porch that had given the room its name. Three camels knelt in the shade of the house, dozing while their saddle bags lay stacked to one side.
“Tell me the truth,” Darik asked when Ethan and Sofiana left the three of them alone. “Will riding a camel to the mountains end my hopes for Sanctuary?”
Whelan nodded. “For now, yes. You are free Darik, now that you’re away from the city.”
Whelan took off his boots and lay down on the second bed. Markal took a seat beneath the window and closed his eyes. Soft snores immediately came whispering from the wizard’s bearded face.
Darik shook his head. “I still feel like a slave. I think I might always feel like a slave until—” he trailed off in frustration. “I don’t know. Maybe I don’t feel like a slave. But my family has been destroyed and dishonored and my sister is being raised by someone else. I thought if I reached the Citadel and begged Sanctuary—” His voice trailed off again.
“You could join the Brotherhood?”
Darik nodded. “Maybe even join the Knights Temperate. There is honor in that.”
Whelan said, “Great honor. And discipline, too. The problem is, there’s no way you’ll make it through the mountains by yourself on foot. Two days from now it will be too late to make it by horse or camel. It may already be too late.”
“Are you telling me the truth?”
Whelan nodded. “I am now. And I’m truly sorry about all of the lies to get you out of the city. We should have been honest, but I couldn’t be sure how well you could be trusted to keep your calm in danger. Now try to get some sleep.”
Darik thought it impossible that he would fall asleep, but as soon as he closed his eyes, he fell into sleep, exhausted. He dreamt of the wights in the Slaves Quarter, who chased him through the narrow alleys, scrabbling at his robes with claws that burned with ice.
Darik woke some time later to an insistent shaking. He sat up to find Ethan standing over him. Whelan and Markal were lacing up boots, while Sofiana stood at the door, a crossbow in her hands.
Ethan lifted a finger to his lips to warn Darik to silence.
“What is it?” he asked in a low voice. The sun slanted in through the window at a low angle. He must have slept most of the day away and felt as though he could have kept sleeping right through the night.
Ethan said, “Soldiers! They’re at the house. Hurry.” He held Whelan’s falcon on his fist, a hood over its eyes.
Darik pulled on his boots, fear penetrating his grogginess.
“How many?” Whelan asked. “And how are they armed?”
“Heavily armed and armored with Veyrian scale and good Eriscoban leather. Too many to fight. Come, we’ll take the back staircase.”
“But I don’t understand,” Darik said, still trying to shake the sleep from his head. “Why are they here? I thought the dark wizard wanted to take the city first.”
“Balsalom?” Ethan asked. “It’s already fallen. The khalifa is dead.”
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Whelan’s face turned pale. “Kallia? Cragyn killed her? How?”
“I have no idea,” Ethan said. “That’s what they said. Hurry. I need to get more wine for the soldiers. They’re devouring the rest of the goat. They’re hungry bastards. Another minute and they’ll come looking, demanding more food.”
The back staircase was a rickety thing on the opposite side of the converted farmhouse. Ethan stored barrels of wheat and oats on the planks and the stairs, thinned and dusty from dry rot, complained noisily with every step. At last they all reached the bottom of the stairs and made their way into the back of the inn, where the three camels dozed in the sun. Ethan untied their leads and pulled them to their feet.
Ethan handed a glove and Scree to Sofiana then helped Whelan struggle the heavy packs on the camels. Markal cinched the packs tight and then Markal and Sofiana scrambled onto the first two camels.
Darik looked at Whelan and at the final camel, unsure what to do.
“You ride with Sofiana,” Whelan explained, pulling her camel’s bridle until the beast lay on the ground. It bellowed once in irritation, and Darik winced at the sound, sure it would attract attention. Whelan dropped his own camel’s neck and scrambled on top. He pulled his sword from his saddle bags and slung the scabbard over his shoulder.
Darik made to slide in place in front of the girl, but she shook her head and gestured over her shoulder. “You ride in back. Just hold on.”
“I can ride a camel,” Darik protested, heat rising in his cheeks.
“Darik, ride in back,” Whelan said. “Don’t argue.”
He obeyed and climbed behind the girl. She jerked on the reins to pull the camel to its feet then fell in behind the others. Sofiana handed Scree, hooded and tethered, to Whelan.
Ethan said, “The Brothers guide your path. Take care in the Desolation.”
At word of the Desolation, Whelan’s face darkened. “We will. Thanks, brother.” He reached down and clasped his brother’s arm, then they rode.
Whelan led them northwest for the next two hours. They soon moved beyond the fields, making good time across the sandy ground, but slowing where the ground was rocky and ill suited for the camels. The wind blew prickles of sand against the skin.
The desert stretched in all directions like a vast, lumpy rug streaked with different colors of brown. The occasional sage brush clumped in the lee of a boulder, or a desert thorn gnarled its way defiantly from a crack in the rock. Far to the west, the mountains shimmered against the heat, and Darik thought he could see a hint of white at their crowns. As the sun set, it turned the desert brown to a deep, brooding red. It grew difficult to see.
At last Whelan brought them back onto the Tothian Way. It was fully dark by now, with the barest crescent moon in the sky. The camels settled down as they plodded west along the road. None of them spoke, and Darik found himself drifting to sleep. He fought it, not ready to surrender consciousness. He leaned back in the saddle while Sofiana lead.
The stars shimmered overhead. His mother used to tell him they were the souls of the dead scattered across the sky by the Harvester. “For everyone knows,” she said, “that you must sow before you can reap. The heavens are his fields and souls are the seeds he plants.”
The image was comforting. Darik thought of the rich fields of irrigated grain outside of Balsalom, waving in the desert wind. He thought of the smell of desert in the Grand Bazaar early in the morning, before the smells of the souks awakened to the day’s business. That smell came from here, the vast southern desert that only crept this far north in the extreme western khalifates. It was the Desolation of Toth that allowed the desert to spread, his tutor had told him once. His peaceful thoughts evaporated as he thought of crossing that hellish waste.
He closed his eyes until sleep washed over him. As he did, his hand drifted down to his saddle bags and rested upon the steel book.
Darik woke to an insistent tapping on his shoulder. He opened his eyes and found Sofiana leaning over him looking annoyed. He sat up, disoriented, but the girl put a finger to his lips. A pain shot up his back where he’d slept at a crooked angle. Other muscles also complained, from his calves to his shoulders and arms.
Whelan pulled his camel next to theirs, face shadowed. His sword lay across his lap. Markal’s camel sat empty. The wizard was nowhere to be seen.
Whelan leaned over and whispered, “Markal heard something. He thinks someone is on the road ahead.”
Darik’s stomach clenched with memory of the battle in the Slaves Quarter. “Wights?”
“They won’t be out on a night like this. The Harvester is abroad. Listen.”
Darik listened. At first he heard nothing but the wind and bugs chirping. And then, in the distance, a huntsman’s horn. Baying hounds. The sound was gone as soon as it had come. He shuddered. A moment later, the horn and the baying hounds again, this time further east. Darik sighed in relief. So the Harvester didn’t mark their own deaths. It didn’t necessarily mean they would live to see the morning, but it was an encouraging sign.
Whelan sounded grim. “If the Harvester is hunting souls, there must be killing aplenty. My guess is, Cragyn’s army has sacked the city.” He pulled his camel away and they waited for the wizard.
Darik’s thoughts turned to Balsalom, to Kaya. By the Brothers, let her stay safe.
Markal returned shortly, approaching so silently that none of them heard him until he was on them. The others dismounted and held a brief counsel with the wizard.
“We’re on the edge of the Desolation of Toth,” Markal said, not bothering to whisper. “I thought at first I heard the Famine Child whispering in my ear.
“But no,” Markal continued, “It’s definitely men I heard. A Veyrian cavalry unit—ten of them—has set up camp on the edge of the Desolation. They’ve got a fire, and no perimeter sentry, so they’re not expecting company. About half of them are asleep, in fact, and I suspect the rest would be too, if they weren’t afraid to be so close to the Desolation. I think they’re here not to fight, but simply to stop traders or spies from getting through.”
“Did you hear anything about the khalifa?” Whelan asked. “How she died?”
Markal shook his head. “If something happened yesterday, these men wouldn’t know. My guess is they split from the army before it reached the Great Gates. The problem is, what do we do? We don’t want to leave the road in the Desolation.”
“If they’re so unprepared,” Darik said, “can’t you cast another thunderclap or something and kill them?”
“Thunderclap? I’d be hard pressed to snap my fingers. I have no magic in me whatsoever right now. Apart from that, we’re not at war with these men. I don’t want to kill them if I don’t have to.”
“The Free Kingdoms might not be at war,” Darik said, “but I’m from Balsalom, and they’ve just killed my queen.”
“True,” Markal said. “And it is also true enough that they will soon be at war with King Daniel as well.” He shrugged. “You know what those men were talking about? How their children learned to crawl. Hard to kill a man when you hear that. Now, I felt no remorse blasting that torturer last night, but this is different.”
“There’s another thing to consider,” Whelan said. “We kill them it makes a lot of people sit up and take notice.”
“So they’re not paying attention,” Darik said. “The road is wide. If we keep the camels quiet, we can creep by in the dark.”
Markal said, “This close to the Desolation, these men are jumping at every little sound. They’ve also got horses, which will smell the camels and make a stir.”
“All we need,” Sofiana said, “is a diversion. Veyrians are notoriously superstitious.”
Darik nodded, remembering how they feared the Tombs of the Kings. He began to see the beginnings of Sofiana’s plan.
She continued, “And everybody knows that the Famine Child lives in the Desolation.”
The Famine Child was a thin, waifish girl, half-insane sister to the Harvester, who appeared in times of hunger and pestilence, spreading misery wherever she went. She was rumored to live in the Desolation of Toth where thousands had once died, feeding off the decay that still permeated the land.
Sofiana’s plan was simple. She would chase their horses from the road, dressed as the Famine Child to frighten the men if they saw her. Whether the soldiers panicked or tried to recapture their horses, the companions could slip by on their camels. Whelan didn’t want to send his daughter into danger, but agreed with the others that it was an excellent idea.
Still sitting on the ground, Whelan rested his knee on his chin, scratching idly at his face. “Not bad, Ninny, not bad. It might work.”
“There is one thing,” Darik said, hesitating and looking at Sofiana, half afraid to contradict her plan. She was younger than he, but these men obviously valued her opinions and skills more. “If the plan fails, they’ll catch her easily.”
Sofiana frowned. “They won’t catch me. Why do you say that?”
 “No offense,” Darik said, “But you’re only, what? Twelve? You’ll never outrun those men. I should play the Famine Child. I can run faster.”
“No,” Sofiana said. “You’re too tall, and you’ll have to wail and act half-insane as you come upon them.”
“I played Migrath in the Harvest Festival for three straight years,” Darik said, regretting the overly defensive tone in his voice even as he spoke but helpless to stop it. “I did well enough playing the role of a drunken idiot.”
Markal said, “Ah, so drunken idiot comes naturally, does it?” He gave Darik a friendly elbow to the ribs. “Yes, I can believe that.”
“He’s right,” Whelan said to Sofiana. “You’ll be more useful guarding his back. I don’t think he knows the crossbow, do you Darik? No, well Ninny is an excellent shot.”
Markal rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “And she’ll already be mounted on the camel, ready to flee if necessary.” He turned to Darik. “Don’t take any risks. Veyrians might be superstitious but they’re excellent swordsmen.”
Sofiana looked displeased, but didn’t argue further. Darik also found himself frowning, even though his plan had been accepted. It was a petty thing, he knew, and he struggled to suppress his irritation; somehow he’d won the argument but reinforced his uselessness.
* * *
The Veyrians camped in the middle of the Way, and their campfire cast the road in a dim, flickering light. They had no sentries but huddled together, closer to the fire than must have been comfortable.
Darik couldn’t say he blamed them. A humming wafted from the west, rising and falling in pitch. It was an eerie, unpleasant sound.
He crawled forward on his belly as close as he dared and watched for a few minutes as Whelan had instructed. A snake slid past his hand, creeping across the road to take advantage of the warmth captured by the brick during the day. The snake flicked its tongue a few times in his direction, then, deciding he was of no interest, continued its way across the road. Darik watched the snake warily until it crawled out of view, then turned his attention back to the soldiers.
“Make sure you know where everyone is before you move,” Whelan had told him. “You can execute your plan flawlessly and still be cut down by the man who stepped into the bushes to take a piss.”
He counted ten. Four slept in blankets with boots off, although from the way they tossed about, he doubted any of them truly slept. The other six played a game of bones, placing bets with a few coppers. They did it simply to pass the time, he guessed, as one of them with no money bet from a stack of small pebbles instead. They spoke in low voices, and Darik couldn’t make out anything they said. Swords lay within easy reach as well as crossbows strapped to saddlebags.
As for the horses, they acted much the same as their owners. They huddled to the north of the soldiers, milling in the shadows beyond the camp fire. They nickered nervously at the moaning sound. None wore saddles. They were roped to a single lead horse, a large roan, branded across its back. To scatter them, Darik would have to cut that rope.
Markal had dressed him as the Famine Child. He shredded and muddied a cloak from Whelan’s bag, then draped it across Darik’s shoulders. It was too large and hung in tatters to the ground, making him look thinner than before. Markal stripped off Darik’s outer cloak, leaving him with only an under cloth around his waist. The wizard then rubbed dirt and sand into Darik’s skin and hair, mixing it with water until it left him with the proper mud-streaked look. Sofiana had turned up her nose, but admitted that he looked the part of a starving child. Markal pressed two vials into Darik’s hand, one an oil to rub onto his face before he acted, the other a powder to throw into the fire should the need arise.
Time to act, Darik decided, heart pounding.
Darik had spent time with horses in his father’s stables and moved quickly to sooth the animals before they grew jittery. He ducked low behind the lead stallion, then took the first vial, broke the wax plug and dumped the oil on his hand. It might have been a pure cooking oil of some kind but that when it touched his flesh, his skin glowed with a pale sheen. He rubbed it quickly onto his face, then struggled with the knot. The Veyrians kept talking. He could understand them now.
“D’ya suppose they’ll make us march through the Desolation, too?”
“Sure,” a second soldier said. Darik heard the rattle of bones shaken and tossed. “You think we’re going to sleep in Veyre this winter?” He chuckled. “You’ll see the Wylde itself within the fortnight, I’ll wager.”
“Well I don’t like it.”
Darik could not work the knot free. It was too tight and tied in an unusual way.
“Nobody likes the Desolation, you fool. But if we stick to the road, we’ll be fine. Traders cross the waste all the time.”
“Sure,” a third man said. “But when the spirits howl, they cast lots and sacrifice the loser.”
“Good thing we’re not casting lots, the way you’re throwing the bones tonight.”
“Why don’t you all shut up so I can sleep,” a new voice said.
At last, Darik worked the knot free. He slipped the rope carefully through the bridle as the horses danced in anticipation.
“Hey!” one of the men shouted, jumping to his feet. “What’s that?” He snatched his sword and stepped toward Darik and the horses. The other men turned.
Darik froze. An overwhelming urge to run came over him. He took an inadvertent step backwards before he remembered.
“Aieeee!” he shrieked, stepping toward the light. Not a frightened cry, or an angry cry, but the cry of a mad man. The scream was the signal to Markal and Whelan to go.
He lurched into the fire light. “Food!” he cried. “I’m starving. Give me flesh to eat. Wine, red, bloody wine. Ahhh!”
He held out his hands in a pleading gesture, a gesture that showed his hands, glowing from Markal’s oil. They stank too, like something rotting. He let the cloak fall away from his face.
The men jumped to their feet in a hurry, even those sleeping a moment earlier. The bones and money scattered. One man staggered backwards over the fire, kicking up sparks and smoke. He fell into another, who tripped into the coals with a scream. The horses pranced nervously, and freed from their tether, two of them simply trotted into the darkness.
“Ah!” Darik cried, lurching toward the men with outstretched hands. “Give me flesh!” He grabbed one man by the shoulders.
This shredded the last of the soldiers’ courage. One man, eyes drunk with sleep, screamed and the others turned and fled. The horses neighed at the confusion and ran.
Plan working perfectly and a grin on his face, Darik turned to go. Or, he would have, if Whelan’s overly long cloak hadn’t slipped around his ankles. His feet tangled in the cloak and he fell, hands outstretched to break his fall. He landed with a grunt.
And as chance would have it, one of the more level-headed soldiers saw him fall. Darik climbed to his feet, and in a panic.
“Stop!” the man shouted. “It’s a boy!”
Many of the others, those still close enough to the fire to see him, stopped running. Darik turned and fled.
“Stop him!”
Darik reached the darkness before they could grab him, but the shouts spread as the other soldiers joined in pursuit. He almost cried out for Whelan and Markal, but regained his senses. Not enough time bought yet, and the horses not scattered far enough. If he could keep running to draw them further from their camp, then he could call the others and the soldiers would be too far from their horses to reach them in time.
Some of the swifter soldiers closed behind him. One grabbed his cloak and it shrugged from his shoulders and fell off. Darik lurched to the left, leaving the man grasping at air. Heavy footsteps followed.
And Darik found himself surrounded on three sides. Some of the men had looped around while he snaked back and forth to lose them. Hands grabbed, one seizing him by the wrist. He stumbled backwards and lurched in the air on the edge of the road. The grip on his wrist broke as he fell down the embankment.
Darik rolled down the hill, striking rocks. His head landed against a rock and exploded with light. He sat up, dizzy, and looked around him. Dust rose from the ground to fill his nostrils.
“No, don’t follow him,” one of the men said from the road. The voices trailed away as the men drew back from the road.
Darik climbed unsteadily to his feet, thinking at first that he’d broken an ankle. But no, it was only a sprain. He looked around but saw nothing in the darkness. Even the very stars appeared to have been snuffed from the sky. It was then that Darik realized what had happened.
He stood alone on the Desolation of Toth.
* * *
Darik thought at first that he would simply walk alongside the Way for a few minutes, and then return to the road. The soldiers knew nothing about his companions, so they would have no reason to mount a pursuit. Certainly, he didn’t expect them to ride through the Desolation until morning. For this reason, he expected that Markal and Whelan would come looking for him on the road.
But it was dark, and he stumbled with every step. After a few minutes, he turned back toward the road, determined to creep halfway up the hill and listen for the soldiers. As he turned toward the Way, however, he found only empty space. He stumbled in that direction for a few minutes, then gave up and tried to return to the spot from which he’d come.
The moaning sound was much louder than it had been on top of the road. It rose in pitch and volume then disappeared, leaving silence so complete that he could hear nothing but the roaring of his own breath and the rattle of his feet kicking stones. And then it returned, howling around his ears.
Darik’s outstretched hands touched a wall unexpectedly and he knew that he’d headed off in a new direction. The wall came to shoulder height and was ragged and uneven on top. On the side, the stones were rounded and smooth.
He was afraid. He could see nothing, not even phantom lights blinking in his own wide-open eyes. Darik forced calm upon himself. Let panic take hold and he’d lurch forward all night into the waste, until he could no longer see the Way when sunrise came. If daylight ever came to this cursed land.
And then, like the slats opening in a window, he could see. The landscape blinked into existence in front of him. It was day time, but a haze draped over the land, cloaking everything in muted gray. The rising sun struggled to penetrate the haze. Darik staggered backwards in shock and fear at what he saw.
The wall his hand rested against was made of skulls, bleached white and mortared into the wall. It stretched in either direction as far as he could see. He could see over the wall and to his back, but didn’t see the road anywhere in sight, just the wind-blasted plain in every direction.
The stones he’d been kicking were more bones, some broken and splintered, others laying as whole skeletons. All clothing had long since vanished, but some still wore rusted armor, held swords in hand, or wore rings on their fingers. One man grinned back at Darik where he’d fallen, an axe buried in his skull.
The landscape was pockmarked with holes filled with brackish water. As soon as it grew light, a scum of tiny flies rose from the ponds and filled the air, swarming about his face. Plants grew here and there, but they were sickly things, huddling low to the ground. A purple, stinking vine climbed the bone wall in places, and as he brushed it, tendrils reached out to wrap around his leg. Darik stepped hastily back.
As he stood trying to figure out what to do, the howling started up again, and as it did, the bones on the ground came to life. Darik shrank back against the wall, no longer concerned about the vines.
Bones reassembled themselves. Tendons and flesh grew on the bones, then organs, skin, and clothing. Rust melted from old swords and armor, and the people jumped to their feet. Houses reformed themselves, fields of wheat and barley sprouted from the dead ground. But everything remained hazy, as if the land itself had been bleached.
The newly risen dead paid him no attention, but set about fighting. As far as he could see, men and women engaged in battle, rape, robbery, and murder, thousands of individual struggles. A man rode by on a horse and impaled a man standing next to Darik with a spear. The man staggered back against Darik, or rather through Darik, who felt nothing, then fell to the ground, blood gushing from his mouth. As soon as he died, the man jumped back to his feet to rejoin the struggle.
Now that he could see, Darik could also hear and smell. Screams, shouts, and curses. Burning houses and fields. And above everything, the howling, as if something ripped apart the earth itself. A child screamed as a man on horseback ran her down, hooves throwing her into the mud.
At last the howling stopped, leaving a near-perfect silence but for the buzzing gnats still swirling around Darik’s head. The combatants collapsed to the ground, returning to bones. Fields and burning homes faded. From one of the stagnant pools came the forlorn croak of a stench toad.
Darik followed the wall, heart pounding. Ahead, stretched nothing, behind, nothing, but he had to move. And the howling started again. Armies reformed themselves and fought. This time it was too much for him. He slumped against the wall, trying to shut his ears against the sound, and clamping his eyes shut. The battle raged.
A scream sounded in the air overhead. A second scream closer, and then claws sank into his shoulder. He flinched, but didn’t open his eyes.
“Darik!”
Darik opened his eyes to see Scree sitting on his shoulder, eyes bright and piercing. The falcon looked back through the battle and Darik followed her gaze.
Whelan strode toward him, sword in hand. It was he who had shouted Darik’s name. Whelan’s blade blazed brighter than anything else on this blasted landscape, and cast everything gray into sharp colors as he passed. Caught in this circle of color, the wights took notice of the man, wailing and dropping their weapons to shield their eyes. Whelan held out his arm and Scree flew to his wrist.
Darik climbed to his feet and embraced the man, so happy was he to see him. As he drew inside the circle cast by Whelan’s sword, everything changed. He could see the Tothian Way now, not more than a hundred feet behind him. And the battle changed.
The war was no longer in some field, but in Balsalom itself. He saw the Merchants Quarter burning, one of the minarets toppling to the ground. The palace itself blazed with an unnatural green light. Soldiers slaughtered people in the streets, setting fire to buildings and overturned carts. Smoke strangled the air, penetrated only by the smell of death. The bodies of children lay in the streets, and Darik thought for one horrified moment that one of them was his sister Kaya, but the vision faded before he could see for sure. Again, the scene changed.
The flat, blasted plain rippled and shimmered, then turned into water, its edge marked by a flat, rocky beach. A sharp, salty tang filled the air and sea birds wheeled overhead, their shrill cries rising above the sound of the waves. Darik lurched toward the water in amazement, even as he knew it was only an illusion.
“Darik,” Whelan warned, reaching out a hand to stop him.
A woman dragged herself from the surf. In her struggle to gain the land, the waves had pounded her against the rocks, and she bled from numerous cuts. Her clothing hung in tatters.
“No,” Whelan whispered. “Not this. By the brothers, please, not this.”
He staggered past Darik and onto the rocky beach. His sword dropped from his hands as he rushed to help the woman from the water. Scree rose from Whelan’s wrist with a startled squawk. The blade glittered at Darik’s feet. He didn’t know whether to follow the man, or remain. Howls rose from the blasted plain at his back and the smell of death mingled with the smell of the ocean that lay in front of him.
Whelan cradled the woman in his arms. “Oh, Serena. Please, don’t die.”
But the woman was not pleased to see Whelan. “No, Whelan. Don’t. Find him and bring him to me. I am going to die.”
“No, Serena. He’s not here.”
“Then leave me alone.”
This last bit tore the man apart worse than seeing the woman broken by the waves and the rocks. He cried out and pulled away, before reaching for her again. This time, she didn’t resist, but closed her eyes, breathing labored.
Once again, the landscape shifted and the sea and beach disappeared, leaving them in the midst of the flat plain again. The battle raged on all sides.
Whelan was left holding nothing, a terrible, choking look across his face.
“Whelan,” Darik said, grabbing the man’s arm and trying to pull him to his feet.
“Go away.”
“Come, we can’t stay here.” In desperation, he picked up the sword from the ground and handed it to Whelan.
Whelan stared at the sword for a moment, before rising woodenly to his feet. Scree let out a bewildered scream overhead and the man lifted his wrist for the falcon to land.
Whelan swung his sword in an arc and the illusions fled before them. He strode across the plain and Darik struggled to keep up the pace. Tears dried on Whelan’s cheeks, replaced by a grim frown.
At last they regained the road and the visions vanished, replaced by a flat gray plain, much as Darik had originally seen it. He could also see the wall stretching parallel with the Tothian Way. From here, it was impossible to see the skulls that bound it together.
The sun crawled into the sky. Thankfully, it was day—that much hadn’t been an illusion. Pale as the sun was, it lifted his spirits.
Whelan breathed deeply, and appeared to have regained his senses.
“Is this Serena going to die?” Darik asked.
Whelan turned to look at him and shrugged. “Serena is already dead. My sword, there are some who call it Soultrup, lies sometimes. I don’t know what was real, what had happened, what was going to happen.”
“Who was she?” Darik asked. He noticed even as he asked, that Whelan’s cloak was still stained with blood from the dying woman.
Whelan met his gaze, face unreadable. “Serena? Serena was the queen of Arvada and the Citadel.” He nodded. “Yes, that’s right, King Daniel’s wife and Ninny’s mother.”
But Sofiana was Whelan’s daughter, not King Daniel’s. How could she … ? Belatedly, he realized the implications. Darik looked to the ground.
Whelan sheathed his sword and sent Scree aloft. He looked down at his hands and breathed deeply. “Yes, that’s right.” His voice had taken on a curious tone. Almost flat and emotionless. “I was young, she was young, and my brother was completely absorbed in the chores of a young king after Father died. It was all too easy to—” he stopped mid-sentence. “No, there is no excuse for what I did. I accept full responsibility and I will beg the king for forgiveness when we reach the Citadel.”
“So that’s why King Daniel banished you from Eriscoba,” Darik said, so many things growing clear. He’d been so overwhelmed to discover that Whelan was a prince in the Free Kingdoms that he’d almost forgotten what Ethan had said. “But why did he wait so long? Sofiana is what? Twelve years old?”
Whelan’s face clenched in sudden rage, the calm look on his face swept away. “Because I was a fool. I thought I could escape my problems, first by fleeing to Balsalom, and then by joining the Brotherhood. I suffered my ordeals in silence, purging myself and learning to control my appetites. But I simply could not admit to my brother what I had done.”
He laughed bitterly. “So I waited until the queen drowned and, in a fit of regret and mourning, told my brother of my earlier sins. At any other time Daniel would have forgiven me, I’m sure of it. But he had grown to love Serena too, you see, and in his grief, he exiled me. Banished from Eriscoba, from my home in the city Arvada, and from the Citadel.”
“But wait,” Darik said. He grew angry as another part of the story came into focus. “What about Sofiana? It wasn’t her fault. Why would the king banish her, too?”
“Oh no, Daniel didn’t hold Ninny at fault. He was angry, but not that angry.” A wry smile touched his lips. “You can blame my daughter for that one. Headstrong girl.”
“It was her own choice?” Having been torn from his own life of ease, Darik couldn’t see why she’d prefer to live on the road, instead of as a princess.
“Does that surprise you? It shouldn’t. Boys aren’t the only ones who crave adventure. When I returned the first time from Balsalom when Sofiana was young, I made sure I became her favorite uncle. That meant teaching her the bow and sword, horsemanship and falconry. Not that she doesn’t love her father.”
Whelan sighed. “And then when her mother died and I foolishly chose that moment to confess my crimes, she thought it would be a great adventure to follow me into exile. And justice, too. Alas, she’s not the sort of child you can compel to obey you, or I’d have sent her back to Eriscoba long ago.”
Scree returned with a scream.
“Come,” Whelan said, putting a hood over the falcon’s head. He swept the emotion from his face. “They’ve gone ahead.”
They found Markal and Sofiana a few minutes later with the camels. Markal looked at them grimly. “You do, indeed, look like a wight, Darik. I’m afraid you won’t be able to wash until we cross the Desolation.”
Darik looked down at his filthy, scratched hands to see that they still glowed with the oils Markal had given him.
“Ugh,” Sofiana said. “What’s that smell?”
Darik said, “It’s me, I’m afraid. Something in Markal’s potion.” He pulled the camel to the ground and mounted behind the girl. “It worked, though.”
She made a face. “You smell worse than the camel.”
Darik said, “You might not say that if you had to sit in the back.” He turned to Markal. “I don’t know how you happened to have that potion in your bags but it worked. I’d have escaped if not for my clumsy feet.”
Markal smiled. “The oil is an ointment for an ailment I suffer in the, er … nether regions. The luminescence was a handy side effect. Sorry about the smell.”
Sofiana giggled. It might have been funny, or disgusting, or both if Darik and Whelan hadn’t just emerged from the Desolation.
“What happened out there?” Darik said, pointing to the Desolation. “My father used to ride through here on trading missions. He didn’t like the place, but I had no idea what it was. I don’t think he did either.”
“Most people don’t,” Markal said. “Not unless they leave the road and if they do, they don’t usually return.”
“This was once a prosperous kingdom. Aristonia.” Markal’s voice was reverent when he spoke the name. “The Fair Land, some people called it. Its people were free, its lands rich beyond belief. It was said you could plant anything in the ground, even gold, and a tree or bush or plant would sprout forth. A valuable gift was a box of the Aristonian soil. Plant it in your gardens and your produce would be the envy of every other grocer in the souk.”
“What happened?” Sofiana asked.
“King Toth demanded allegiance of the Aristonians. He’d subjected most of the world by then, and Aristonia had already suffered the Tothian Way to be built through its lands. Toth thought that if he turned the magic of this land, he could better make war against the Mountain Brother, his sworn enemy, who lived in the mountains just west of here.”
Darik shook his head. “What kind of man thinks he can kill a god?”
“The kind of man who has already killed one,” Markal said. “Toth had slain the Forest Brother the previous year. Most people don’t realize what happened to the fifth brother.”
“As he marched on Aristonia, all the free people of Mithyl united. Those chaffing under his rule revolted. For three years the battles raged across the land. Hundreds of thousands were killed, the Aristonians themselves scattered across Mithyl. When the war ended, Toth lay dead, but his curse remained on the land. I suspect it will always remain.”
“Come,” Markal said. He turned his camel to the west. “We need to reach Montcrag before Cragyn does.”
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The Desolation stretched on either side with only the Tothian Way to break the blighted landscape. As the sun rose, the air filled with a muggy stillness and the companions settled into an uneasy quiet. The camels plodded along; they had become lethargic in the heat. But the camels’ stamina was relentless.
They saw nobody else on the road.
Darik slept in the saddle before the heat woke him. By then, Sofiana began to droop, overcome by exhaustion herself, so he traded with her and let her sleep where she could lean into the saddlebags. Markal and Whelan rode in front, Darik and Sofiana in the rear. About once an hour, Whelan sent Scree aloft to look for pursuit. She saw none.
Darik found himself rubbing the spine of the steel tome jutting from the saddlebags. He hefted it onto his lap to look at the curious script hammered across the front leaf. The remnants of paint still clung to the low parts, red and blue. A flowering vine snaked up the side of the leading letter.
He tried to remember what he’d learned of the old script. The letters represented ideas, rather than sounds. The leading letter looked like a soth, and he thought he made out tef and ithnat. If you twisted the tail the other way, one of the letters look like kormat. The rest was gibberish.
Markal’s instructions were clear. Don’t read the book. But Darik couldn’t read it even if he’d wanted to. It had been too long, he’d paid too little attention to his lessons, and this script was an older style even than the one he’d been taught. So he doubted it would hurt to thumb through the leaves. A guilty voice in the back of his mind suggested he ask the wizard anyway, but this voice was easy to dismiss. No need to disturb the man. Markal looked half asleep anyhow, slumping in the saddle.
Darik opened the book.
The first page wasn’t writing at all, but a picture of a cloud castle. It was hammered with surprising delicacy, and the paint still hung fresh and bright. Tiny people stood in the castle towers, while a griffin launched himself from the side of the cloud, a woman riding on its back.
The picture interested Darik not so much for the artistry in the picture, but for the cut away diagram of the windmill to one side, with gears and machinery exposed. Whoever had drawn the picture knew how the giant windmills that moved the castles worked.
He turned the page to discover that the writing was on the back of the leaf, and unlike the initial page, the script flowed from right to left. Was this the way everyone had written, or just an artifact of this particular book? Beyond the page, the next page contained another picture, just as fascinating as the first. He forced himself to look back to the writing to see what else he could learn, before he simply skipped ahead. Somehow, it felt important.
“Welcome boy,” the lettering said. “A bridge of time separates us. Time and pain that you cannot understand. Your companions do not yet understand the significance of this bridge, not even the wizard, but they will. In an act of mercy, the Sky Brother built castles in the sky for the survivors of the wars, hoping that by so doing he would—”
Darik shut the book in surprise. The words had come directly from the script to his mind, as easily as if he’d read one of Graiyan’s recipes scrawled in the common tongue. But more: Did the book know who he was? The thought staggered him.
Markal shifted in the saddle and Darik hastily slid the book back into the saddlebags. He must have clanked the leaves together as he did, for the wizard turned around and fixed him with a peculiar gaze. Darik swallowed, certain Markal knew what he’d done.
“Darik? Are you ill?”
“What? Oh, no. Just hot.”
Markal watched him for another minute, then turned back around. Darik found himself sweating. And why? He’d looked at the book, but nothing had come of it. And it wasn’t going to happen again.
They reached the edge of the Desolation sometime after dusk. The first sign was a small brook running across the road. The camels spotted the water first, breaking into a great, loping gate. They stopped at the spring and took in great gulps of water.
“Springfell,” Whelan said. “We’ve crossed the Desolation.”
Indeed, the air smelled different. A breeze blew from the west, holding the promise of mountain glens and wild flowers. It mingled and clashed with the heavier air to the east.
Markal wanted to keep riding, but the camels were exhausted, and everyone needed to get off for a few hours to rest. They stripped down to loin cloths and bathed in the brook, washing road dirt and the pervasive smell of camels from their body. The water was startlingly cold.
They ate in a small clearing off the road, in the midst of some scrubby trees. Scree hunted down a rabbit and a pair of doves and they cooked this fresh meat over a small cook fire. Sofiana and Markal went to search for herbs, while Whelan cleaned his sword. Darik watched him work.
“Darik,” Whelan said, “I meant to tell you about your father.”
“My father?” Darik asked, confused.
“Yes, about your father. Both Markal and I knew, that is, we know him well.”
“You know where my father is?”
Whelan looked uncomfortable. “Well, no, but I believe he’s still alive somewhere in Veyre. Your father might have been a terrible merchant without your mother’s help, but he was an excellent spy. He brought information from Veyre to the Free Kingdoms for several years.”
“A spy?” He burned with indignation. “My father was no traitor. He loved Balsalom.”
Whelan shook his head. “Not against Balsalom, Darik. He watched the dark wizard, kept track of his comings and goings in Balsalom.”
“But he was so, so … so soft. My entire family fell into disgrace because my father was too soft to fight the moneylenders.”
“Yes, he had his failings. But I speak the truth.”
“And my mother knew about this?”
“She knew, yes, but your father carried the news. The Brotherhood and the Order had men like Markal and myself in several cities along the Way and we would sometimes help your father and other merchants like him.”
“And when my father’s property was sold?”
“Markal convinced Graiyan to send me to the slave blocks. Once there, it was a simple matter to buy the two of you and then convince the baker to keep your sister as well. When the time came for us to leave the city, we decided to bring you but leave Kaya. I’m sorry about your sister, but she’ll do better with Graiyan. With the enemies your father made amongst the merchants guild, he won’t be coming back for a long time.”
“Is this the truth?”
Whelan held out his left hand palm up and said, “I swear by the wounded hand that it is the truth.”
“Thank you.” Darik felt better, although he didn’t know what to make of the news that his father was a spy. Not a spy against Balsalom, thankfully, but a spy nonetheless.
Markal and Sofiana returned with wild carrots, leek, and radish. The wizard put the dove and rabbit meat into a stew with the vegetables and fresh water from Springfell. In a few minutes, they were eating. Whelan passed around some bread from Graiyan’s kitchen and some of Ethan’s wine to top off the meal. Darik hadn’t realized how hungry he was.
“Shh,” Markal warned unexpectedly. He dropped the bowl from his lips and listened. The others fell silent, and Whelan put a hand on Scree’s neck to steady her.
Darik heard it, too. A snuffling sound, passing through the trees to the south, further from the road and drawing slowly closer. Whelan rose to his feet and drew his sword. Darik wished he had something—anything—with which to defend himself. He searched the ground near the fire for some stick he could use as a club.
“There you are, Talebearer,” a voice said. “And you have friends, I see.”
A woman emerged from the trees, together with a large dog. She was a tall, imposing woman, with angular features and a firm mouth. A long robe cloaked her, tied with a red cord about her waist. Darik thought her a young woman at first glance, perhaps Whelan’s age, but when she stepped closer to the fire, he got a second look and reconsidered. A slight clouding in her eyes made her look much older.
The dog was a rangy beast of indeterminate breed, sniffing loudly at the ground. When it saw Markal, the dog hurried from the woman’s side, investigating the stew on the fire and the companions in turn. It was one of those overly friendly dogs that think a wet nose in the crotch is a good greeting. Darik pushed its head away and scratched its ears.
“Nathaliey,” Markal said, holding out his hand, palm facing up. The woman put her hand on his.
“Well met, Markal,” she said, removing her hand. She nodded to Whelan. “Captain.”
Markal said, “You’ve met Whelan’s daughter, Sofiana. This is Darik, from Balsalom.” He turned to Darik. “This is Nathaliey Liltige, from the Order of the Wounded Hand.”
Nathaliey’s eyes narrowed as she scrutinized Darik. Then she turned to the dog, snuffling over the pot of stew again, and said in an exasperated voice, “Don’t do that.”
“He can eat some,” Markal said. “The poor beast looks half starved.” He smiled. “I didn’t know you’d taken a pet.”
“That’s not a pet!” she protested. “That’s Narud.”
“Narud?” Markal asked with a laugh.
“A sparrow said he saw you west of Balsalom, and Narud turned himself into a dog to track you. Knowing Narud, he might stay a dog for weeks.”
Darik frowned, confused. Whelan leaned over to explain. “A wizard.” He touched his thumb to his forehead in the Balsalomian way, indicating someone who was eccentric or maybe a little bit touched.
“I have news for you this time, Talebearer,” Nathaliey told Markal. “King Daniel is ill.”
All three of Darik’s companions looked concerned by this news. “What is the matter with him?” Markal asked.
She shook her head. “Nobody knows. He grows weaker every day. Chantmer thinks it is poisoning, but I see no evidence.” Her voice tensed slightly when she spoke Chantmer’s name. “I guess sorcery, but Chantmer dismisses all theories but his own. He’s sent away most of the Brotherhood, the Knights Temperate, anyway, together with the Order, to search for obscure roots and gather physics from the khalifates where they know something more of poisons.”
“Ah, Chantmer the Tall,” Markal said. “He is always right, isn’t he?” He shrugged, as if this were no concern. “I’ll look at the king when I reach Eriscoba. But tell me, are all of the knights away from Arvada?”
“I saw others from the Brotherhood in the city, but not a single Knight Temperate within ten miles of Arvada. It’s more than Chantmer’s quest. The Brotherhood remains divided. There are reports of fighting in their numbers.”
Whelan said, “Fighting? Surely you are mistaken.”
Nathaliey said, “I am not mistaken, my friend. A few weeks ago a score of Knights grew so disgusted with the continued division that they renounced their vows and rode south, swearing they would leave Eriscoba and never return.”
“What?” Whelan cried. “Are you certain?”
“Enough of this.” Markal changed subjects in that abrupt way of his. “I also have news for you, Nathaliey.”
A half smile played at her lips. “Of course you would.”
“It is a constant struggle to maintain my reputation as the bearer of ill tidings, but I do my best.”
Markal shared what had happened with the Veyrian army at Balsalom, news that alarmed Nathaliey. He said, “So be careful. Any roads to the east are dangerous.”
“Thank you for the warning. In that case, our way will be slow. We’d best leave. Chantmer sent us to find Prince Ethan and secret him back to Eriscoba.” She turned and whistled for the dog and the two of them disappeared into the darkness, traveling east.
Whelan said, “I don’t care for Nathaliey’s tidings.” He had calmed considerably, as Markal had no doubt intended when he’d changed the subject.
Markal shook his head. “No. The news disturbs me. We need a healthy king and a united Brotherhood.”
“I didn’t think the Free Kingdoms had a single king,” Darik said. His father had been to Eriscoba several times, but he knew little about how the Free Kingdoms ran their affairs.
“Daniel’s only the king of Arvada, in truth,” Markal said, “but the other lords trust his word, and he’s spread the wealth of his kingdom throughout Eriscoba. Musicians, poets, blacksmiths, tinkers, and farmers have all prospered under his hand. His influence is as great as the High Khalif of Veyre is to the khalifates, I assure you.”
“Come,” Whelan said. “Let’s get some sleep. Wizard, will you keep the first watch?”
After a few hours rest, they broke camp and Markal spurred them on again. Sunrise came but still they traveled. The terrain changed. The land grew hilly and greener. Trees, mostly oak and maple, shaded the ground, replacing the grass. Further ahead, the trees turned to pine. Sometimes the trees grew right up to the road. The mountains rose like ragged teeth on the horizon, with snow crowning the tallest peaks.
Scree came squawking to Whelan’s arm from one of her scouting flights. They immediately moved the camels from the road to the trees. Darik and Markal crept back to the road to watch. By now, the man’s left hand had mostly healed, and while his right hand was still weak, he could use it. It comforted Darik to know the wizard had regained his magic.
Soldiers shortly came up the road. Twenty men on horseback led the group, lightly armed with spears and leather armor. Behind, several wagons, pulled by teams of horses. From the way the horses strained, the wagons carried heavy loads.
Markal said, “I wonder—” He shook his head. “No, we haven’t got time. And there aren’t enough to threaten Montcrag. But for how long?”
Whelan sent Scree aloft to search for more soldiers before they returned to the road. The falcon raised no alarm this time, but they proceeded with caution nevertheless.
By now, other roads branched from the Way, leading to freeholds and towns. They passed a man with a handcart and later, a boy herding goats by the side of the road. Darik guessed that much of the risk had disappeared. They stopped in a small village that afternoon, where Whelan sold the camels and bought four horses, figuring they would be better suited for mountain travel. They changed their robes and tunics for jerkins and trousers and boots. Whelan put away his sword and kept Scree covered.
Darik wasn’t as comfortable with a horse as a camel, and the young gelding he rode was more spirited than he’d hoped. He made sure the Tome, as he’d began to think of it, lay in his own saddlebags.
The horses were well rested and made better time than the flagging camels. They left the village and started the long climb into the mountains. Several Veyrian soldiers rode past late in the afternoon, but ignored the companions. Too much traffic used the road this close to the village to draw attention.
They stopped for the night at the foot of the mountain canyon through which the Tothian Way climbed. In the morning they set out again. The air was crisp with a hint of autumn in the air. The seasons changed earlier in the mountains.
A ravine dropped on the right side of the Way, through which a small brook churned. Springfell, Whelan confirmed, the same brook which later flowed across the road itself. The road snaked back and forth as it climbed next to the ravine. Mountains loomed on either side, although they were only a hint of what they’d see later, the others told Darik.
“Look!” Sofiana cried as they rounded a bend.
“Montcrag,” Markal said.
A small castle sat perched against the side of the mountain, as if carved from the rock itself. Indeed, its cool gray colors matched the stone that marked bare spots here and there against the pine trees that carpeted the mountain. If Sofiana hadn’t pointed it out, Darik might not have seen it at all.
The castle disappeared from view a few minutes later as the road passed through a copse of pine. A small road climbed up the hillside from the Way, but Darik would have paid it no attention had he missed the castle.
“Something is wrong,” Markal said. They stopped at the foot of the road.
Whelan nodded. “By now, Hoffan’s men would have spotted us from the Eagle Tower and sent someone to collect a toll.”
Darik nodded. His father had paid tolls to several petty lords through the mountains. In return, these men kept the Way free of highwaymen. Father sometimes argued that these lords amounted to little more than bandits themselves, but Darik’s mother reasoned that it was better to know who robbed you and how much they’d extract.
“Could Montcrag have fallen already?” Whelan asked Markal, but then shook his head in answer to his own question. “Too few troops have come this way yet.”
Markal said, “Where did all those riders go? Surely they won’t leave Montcrag alone. One way to find out.”
They left the Tothian Way, making their way through the trees. The smaller road was a marked contrast to the Way. Weeds sprouted from the packed dirt, and deep ruts marred the surface. The horses picked their way gingerly along the edge of the road. At last they emerged from the trees and got a better view of Montcrag.
Three towers rose on the edge of the castle, providing an excellent view of the canyon and the valley below. The road winding its way to the castle was steep, narrow and exposed. Any attackers would have to throw themselves at the towers or scale forty-foot rock walls. A grassy slope rose behind the castle as an alternative to a frontal assault, but it had to be difficult to circle the castle from over the mountain.
Sheep grazed the hillside beyond the castle, tended by a dog and a boy with a stick. Two men sat in the tallest tower—the Eagle Tower—watching. No flag waved from its height, leaving Darik to wonder who held the castle.
They approached the front gates, heavy iron-bound doors in a space carved between the rock cliff. Above the doors, the castle proper began, with arrow loops and peep windows spacing the stone. Writing had been carved into the stones on either side of the door, although time had worn some of these smooth. Markal studied the writing while Whelan dismounted and approached the door. He pounded his fist against the door.
A slat slid open high on the door, perhaps ten feet over Whelan’s head and a man with a shaggy black beard peered his head out. “So it’s the bird lover, is it?”
Whelan looked up and grinned. “Hoffan!”
“I thought I recognized that swagger. Come back to take my offer of employment?”
“If I wanted to be an outlaw, I’d go into business for myself.” Whelan said.
“So you say,” Hoffan said, still making no move to open the door and keep Whelan from craning his neck. He looked back at Darik, Markal and Sofiana. “You brought Markal the Meddler with you.” He grunted. “I should have known he’d be weaseling around with this nasty business going on up and down my road.” He disappeared.
The door swung open a moment later and the others dismounted and joined Whelan in leading the horses inside the bailey. Inside, several stone buildings huddled against the walls. Two men practiced sword play next to the well at the center of the green.
Hoffan was a large man, just shy of fat. He gripped Whelan in a bear hug so tight that the man’s bones creaked, then did the same to Markal. If the wizard was annoyed by Hoffan’s comments, he didn’t show it, but grinned and clapped the man on the shoulder. Hoffan looked at Darik, shrugged and gripped him in another hug. Darik grunted as the big man squeezed the air from his ribs. Hoffan hugged Sofiana last, showing the girl no mercy.
“Now that you’ve crushed us to a pulp,” Markal said, “We have some important business to discuss.”
Hoffan sighed. “Don’t you always, wizard? I don’t know whether to run and hide when I see you, or pull on my boots and start stomping. And you’re not alone this time. Your friends dropped in night before last. Nathaliey and—what’s that strange man’s name? You know, the one who talks to my sheep?” Hoffan snapped his fingers. “Narud. That’s it.”
Markal said, “That’s nothing. You’d seen him yesterday and he’d have chased your sheep. Barking.”
Hoffan shook his head. “Wizards,” he said in an exaggerated tone of voice.
He led them to his personal apartments, a spartan set of rooms to the side of the keep. They sat on stone benches while a serving man brought flagons of ale.
“Ah, something real to drink,” Whelan said. He took a long draught from the offered flagon.
Darik took a sip. It was too bitter for his taste.
“I have a few words before you start harassing me with your troubles again,” Hoffan said. He wiped flecks of ale from his beard, a growth so thick that Darik half expected the man’s hand to chase out a nesting sparrow. “Your bird friends are devouring my sheep faster than I can steal them.”
“Griffins keep dragon wasps from the mountains,” Markal said. “You know that.”
“So you keep telling me, but I’ve never seen a dragon wasp and I see griffins taking sheep every fortnight. I’d shoot a few well-aimed arrows at the buzzards, but those bird riders would swoop down and that would be the end of me.”
“We saw dragon wasps three days ago,” Markal said. “You’ll be glad for griffins soon enough.”
“Can’t you at least tell them to eat someone else’s sheep for a change?” Hoffan grumbled.
Whelan nodded. “I’ll talk to them.”
Markal told Hoffan of Cragyn’s attack on Balsalom, then said, “Now tell us what you know of the dark wizard’s army.”
Hoffan told them all he knew. For the last week, small groups of men had flowed continually up the Way to the west. Hoffan had four score men under his command and could have challenged any of the groups, but he hadn’t got rich getting his men killed. He’d hoped to lay low until the fighting passed through and he knew which way to direct his allegiances, but earlier this morning ten armed men rode to the doors and demanded that Hoffan declare himself a vassal of the dark lord.
“And what did you say?” Darik asked.
Hoffan shrugged. “My chamber pot needed emptying. It had been several days. I believe those men are presently bathing in Springfell.”
Darik, Sofiana and Markal laughed, but Whelan looked grim, no doubt imagining Cragyn’s full army marching on Montcrag.
“I got the idea thanks to Whelan’s bird friends.” He grinned at Darik. “Ever have a bird fly overhead and drop his load on your head? Now what if that bird is a griffin the size of a horse and flying with several friends? It gets ugly.”
Even Whelan laughed this time. “I’ll definitely talk to Flockheart about that one.”
“Come,” Hoffan said, rising to his feet. “I’ll show you to your rooms. You won’t be staying long, I’ll wager.” He cast a sidelong glance at Markal. “Unless you have other bad news, Meddler.”
“I’ll think of something,” Markal said. “I’ve got a reputation to maintain.”
Before they could move, the door burst open and a young man ran in, shrugging into a breastplate. The laces of his boots hung untied. “They’ve come back,” he said, struggling to gain his breath. He laced up his breastplate, then did the same thing with his boots.
Outside, men rushed across the green toward towers and walls, pulling on jerkins and armor. On the hillside above, the boy rounded the sheep and herded them back toward the castle. The man turned to go.
Hoffan grabbed him by the arm so hard that it spun him around. “What do you see and how many?” he demanded.
“Horsemen,” he said, shrugging loose from Hoffan’s grip and lacing his breast plate. “Hundreds of them. They’re coming this way in a hurry.”
Hoffan turned to Markal. “Looks like you found some more bad news for me. Well done.”
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Three soldiers escorted Kallia to her garden apartments. They didn’t dare touch the betrothed of the dark wizard, but neither did they allow her to deviate. When she tried to veer toward the slaves’ rooms, one took her gently by the sleeve and kept her moving in the proper direction. Cragyn had apparently furnished them with detailed diagrams of the palace before they ever came to Balsalom. She wondered what they would do if she produced a dagger.
Shortly after Kallia instructed her pashas to surrender, Cragyn let open the Great Gates and the enemy poured into the city. True to the wizard’s promise, however, his men and beasts did not immediately attack the helpless inhabitants, but disarmed and quartered the Balsalomian army, then moved to the palace. Hundreds of troops didn’t enter the city at all, but continued west along the Tothian Way. The wizard had discovered her watching his troop movements from the tower rooms and ordered her escorted to the garden rooms.
Guards searched her new rooms before allowing her inside. Much as they’d done with the tower rooms, they removed broaches, knives, ropes, and anything else she might use to hurt herself. One guard stayed inside while the others stationed themselves outside the door. Kallia lay on her pillows and affixed a pouting look on her face. Let her look like a spoiled princess and they might relax their guard.
Saldibar’s pendant dangled from her neck. The poison inside represented release and defiance both, which would mingle in the form of her death. Dragon’s breath was quick and irreversible, its primary virtue, but it was also painful and messy. It was inhaled, and then the poison tore apart the lungs, leaving victims to suffocate on their own blood.
Once, when she was a child, a would-be assassin tried to kill her father at the Harvest Festival. When guards cornered the man, he breathed a vial of dragon’s breath. Mother rushed Kallia from the room, but not before Kallia saw the assassin cough up clumps of pink foam. The incident had haunted her memory.
She had until the marriage tomorrow afternoon to steel herself. Cragyn would busy himself in ceremony, and in the public execution of her brother Omar, and she would retire to her apartments to inhale the dragon’s breath. Or so she thought.
Cragyn proved impatient.
As the sun set over the gardens, two men came into her room unannounced. One of them was dressed in bright metal armor, painted black and gold, more ceremonial than functional. The other was a tall man with a long, thin nose. He wore a purple robe with an amulet of office around his neck. Cragyn’s grand vizier, a military pasha named Mol Khah. She’d never met the man, but his reputation scarcely bettered the dark wizard’s. Kallia sat up on her pillows.
Mol Khah held a red robe and a jewelry box. He tossed them on her bed table. “Put these on.”
Kallia balked. She crossed her arms and tried to look petulant, desperately trying to stall. “I will not. I haven’t taken my supper yet.”
“Don’t waste your time playing games. I will see you dressed, even if I have to strip you naked and dress you myself.” He considered. “A chore that might prove pleasurable.”
Kallia narrowed her eyes. “Very well. Leave the room. Order your dogs out too.”
Mol Khah snapped his fingers twice and his armored escort and the other guard left the room, pulling the door shut. The vizier smiled. “My master would be displeased if anything were to happen because I was careless. I think I will stay. Now change. Your betrothed is not a patient man.”
He furrowed his eyebrows, then stepped toward her, grabbing Saldibar’s pendant still hanging around her neck. He yanked, snapping the chain. Kallia gasped and tried to snatch it back, but Mol Khah pushed her back to the bedding.
“You have no need of that, anymore. Cragyn will appoint ministers to rule Balsalom. Put on the gown, and remember the customs.”
Kallia remembered the customs well enough, even if they were more strictly practiced in the east than in the Western Khalifates. A woman was to remain naked beneath the ceremonial gowns so as not to interfere with the pleasuring of her new husband. She did not intend to give Cragyn pleasures of any kind.
She shook her head. “I will not put on these robes until you leave the room. And if you force me, you will deliver damaged goods. As for what I wear beneath the robe, that shall remain my own choosing.”
He slapped her across the face with the back of his hand, sending her crashing into the bed table. The ceremonial gown slipped to the floor, the box smashing to the ground and breaking open at its hinges. Necklaces and bracelets spilled onto the robes with glitters of green and sparkling white. Kallia struggled to her feet, trying to get away, but he grabbed her by the neck and lifted her into the air, where she struggled for air, clawing desperately at his hand.
Mol Khah reached into his robes and pulled out a dagger. He put the blade at her throat, then dragged it down her breast, slicing through her robe and chemise. Still strangling her throat with his other hand, he put away the knife, then threw her to the bed. He tore apart her robes to finish what the knife had started, leaving her naked as a woman raped and robbed and left for dead. Kallia lay on her pillows, gasping.
“My master does not mind damaged goods.” He sneered. “This whole city is damaged. Soft and weak. But Balsalom will change soon enough. As will you. Dress yourself. When you finish, I will summon a maidservant to fix your hair and face paint.”
This time, Kallia obeyed.
* * *
Kallia entered the throne room, and all eyes watched. The scarlet robes fit her perfectly, while diamonds and emeralds glittered in her hair, on her wrists and ankles, about her shoulders and along her neck and down her breast. The high collar and emerald necklace covered the bruises around her throat. A white sash around her waist represented her virtue, although she doubted Cragyn would have required such. By tradition, a husband would stain the white satin with the blood of her wedding night, should she prove a virgin, and display it on his door as proof of her purity. In recent memory, however, such pre-marital chastity was rarely expected.
Cragyn sat on the throne with the Scepter of Balsalom in hand. He wore polished black armor, with a tunic draped over the top embroidered with emblems of fertility and words in the old script. Around him stood his ministers, pashas, and viziers, together with an honor guard of thirty men at the door. She saw a few others in the room that she recognized: ministers and guildmasters from Balsalom who would witness her marriage. Somewhat surprisingly, Saldibar stood in this group, and the man’s face clenched into a terrible mixture of hate and dread. Seeing him here dismayed her; she had hoped he would flee the city before the wizard murdered her old ministers.
No other women were present, nobody who would represent her mother in the ceremony. Neither did she see the brother figure dressed in peasant robes with the scythe of harvest at his feet. What kind of wedding was this?
Another strange element were the hundreds of candles lining the walls, each giving off a ghostly blue light. A thick, sweet smell wafted from the candles, filling the air with a suffocating—closeness, was how she would describe it. A feeling that everyone in the room had merged into a single soul, all of them held in the pulsing entity living beneath the wizard’s skin. The ceiling in the throne room crowned the unlit gloom forty feet overhead, but the candle smoke clung to the ground, rather than dissipating in the heights.
Mol Khah released her arm and stood next to his master. “I have brought your bride.”
“Ah, yes,” Cragyn said, beckoning with a finger. “Come stand next to me.”
She obeyed, forcing herself to remain perfectly still in spite of the tremors rising to the surface and the terrible fear in her breast.
“I have had many other wives, concubines, and harlots,” he said, speaking loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “Beside their beauty, your appearance is a dunghill.”
A few startled gasps behind her. She bowed her head. “Yes, master.”
“But all of my other wives are dead, and I have decided you will suit my purpose.”
“Yes, my master.”
He balled his fist and opened it. A flash of light burst into the room, drowning the candles, illuminating startled faces, and the clouds of smoke drifting overhead. Two ghostly blue figures appeared by his side. The first, a woman, was dressed much as anyone else at the ceremony, in ceremonial garb, but the second was dressed as a peasant with a scythe by his side.
The presence of the wights was unexpected. The guests shrank from these apparitions, even Mol Khah, his sneer gone.
Kallia drew backward, her resolve fleeing. The man was the ghost of the high khalif, Ahmaad Faal, the former high khalif of Veyre. The woman was his wife Tainara Faal, a woman so greatly loved by her people that some forty people in Veyre had thrown themselves into the sea when she was murdered. Her father had been the khalif Josiah Saffa, a cousin of Kallia’s father.
The eyes of both wights raged with the madness of a spirit who has remained in the land beyond when the Harvester has come to gather the dead.
Tainara’s spirit seized her by the wrist, a chill grasp that sapped Kallia’s strength until she felt she would collapse to the floor. She forced herself to remain steady, staring into the dark wizard’s eyes. The chill spread to her shoulder. Her eyes swam and she staggered.
The spirit spoke in a hollow voice that was only a memory of life. “I give you this woman to your care and keeping. May she serve you well.”
The spirit of the high khalif, her husband, lifted his scythe and swept it at her neck, stopping the blade just as it touched her skin. He nodded his head. “The harvest welcomes her. May her womb be a fertile land for you to plant your seed.” He stepped back and put the scythe at his feet.
Both of their speeches were much shorter than she’d expected, but enough to satisfy ritual.
Cragyn stood slowly, letting the scepter drop to his feet. He reached out his hands and untied the white sash about her waist and laid it over his shoulder. “I accept this woman as my wife.”
Cragyn turned to the wights. “That is all.” He cast another flash of light. For a moment, the wights flickered on the edge of this world and whatever sheol had bound their souls. As they did, they passed through a moment of recognition. Horror spread across their faces, and they opened their mouths to scream. And then the image was gone; the wights faded from sight.
“I don’t believe in long ceremonies,” the dark wizard said.
The wizard turned to address Mol Khah. “To honor my new bride and her reign, impale a Balsalomian for every day since the khalifa assumed the scepter. Let the road from here to the khalifate of Ter be planted with these stakes. Encircle Balsalom with a ring of additional stakes.” He had said the words much as if he’d pronounced a week of celebratory feasting, or just freed a thousand slaves at his own expense.
Mol Khah smiled and bowed. “As you wish, master.”
Kallia’s resolve shattered. “No, please. You promised to spare the city. Kill me if you wish, set me atop Toth’s View next to my brother, but please don’t hurt my people.” She wept.
Cragyn fixed her with a pitiless gaze. “They are my people now. And they have become too soft. Perhaps if you had ruled with a firmer hand, I would not have to take such measures.” He looked at the others in the room, who stood in shock. “The khalifa and I have pleasures to share. Leave us.”
The others fled, even Mol Khah. No doubt the wizard’s own men had seen such horrors before, but the others would surely spread the news. Cragyn’s power would grow with the telling. She saw in their eyes that many didn’t expect her to live until morning. Indeed, she’d begun to doubt that she would.
“Come, my dear.” He took her wrist in a painful grip and dragged her from the room, while she tried to recover her balance.
The wizard didn’t lead her to the tower or her garden rooms, but to apartments he’d chosen on the edge of the palace. These rooms had once belonged to a lesser minister.
Cragyn threw her on the bed pillows, then drew open the curtains and she knew that he’d chosen these apartments only to serve the sadistic monster eating him alive from the inside. The rooms stood on the edge of the palace, overlooking the city. She could hear screams in the streets as loved ones were ripped from their homes and impaled on stakes. Brief sounds of battle raged through the streets, and the smell of smoke filled the air.
Cragyn turned to her. He shrugged off his cloak and untied the tethers on his breast plate, tossing the armor to the floor. “You may submit, or you may resist.” He shrugged. “Either way, I suspect that I will enjoy the night more than you … or Balsalom.”
Kallia would resist. How could she do otherwise when her people suffered so? She felt their pain worse than her own.
By morning, she wished she had killed herself when she’d had the chance. But in that respect, she was not alone in Balsalom.
* * *
Cragyn left before the sun rose. An old slave woman came to care for her. It was nobody Kallia recognized; the wizard had apparently determined to separate her from everyone she knew. Render her powerless.
The woman studied her swollen face with a critical eye. She used a warm cloth to wipe away the blood from around her mouth. Her touch was surprisingly gentle and Kallia had to remind herself not to hate Veyrians in general. Perhaps some spark of goodness would stay alive. A powerful wizard might live for centuries, but everyone died eventually. Maybe then this dormant spark could emerge and heal the damage Cragyn left behind.
The woman handed her a cup of tea. Kallia took a sip and looked up sharply at the slave, who busied herself cleaning up the torn bedding. The tea had a bitter taste and she thought for a moment that Saldibar had found a way to deliver poison to mercifully end her life. But no, she recognized the taste of willow leaves and savin, and knew the drink for what it was. The apothecaries guild sold a paste that could be mixed into tea to prevent a man’s seed from taking root. Grateful, she drank the tea and poured herself another cup.
Quiet had descended outside her window. The soldiers would be fixing their stakes alongside the Tothian Way for the next twenty miles, impaling those unfortunate enough to live in Balsalom at the end of Kallia’s reign.
After she’d cared for the visible injuries, the slave woman looked at the two men guarding the door. A third man, a minor wizard of some kind, sat on a pile of cushions, smoking a hookah. All morning long, he’d smoked while the two guards stood silently at the door.
“I require privacy to treat the khalifa’s other wounds.”
None of the men moved. The wizard puffed at his pipe. Bubbles rose through the water. He blew a smoke ring, followed by a second.
The slave woman shrugged and turned back to Kallia. “Brave the consequences. When you wake tomorrow to find your members shriveled and useless, you’ll wish you’d listened.”
She proclaimed the words as if she were possessed of witchcraft. The guards shifted uncomfortably, then the senior guard gestured with his head and they stepped into the hallway. The wizard picked up his water pipe and carried it out, then returned for his pillows. He pulled the door shut behind him.
As soon as they left, the old woman drew the curtains, then turned the latch on the door. The soldiers could break the lock, but not without effort and considerable warning. The woman swept back her hood, then stripped a ragged gray wig from her head, revealing a bald skull. She straightened her back, and the transformation was complete. Saldibar stood in front of her.
“That bastard. I’ll kill him for this if I ever get a chance.”
“Saldibar,” Kallia exclaimed, surprised and pleased. She kissed him on both cheeks. “But your voice.”
He shrugged. “Who do you think trained those spies who followed you for so many years?” Saldibar reached out a hand to her swollen cheek and winced. “I wanted to help you in the throne room, but there was something in those candles that had us all drugged. Even the dark wizard himself, I believe.”
“Please,” she said. “There is no hope of rescuing me. Guards fill the hallways and Cragyn might return at any minute. Go, leave the city and keep yourself alive.”
“Rescue? No, I’ve got grander plans than rescue.”
Hope crept into Kallia’s heart. “What do you mean?”
The older man looked unsure of himself. “I am only your servant, khalifa, may you live forever. But I’m grateful that you didn’t kill yourself.”
“No great courage of my own, I regret,” she said.
“Be that as it may, I am grateful. We face an excellent opportunity. I’m assembling the means for a revolt that will cast the dark wizard from our city and destroy his army at the same time.”
She shook her head, hope withering as quickly as it had sprung forth. “More pain and death lies in that path, much as I would like to try. Look at the evils he brought about when we surrendered. What will he do if we resist?”
Kallia continued, “The dark wizard’s men are fanatics, controlled and bought through fear, bribed by feeding them violence. He controls wights, owns the allegiance of dragon kin and their wasps, holds giants under his sway. No, the wizard is too strong for us to fight.”
“But what if the wizard left the city and took the better part of his army? Could we take it then?”
She considered. “Perhaps, depending on what support we can draw. How do you propose to lure him away?”
“I don’t have to do anything. He means to march west. He wants to seize the Way before King Daniel moves.”
“He’s leaving? The entire army?”
“Not all of them, no. Plenty will remain to subdue all but the most ferocious resistance. And he’s left Mol Khah to lead them, a monster in his own right.”
“Yes,” Kallia said, remembering the feel of the man’s hand on her throat. “I’ve seen that for myself.”
“Now,” Saldibar said. “What we need is an army to retake Balsalom.” He sighed. “And that’s where the plan fails. How do we do that? His ministers have taken over the city. Neither of us have any influence.”
Kallia smiled, seeing the answer that the grand vizier had overlooked. “Ah, but you forget who does have power.”
“Who?”
“The guilds. Nobody can break their power.”
Kallia had fought to break their monopolies for years with little success. Without their organization and control of commerce, the city could not function. Neither, she suspected, could any of the khalifates from here to Veyre.
“Yes, the guilds,” Saldibar said, rubbing his hand over his bald skull. “I should have guessed. And much as you’ve fought them, they would prefer your rule to the dark wizard. I can approach Fenerath and propose a truce.”
Kallia said, “Once we retake Balsalom, the people will give their lives to hold it; they’ve seen what Cragyn will do, and if they forget, they can look down the Tothian Way at their family members on stakes.
“And we can test what Cragyn will do with a rebellion at his back and the armies of the Free Kingdoms at his front,” she continued. “With any luck we can consolidate the rest of the Western Khalifates before the enemy even hears of the revolt. Yes, contact the guilds. Arrange a meeting.”
Saldibar replaced the wig and pulled the hood over his head. “I’ll contact you as soon as I can.”
She tried to stand and winced in pain. Saldibar caught her arm. She said, “Please do send someone to look after my other injuries. The dark wizard is not a gentle lover.”
Saldibar helped her back to the bed, his face as concerned as any father’s. “Of course, my queen. And thank you for forgiving my weaknesses. I know I have failed you.”
Kallia touched his arm, ignoring the bitter smile on his face. “Saldibar, you have never failed me.” She leaned back and closed her eyes.
“There is one other thing,” Saldibar said as he turned to go. “My spies discovered who set fire to the Slaves Quarter. No enemy at all, but an ally fleeing from wights sent by the dark wizard.”
Kallia opened her eyes. “Oh?”
“You may or may not remember, but your father had a bodyguard, a barbarian. A good man.”
“Whelan.” Her heart fluttered oddly in her chest, remembering how he had looked at her in her father’s bed chambers so many years ago.
“Yes, I thought you would remember. He belongs to the Brotherhood of the Thorne, specifically to a fanatical band of warriors called the Knights Temperate, and has fled to warn King Daniel about the dark wizard. Or so my spies tell me.”
Kallia knew the sect, although she hadn’t known Whelan was a member. Together with the Order of the Wounded Hand, a band of wizards, the Brotherhood had founded the Citadel. King Daniel was a patron to these strange groups, even lending credence to the teachings of the philosopher who had founded these two fellowships.
“I’ve sent for the man and his companion, a minor wizard named Markal. Perhaps they can plead for help from the Free Kingdoms. Or perhaps,” Saldibar continued, “he will return to help you escape the city. He esteemed both you and your father greatly.”
“Saldibar, that isn’t going to happen. If Balsalom suffers, I suffer. If she dies, so do I. But I won’t leave.” She fixed him with a sharp gaze, a look warning him not to try anything that would contradict this assertion. “Do you understand?”
“Yes, my queen.”
* * *
Cragyn marched that afternoon. He left a broken city.
Over two thousand men, women, and children sat impaled on stakes surrounding the walls and lining the Tothian Way to Ter. Their screams still carried over the walls, although they began to fade. Hundreds of others had died in the night of butchery that followed the wedding of their khalifa to the dark wizard. Torturers had spent the night with Kallia’s brother Omar and his screams could be heard throughout the palace. By late morning, they’d planted his head on a pike atop Toth’s View. The torturers welcomed the dark wizard; he’d promised them their own guild, out from beneath the corrections guild.
Several thousand more people were led east in chains, including most of Kallia’s army and several hundred slaves. Thousands more might have fled to Horvan or Ter, or one of the cities upon which the wizard’s wrath had fallen less harshly, but Mol Khah’s soldiers guarded the gates and drove back any without legitimate reasons for leaving.
Even the gardens were defiled; mammoths stripped branches from trees to satisfy voracious appetites. Two giants uprooted a four-hundred-year-old olive tree planted when Balsalom was still young, while Mol Khah’s twelfth phalanx destroyed the khalifa’s vineyards digging for gold coins reported buried for safekeeping beneath its vines.
The merchant tower rang its bells to open the Grand Bazaar, but few merchants came and fewer customers.
Balsalom subdued, Cragyn and his army marched west by midday with a blare of trumpets and a great shout of triumph from his army. He left a formidable force behind, including giants and mammoths. Mol Khah, whose enemies called him the butcher of Beltan, after the city he’d razed earlier in the year, stayed to keep Balsalom quiet and raise more troops from the Western Khalifates. He’d brought Kallia to Toth’s View to witness Cragyn’s army issue forth.
“There marches the high khalif of Mithyl,” Mol Khah said proudly. He dwarfed her in height; his sword alone stood to her shoulder when he planted it on the flagstones.
“Mithyl? The entire world?” Kallia questioned, resisting the urge to flinch at the expected blow. “King Daniel and the Citadel would argue that assertion. Perhaps the wizard grows overconfident.”
“By spring, all of Eriscoba will be his. Those foolish barbarian lordlings are no match for Cragyn.”
“Again,” Kallia said, feeling bold and taking advantage of the pasha’s buoyant mood, “the wizard overestimates his own strength. What man can defeat a Knight Temperate in combat? Now imagine five hundred such knights riding in formation. Your army will be put to flight like sheep beset by wolves.”
Mol Khah fixed her with a cold glare. “You have no idea what power the wizard wields or you would not make such foolish statements. Perhaps if Balsalom had resisted rather than falling to its knees, woman, you would have seen Cragyn’s wrath kindled.” He smiled. “Yes, but you will see the power soon enough. Perhaps nine months from now.”
Her stomach clenched. “What do you mean? It was one night. One night is rarely enough for such things.” She turned away, remembering with comfort the tea Saldibar had brewed to prevent such a calamity.
He shrugged. “One night or many, it does not matter. The wizard cannot plant his seed without it taking root. And when the child is born … “ He looked out to the marching army and laughed.
Kallia turned away. Yes, well she would see. She would drink willow and savin tea every day until she was sure his seed had not taken root. She would drink so many cups of tea that she would throw up at the mere taste of it.
* * *
Mol Khah let his attention slip from the khalifa, and that would prove his downfall. Kallia, who had learned the palace’s secret passages during the paranoid years after the assassinations, made her way that night to a chamber deep in the heart of the palace, where Saldibar had arranged a meeting.
Father had used this room as sleeping quarters on those nights that he didn’t feel safe. It could be accessed by two hallways. The first from a hidden staircase, itself reached by pulling up tiles in the corner of the garden apartments’ second closet. The second came from a building behind the Fountain Court. It was small enough that the light of a single lamp proved sufficient. Ten men plus Saldibar and Kallia crowded the room, sitting on footstools and chairs. She had a representative of every major guild but the corrections guild. She’d dearly wanted their support as well, but the loyalty of their torturers was suspect. A couple of men grumbled that it was too cold this far beneath the ground, but Saldibar glared them into silence.
Fenerath, the guildmaster, looked about the room for a moment, before saying, “And you think we can trust everyone here?” He snorted.
Fenerath had climbed to guildmaster from the weavers guild, a compromise between the powerful merchants and their chief rivals the masons and the wine-makers. Saldibar himself had endorsed Fenerath’s nomination to end an increasingly bitter dispute. But when appointed, the man proved a puppet of nobody, ruining reputations and drying the flow of crucial supplies to any who opposed him. Some accused him of plundering the guild coffers for his own enrichment. Indeed, the man’s ostentatious show of wealth—gold rings, chains, rich robes—did little to dispel this rumor.
“Yes, I have faith in all of you,” Kallia said, in answer to Fenerath’s question. She held out her hands in a pleading gesture. “There are many hatreds in this room, some of them directed at me. But the one thing you all love is Balsalom.” And money, Kallia thought, but didn’t voice this opinion. “I love Balsalom too. More than my own life. I suggest we forget past rivalries to retake our city.”
“Still,” Nabah from the merchants guild said with a shrug. He was probably the second least liked person in the room after Fenerath. The merchants guild was rather fond of using its power and wealth to bludgeon the other guilds. “How can we be sure? What if we have a spy?”
Saldibar said, “Let us hope that we don’t have a spy.” The grand vizier was not liked by everyone either, but all respected him. His presence bolstered this meeting. He raised his eyebrow significantly. “If we do, then every person in this room will be tortured to death.”
A few uneasy glances went around the room as they each tried to guess who might be a spy. Some eyes strayed to Fenerath, while others merely eyed their opponent from a rival guild.
Kallia nodded her agreement with the grand vizier. She could sense them swaying, torn between fear and hatred of what the wizard had done. “Yes, and the spy himself will die as horribly as anyone else. Remember how Cragyn made an example of my brother? He doesn’t trust traitors. And why should he? What kind of man turns against his own city, against his brother, his son, his wife.”
“The first step,” Saldibar said, “is to spirit the khalifa from the palace. Once we get her away from Mol Khah, we can spring our uprising.”
“And then what?” Fenerath asked the khalifa. “Will you flee the city and leave us to win or lose by our own strengths and weaknesses?”
She rose from her seat and put her hand on the guildmaster’s arm, then walked around the room, touching each man on the face or hand and looking them in the eyes. Some met her gaze, others looked awkwardly at their hands or fiddled with beards. If they looked down, she lifted their chins so they could meet her gaze. As she did, she expressed her love for her people with her eyes. She bared her soul, showing them the pain in her eyes and her hope. It was a difficult and humbling task. She didn’t know if she succeeded.
Kallia said, “I surrendered Balsalom once. Never have I made a graver mistake, and never again will I abandon my people. I love this city more than my own life. And if giving my life is what it takes, I will gladly do so.”
She laid out the details of her plan.
Each guild maintained a private army from the watchmans guild to enforce city and guild law and, at annoying intervals, to skirmish with other guilds over property and trade rights. These men were not as well armed as the regular army, but they were disciplined, organized, and great believers in the virtue of Balsalom. Gather them together and you would have an army of a thousand men.
The plan went thus. Saldibar would slip Kallia from the palace while Mol Khah drilled his men in the courtyard. After that, the watchmen would overwhelm the guards on the city walls, and free those men who languished under the corrections guild. They would then surround Mol Khah’s garrison at the palace while the guilds recruited a larger army from the city. Supplementing the watchmen with these new recruits to keep Mol Khah from breaking free, they could then infiltrate the palace through Kallia’s secret passages and destroy the garrison.
But first, they would wait to let Cragyn’s army entangle itself in the mountains. Move too soon and the wizard would simply turn around and be at their throats before they could retake the city.
“And now,” she said, returning to her feet, “will all of you swear an oath? Not to me, but to the people of Balsalom that you will do everything in your power to free them from the dark wizard’s tyranny?”
They rose to their feet and raised both fists to shoulder height. But it wasn’t this gesture of oath-taking so much as the looks in their eyes that gave her the answer she was looking for. That look told her that to a man they would fight and die by her side.



 




9
Darik stood atop the Eagle Tower next to Hoffan and the others, watching the cavalry approach Montcrag. It was dark, but the enemy didn’t hide its numbers. Instead, it lit its way with torches. About thirty horsemen climbed the road that led to the gates, three abreast, which was as wide as they could get on the narrow road. They couldn’t spread out until much closer to the gates, and that would put them in range of arrow fire.
Darik could see a much larger force making its way up the Tothian Way. There were perhaps two hundred horsemen in this second group, and Darik could see more down in the valley who would arrive soon, although he couldn’t tell from here if they were more horse or footmen.
“Hah,” Hoffan said. “They’ll never mount an assault that way. What, are they going to send their cavalry three at a time to bang against the gates and beg us to let them in? And if they mean to simply starve us out, let them try. I’ve got enough foodstuffs here to last a year or more. One of the benefits of taxing every shipment that passes through.” He shook his head. “We won’t see the Famine Child at Montcrag.”
“I don’t think that’s their goal,” Markal said. “The dark wizard means to pin us in place until he can bring other weapons to bear.”
The big man looked skeptical. “This castle has withstood all manner of siege weapons and assaults. It will survive one more.” He shook his head. “No enemy has taken Montcrag by force since it was built in the wars.”
“The castle is much older than the Tothian Wars. Perhaps a thousand years older.” Markal explained, “The writing carved into stones outside the gates is an ancient version of the old tongue. Magical bindings to the stone. That would explain why the castle didn’t fall into ruins after the wars, when the passes were deserted for two hundred years. The talismans are worn, but still hold power.”
This bit of news clearly surprised the warlord. “All the better, then.” He grinned. “Won’t it amuse the world that the dark wizard was able to conquer the entire east but broke his army against a castle manned by eighty fighting men?”
True to Markal’s prediction, the horsemen stopped just out of bow-shot and waited. Their bath from Montcrag’s chamber pots must have taught them a lesson, for nobody attempted to approach the gates under olive branch.
Hoffan turned to climb down the stairs. “Come, they’ve not caught us by surprise. Let’s prepare for siege.” He looked at Darik and Sofiana. “I can even find use for our young companions.”
Darik had hoped that this use would include sword training, but no, it meant physical labor. While Hoffan talked strategy with Whelan and Markal, he sent Darik and the girl to help the fletcher carry stacks of arrows to the towers, then had them deliver supper to the men in the towers and on the walls. Darik suspected that if battle came, he’d be left with similarly menial chores. Sofiana too, chafed at this work, but Darik remembered Whelan’s comments about how she could shoot the crossbow. She, at least, would see some action.
Whelan told Darik of their plans after dinner. “We leave in the morning. We’ll hike over the mountain that rises behind the castle walls. Flockheart and his griffins live back in the mountains and I hope to convince him to fly us to the Citadel, where I can warn King Daniel and gather the Brotherhood.”
“What about Markal?”
“Markal is staying to defend Montcrag. He’ll catch up with us later if he can.” Whelan must have caught Darik’s concerned expression, for he added, “Don’t worry about the wizard. Whatever happens, Markal will escape. He always does.”
But that hadn’t been Darik’s worry, he realized somewhat guiltily. If Markal stayed, no doubt he would keep the steel book with him. Darik had begun to think of the book as his own, although he couldn’t say why. The wizard had recovered it from the tomb, after all, and the book was wizardry, pure and simple. No business of a sixteen-year-old boy.
Darik turned in for bed early at Whelan’s suggestion. It was nice to sleep on a bed rather than the hard ground or the back of a camel, but he’d have liked to see Montcrag defend itself. There would be no excitement for him, he thought as he fell asleep.
* * *
Darik woke in the night to a booming echo. At first he thought it part of his dreams and rolled over in bed. A moment later, another boom. He sat up in his bed.
“Darik,” Sofiana called through the darkness. She slept in the next bed over, between Darik and Whelan. “What’s that?” Genuine fear sounded in her voice.
“I don’t know. Where’s your father?”
“His bed is empty. So is Markal’s.”
Darik climbed to his feet and threw open the door. It was dark outside. A cold wind blew in, a blast so unexpected that he took a step backwards. Yesterday, Montcrag was cooler than the valleys, yes, but Darik was unprepared for this bite in the air.
Another boom sounded, louder now that the door hung open. Shouts sounded from the walls and a fire burned on the far end of the green. He threw on his pants and shirt, while Sofiana hurried to do the same. She grabbed her crossbow and strapped a quiver over her shoulder. Darik wished he had a weapon of some kind, any kind. Together, they ran toward the front gates where the fire burned.
A man intercepted them. “Go back to your rooms. This is no place for children.”
“Children?” Sofiana said angrily. “We’re not children. We have work to do. Move out of our way.”
“No,” the man said, grabbing her by the arm and reaching for Darik. Sofiana held her crossbow outstretched to keep it away from the man. Darik didn’t know whether to keep running toward the tower, or obey. “Come on, then, boy, before I give you a whipping.”
“It’s all right, Traint,” a voice boomed. Hoffan strode toward them from the darkness. “They’re with me.” His voice was worried.
Hoffan led them to the Eagle Tower. At the top, archers fired arrows into the darkness. Whelan was nowhere in sight, but Markal overlooked the battle. The wizard gave them a glance, then turned back to the action below.
The boom sounded again, and Darik saw the cause. A dozen Veyrians bashed at the door with a battering log. Other men held aloft a platform topped by shields, deflecting most of the arrows. Every so often, a lucky shot slipped through the platform and a man fell to the ground, or scrambled backwards with an arrow in his shoulder. But every time that happened, another man ran toward the doors with his shield held overhead until he reached the safety of the battering platform.
Hoffan’s men clumped inside the bailey, ready to fight back any breach of the gates. Whelan strode amongst them, shouting instructions and encouragement. A cauldron of oil bubbled on a fire burning just beyond Whelan’s men, while men turned a spigot on the cauldron and carried buckets of oil to the walls.
Outside the castle, beyond bow shot, a row of torches lit the road leading up from the Way; Cragyn’s army readied a charge for when the doors broke. More fires burned all along the Tothian Way.
“Why aren’t we doing anything?” Darik asked, concerned at the lack of response.
“We could stop them, but as soon as we show our weapons, we lose the advantage. There’s no reason to panic. They’ll never break through unless they find something bigger than that stick to poke at us,” Hoffan said.
“And here it comes,” Markal announced.
Four giants carried an iron-headed ram between them. They pushed aside the men crowding the pathway. Horses snorted nervously and one danced out of the way, only to slide down the slope while the man on its back threw himself clear. Flailing, the horse screamed and disappeared from sight. The giants wore heavy armor and helmets that deflected the hail of arrows that challenged their advance. The Veyrians at the gate hastily retreated with their own battering ram. Another boom sounded, this one louder.
Markal said, “We need more wizards.”
Hoffan pulled nervously at his beard. “Whelan said you’d be enough.”
“Of course he would say that. But what you really need is Nathaliey or Chantmer the Tall.”
Hoffan listened to the ram boom again, then turned to Markal and smiled. “Not enough. The doors will hold.”
“No, nothing can destroy those doors,” Markal agreed. “But they might break the hinges. And if the hinges break—”
A light gathered back at the enemy’s army and Darik saw four men huddle together with a light in their hands. It grew larger until it illuminated their faces, clenched together in concentration. The men wore long robes inscribed with writing and cartouches. Dark wizards. The light spread toward the walls.
The giants roared and smashed their ram into the doors with new ferocity. Darik felt the light wash up the walls, sending a surge of strength through his body. What strength would the magic give the giants, who bathed in its full power?
The Veyrians who’d stepped aside, still holding their ram but no longer protected by the platform, galloped forward, impossibly fast for the terrain and ignoring the swarm of arrows. They threw themselves against the door. The giants bashed again. A scream of stressed iron filled the air. The doors would not hold long under the twin assaults.
“Now?” Hoffan asked Markal. “Now?”
“Yes. Now.”
Hoffan cupped his hands to his mouth and turned toward the men in the bailey. “Now!” The men below shouted to others.
Hot oil and pitch poured from arrow loops and murder holes in the wall. The men and giants below shouted and danced backwards, but others rushed to take their place. Arrows cut them down before they reached the doors.
“Move back!” Markal shouted.
They gave him space. The wizard held out his right hand, muttering words under his breath. A light flashed from his palm to the ground. Pitch and oil ignited in a fireball, and a wave of heat washed up the side of the castle.
Men screamed and scrambled away from the fire. A giant, flames roaring like a torch from his head to his boots, ran toward his army, knocking into men and beast and setting them afire. Two horses fell down the slope, taking riders with them. The giant himself lurched from the path, scorching the grass as he fell.
There was more magic in Markal’s action than a mere spark for oil and pitch. The fire roiled back from the doors toward the enemy forces like water pouring down a hill. The Veyrians had broken ranks when the burning giant ran amongst them, but now they lost all discipline. With nowhere to go, footmen and cavalry fought each other out of the way, knocking people over the edge, burning, and screaming. Some of the cavalry speared their hapless companions on foot to drive them from the path.
At the castle, water poured from arrow loops to protect the gates, but the fire ball continued its way through the enemy.
The castle gates swung open, and Whelan led Montcrag’s defenders on the attack. They drove a wedge through the enemy, killing scores, and sending man and horse tumbling from the road. The Veyrians fled before this attack, turning nothing but their own backs to defend against Montcrag’s swords. Whelan’s men drove the enemy to the Tothian Way before returning.
The fighting had lasted only thirty minutes, but when it ended, burned bodies and battering rams lay in a charred mass before the gates. As many as a hundred more soldiers lay dead along the path and strewn down the hillside. Darik could see none of Whelan’s men among them. A few had sustained serious wounds, but not many. Darik and Sofiana joined the others in a triumphant shout.
“Hah!” Hoffan said when they finished cheering. “So much for the vaunted armies of Veyre.” He clapped Markal on the shoulder so hard he nearly knocked the wizard over, then eyed the man’s withered right hand. Markal staggered under the blow, face completely drained of strength.
“Don’t worry,” Darik offered at Hoffan’s concerned look. “His hand will heal.”
Dawn crept over the horizon. Darik had hoped the victory would send Cragyn’s armies back to the valley, or that they would simply continue along the Tothian Way, leaving Montcrag alone. But instead, Veyrians kept gathering along the Way.
A thunderclap broke the sky. The castle walls shook, throwing men to the ground. Darik staggered backwards and his ears rang. A terrific wrenching sound split the air and the gates burst inward on their hinges. Veyrians rushed up the road from the Way, swords drawn.
Darik looked down at the shattered remains of the gates in dismay. Those doors had stood for a thousand years and yet lay splintered into kindling. He didn’t understand. Markal had declared the doors impervious to assault and nobody had touched them.
Markal answered the question. “The dark wizard.” His face was pale. “He’s here.”
The archers in the tower shot arrows as fast as they could toward the soldiers charging the gates. The man next to Hoffan screamed, an arrow embedded in his neck. A brave enemy archer stood at the base of the Eagle Tower, shooting up at them. Sofiana slipped a bolt into her crossbow, cranked the handle, then coolly leveled the bow at the man and fired. She buried her shot, and the man fell backwards, clutching at his chest.
A steady stream of arrows chopped down the first wave of cavalry, and of the second group, only one reached the green. He was dragged from his horse by half a dozen men and dispatched. By now, however, a perimeter of archers encircled themselves about the outer wall, shooting back at the men above them. They had a decided disadvantage, trying to shoot into the air from an unprotected position, but their ever-increasing strength forced Hoffan’s archers to keep low, and drew away firepower.
A small but growing band of footmen and horse fought their way into the bailey green. At first, Whelan’s men attacked each foe with overwhelming numbers, but soon, the battle broke into a general melee. Now that they were evenly matched, the Veyrians proved their worth. Slowly, the battle turned in their favor.
Hoffan pulled his sword from its scabbard, then turned to Darik. “Can you fight, boy?”
Darik hesitated. No, he couldn’t fight. He remembered his clumsy attack when guildmaster Fenerath took him for a slave in his father’s manor.
“Boy?” Hoffan demanded, sharper this time. He pulled out a second blade, this one shorter, a parrying weapon and held it out to Darik, hilt-first.
“I can,” Darik said, grabbing the sword. He followed Hoffan down the tower stairs. Markal and Sofiana stayed above.
The sword was still too long and it felt heavy and strangely balanced. He’d had training with a rapier as a child, and even a little with the scimitar, but those were stabbing and cutting weapons. This was a chopping weapon, designed to separate bone from sinew. He followed Hoffan onto the green.
The battle was about to be lost. Montcrag still maintained a slight edge in numbers, but they slowly lost ground and men. Some looked ready to flee, although there was nowhere to run. Hoffan bellowed in rage, throwing himself into the fray. The sight of him fighting by their side encouraged his men.
Whelan himself emerged from the rear, fighting into the heart of the enemy forces. His sword glowed in hand. Soultrup cut down any who dared stand in the man’s way. The enemy shrank back and Hoffan started a shout that spread across the green.
Darik still stood next to the bailey, unsure what to do. A man in black and gold spotted him and came to attack. He was taller than Darik and wore a breastplate and helmet and showed a gap-toothed grin as he sized up his opponent. He swung his sword at the boy’s head. Darik lifted his sword just in time, but was driven backwards, jolting his shoulder. He attempted a counterattack, but the man knocked it aside easily. His enemy brought the sword around again, and this time Darik stood on uneven footing and fell to his knee. With a shout of triumph, the man swept aside Darik’s sword and prepared for the killing blow.
Whelan appeared from nowhere, driving the man backwards. Whelan’s second blow broke down the man’s defenses and the third finished him. By now, Hoffan’s men regained the upper hand and sealed the entrance to the castle with more burning oil.
Montcrag’s archers dropped the enemy with a steady rain of arrows. At last, Veyre’s captains ordered a retreat. The green was clear again. Hoffan’s men let out another shout, but much weaker than before. There was no attempt to drive the enemy back to the Tothian Way a second time. It would not be long before Cragyn attacked again. Indeed, the enemy gathered just out of bow shot, organizing into ranks, and bolstered by more giants.
Whelan found Darik. “What are you doing?” he demanded. “Why didn’t you stay where it was safe?”
Darik struggled to regain his breath. “Hoffan needed me.”
“He did? Is that what he said? I’ll wring his neck.” He turned to go.
“No,” Darik said, catching him by the arm. “I wanted to help. When everyone else is fighting for their lives, I can’t hide in the corner.”
Whelan considered for a moment, then nodded. “Well said. Where’s Ninny?”
“In the tower. With Markal.”
“Good. Stay here. If you’re going to fight, we’ll get you a proper sword and armor. Oh, and teach you how to hold that thing. You can’t swing it around like a stick.” He ran toward the gates.
Darik stood gasping, struggling against the shakes. The man who’d nearly killed him swam in a pool of blood a few feet away. That dead body could have been his own.
He was stung by Whelan’s criticism, but also hoped he’d crossed a hurdle in the man’s eyes. Darik had hardly proven himself a hero, but he’d stood next to the men and fought, and it was exhilarating. And, Whelan had as much as promised to train him in swordsmanship.
Darik joined the others at the gates. They pulled a cart in front of the door and stacked enemy bodies into a makeshift wall. Almost twenty of Montcrag’s men lay dead, far fewer than the enemy, but Hoffan had started with fewer than a hundred defenders, while the enemy had almost unlimited resources.
Hoffan was giving the order to bring barrels to the barricade when the third attack came. Darik joined the row of pikes bristling through the wagon. He took up a pike and braced himself. Grim faces surrounded him, dirty, wounded, and tired. Some of them were criminals or escaped slaves from the khalifates, and like Darik, knew what awaited them if captured. They’d be led in chains to Veyre and sent to the mines. If lucky.
It started with a fireball against the cart. The cart burst into flames, filling the air with smoke and the stench of burning bodies. The heat drove them back from the barricade, and shouts sounded from beyond the destroyed gates. Arrows flew through the air from walls and through the gates and an instant later three giants tore apart the remains of the makeshift barricade. Footmen and cavalry burst through the wreckage and grappled with the defenders. Veyrian cavalry impaled themselves on the defensive perimeter of pikes, but sheer numbers drove the pikemen back into the bailey.
“The towers!” Whelan shouted.
Darik and the others fought their way to the towers. The archers on the walls stopped trying to keep the enemy from reaching the castle, concentrating instead on protecting the men fleeing to the towers. Upon reaching the towers, the defenders pulled the doors shut and barred them. Darik made his way to the top of the Eagle Tower and joined his companions.
The enemy didn’t immediately assault the towers, but took the lower buildings against the walls, and positioned themselves behind a wall of shields.
The green was unrecognizable from yesterday. The ground was torn and muddy, while dead men and horses lay everywhere. Broken bits of the cart still burned inside the gates. Wounded men from Cragyn’s army hurried to the protection of the buildings before the archers could finish them.
The dark wizard strode through this wreckage. Darik recognized him immediately from his commanding presence and by the swirl of light about his body. No, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t so much light as something that sucked the light from the sky. Unlike his men, he stood in the open. Arrows flew at him from all around, but they dropped harmlessly at his feet.
“Watch the wizard,” Whelan warned.
“He’s spent,” Markal said. “He used it to break down the gates. No, he has no more magic than I do right now.”
“But the arrows can’t hit him,” Darik protested.
“An illusion of power. He’s wearing a magical cloak, as a shield. Perhaps the wizard made the cloak, perhaps it is a relic like Whelan’s sword, but it is the cloak itself turning our arrows.”
Hoffan ordered his men to stop shooting. Emboldened by Markal’s words, he leaned over the edge of the rampart. “You might take us,” he shouted to the dark wizard. “But it will cost you dearly. Why not continue on your way? We’ll agree not to hinder your men.”
“So you will swear your allegiance to me?”
Hoffan balked. “I didn’t say that. I bow to no man.”
Cragyn laughed. “Then we have no deal.”
Hoffan let out his own laugh, which sounded more confident than Darik felt. “Very well. I promise you will leave Montcrag a shadow of your former strength.”
If Hoffan meant to cast doubt, he succeeded. Some of the attackers murmured amongst themselves. They did, however, keep entering the green.
Hoffan turned to one of his men and said quietly, “Tell the men not to shoot until I give the word. Let the enemy pack the green and every one of our arrows will draw blood. If they storm the towers, we pour burning oil down the stairs. We’ll cut off entry or exit from the green and slaughter them to the last man. Thrice beaten, they won’t attack a fourth time. Go.”
Hoffan’s man climbed down the stairs, emerging on the castle walls a minute later, where he spread the news. Hoffan looked back to Cragyn. “As soon as you’re ready, we’ll continue our slaughter of your men. We have powers we’ve only begun to tap.”
Cragyn looked unconcerned by Hoffan’s speech. “I suppose you’re talking about that old fool Markal. Yes, that’s right, I see you up there, wizard. I also know about your meddling in Balsalom. The stench of your weak magic was all over the place like a dog who pisses on every street corner.”
Markal smiled. “Still bitter that we cast you from the Order?”
“The Order? A bunch of old men fretting over power they don’t dare to wield. Following a dead philosopher who was only half a man when he was still alive. And you, wizard, shouldn’t you be hiding behind Chantmer the Tall?”
Markal’s voice grew cold. “You overextend yourself. And you peril your life by maligning the Order.”
“Overextend myself? Peril my life? Look east, you old fool.”
Darik followed the gaze of the others and was dismayed by what he saw. Dark shapes flew in the east, soaring up from the plains toward the castle. Dragon wasps! A dozen of them, ridden by their masters, the dragon kin, who were themselves armed with spears. As they approached, wasp and kin screamed in unison. Wails of despair sounded in the towers and on the walls, while the enemy below shouted.
“The bows!” Whelan cried. “You can bring them down.”
They drew their bows too late. The dragon wasps drew upon them. One of the creatures landed on the walls, knocking an archer from his feet. Its snakelike neck darted back and forth, jaws clamping down on the man’s face and neck. The dragon kin riding this beast jumped from his mount to finish the archer with his spear. Other dragon wasps darted at the men on the walls, knocking some over the edge, and overwhelming others. The archers got off a few shots, but the defense was wild. Back and forth wasps swooped in a series of crazy, high-speed assaults.
The dragon kin might have been human, but their face paint and ragged, dyed hair made them look like demons. One leered at Darik as it swooped past. Sofiana shot at it with her crossbow, but the shot went wide.
As the archers stood to shoot at the wasps, Cragyn’s bowmen launched waves of arrows. Below, Cragyn’s men broke from their defensive positions to rush the towers. Hoffan’s men fought them back for a few minutes, but with the archers on the walls beset from two directions, Veyrians gained the lower levels and fought their way up. Hoffan and Whelan ran down the stairs to join the battle. Markal overlooked the battle with a grim look on his face, while Sofiana shot her crossbow with little success.
Darik froze, torn between staying to help the girl and wizard with his short sword, and going after Whelan and Hoffan. From the ever-closer shouting and clanking of swords below, the battle would reach him either way. Dragon wasps swooped again and again at the walls. Two archers atop the Eagle Tower itself fell to assault, leaving only Darik, his two companions and a single bowman.
From the mountains at their back, a scream, high and inhuman. A moment later, an entire chorus of screams. And then he saw them, coming over the mountains, shimmering white and oh, so gloriously beautiful against the sun. An entire flock of griffins. Head and front legs of an eagle, and back haunches of a lion, they were as big as horses, but graceful as Whelan’s falcon as they wheeled in the air. Each griffin held at least one man on its back, sometimes two, and these men shouted as the griffins swept into battle. Their mounts joined them in another ear-splitting shriek. This time the dragon wasps and their riders lifted up from the walls to meet them.
Markal broke from his stupor. New hope brushed across his face. “Flockheart! He’s come!”
There were only a dozen dragon wasps, compared to twice as many griffins; the wasps and their riders, so fearsome a moment earlier, looked weak and pitiful in comparison. Some of the griffins wheeled immediately at the dragon wasps, while others dove for the green, attacking Cragyn’s men with claw and beak.
Two griffins seized a dragon wasp in the air overhead. One tore at its eyes with its beak, while the other raked its belly with claws. The griffin riders dragged the dragon’s kin from his mount and hurled him to the rocks below. The wasp followed its rider, broken and dead. One of the griffins dropped to the Eagle Tower and Darik and Sofiana instinctively shrank back.
Two men rode the griffin and one slid free, sword in hand. The man remaining on the griffin looked bird-like himself. He’d slicked back his hair like the curved feathers around an eagle’s ears and he cocked his head and eyed Darik before turning to the wizard.
“Flockheart,” Markal said. “You’re just in time.”
The second man, to Darik’s surprise, was Whelan’s brother Ethan. He looked different than when Darik had seen him in the tavern a few days earlier. He wore Eriscoban leather armor, covered with sheets of metal scale. Ethan slid his sword back into his scabbard, hung over his shoulder in the same way that Whelan wore his blade. From its battered, overly polished scabbard, Darik guessed it had seen plenty of battles.
“Well met, Ethan,” Markal said. “How did Flockheart know we needed him? He’d have no news of this battle in his aerie.”
“I met Saldibar’s agents soon after you left. They were looking for you, thinking you Veyrian spies who’d set fire to the Slaves Quarter. We exchanged a few, uh, pleasantries until we properly established identities. I’m afraid I left them somewhat worse for the wear.”
“But alive, I hope,” Markal said.
“Yes, of course. So they brought me to the grand vizier in the Tombs of the Kings and he sent me to catch you. I’ve been riding hard, and I met Flockheart and his flock chasing a pair of dragon wasps who’d stumbled into the mountains and stirred up trouble. So we already rode in force.”
“Where is my brother?” Ethan asked.
Sofiana said, “Down below.”
“As should I be.” Ethan turned and ran down the stairs. Darik took up Hoffan’s short sword and made to follow, but Markal stopped him.
Dragon wasps killed or driven away, the griffins swooped at the attackers, lifting many into the air to tear apart or dash on the rocks. Hoffan’s men fought free from the towers. Victory for Cragyn’s army turned into a rout. Yet again, the Veyrians fled down the hill.
Darik, Markal, and Sofiana made their way to the green, where Darik returned his sword to Hoffan, embarrassed at its lack of use. But the big man hugged him and grinned. “Well done.” He eyed the griffins with a curious look that encompassed both awe and fear. “All those sheep paid off after all.” He turned and shouted instructions to organize his men against the next attack.
“No,” Markal shouted after him. “It’s over. We can’t win, not even with the griffins.”
“Are you asking me to abandon Montcrag?” Hoffan asked.
“No, I’m telling you to abandon Montcrag. The griffins can carry us to the top of the mountain and we can hike to Eriscoba from there. We have no choice. This defeat is just a sting to the enemy, while we’ve lost half our men, dead or injured.”
Hoffan hesitated, then turned and shouted new instructions.
Darik and Sofiana found Whelan before Ethan, but when Whelan heard that his brother was searching for him, he started looking. They found Ethan shortly. The two embraced, then Ethan said, “I’m glad I found you. You’ve got to return.”
“To Balsalom? How badly was the city damaged?”
Ethan’s expression turned grim. “The dark wizard has murdered and carried away thousands of people.”
“And the khalifa?” Whelan asked in a tired voice. Years lined his face and the glint dulled in his eyes. “Did she die easily or did he torture her?”
“Kallia?” Ethan said, a smile coming to his lips. “I forgot to tell you. Kallia is alive. She sent me to find you.”



 




10
Hoffan sent men to guard Montcrag’s entrance, now unprotected by gates, while Flockheart’s griffins carried the others to safety on the ridge. The ridge topped the mountain like a lizard’s bony spine. Cragyn’s men could scale the mountain with effort—that was Montcrag’s escape route, after all—but the griffins could hold back the armies long enough to make pursuit impossible. Some of Hoffan’s men climbed onto the griffins with terror on their faces, clinging to the rider and clenching their eyes shut. Others rose into the air with looks of exhilaration.
Darik gathered his belongings and returned to the green. Hoffan climbed onto the back of one of the griffins, and gave a sad look over his shoulder. Montcrag had never fallen to direct assault. Until now.
Flockheart and his griffin Brasson returned to the bailey green, followed by a second beast and rider. Whelan approached Flockheart with Scree securely in his hands. He’d covered the falcon’s eyes with a leather hood, but the bird still struggled. She screamed, and Brasson eyed the bird with a curious gleam in its eyes. Recognition? Darik had no idea how intelligent the griffins were.
“Boy,” a voice called from the second griffin. A girl sat on the back of this second animal, or rather a young woman, not a girl. About Darik’s age. A thin leather harness looped around the griffin’s neck, then tied to her belt to keep her from falling should she lose her grip; there was no saddle or bridle. She gestured for him to come.
Darik swallowed hard, trying to steady his nerves, then slowly approached the griffin. He held out his hand like he might to a strange dog.
“Not like that,” she said. “She’ll take your arm off.” She grinned. “Come on, just climb on back.”
Sheepishly, Darik climbed onto the back of the animal and wrapped his arms around the girl. The griffin shifted its weight. It felt much like sitting bareback on a horse, but it moved like a recently broken stallion. The girl tied the leather strap around his waist, and wrapped it around his legs and pulled it tight at the crotch.
“There,” she said. “You feel secure?”
“No, not really.”
She laughed. “You look all right to me.”
The girl climbed in front and secured herself, then told Darik to hold on. “Ska!” she shouted, digging her heels into the griffin’s ribs.
Darik felt a terrific lurch and they were airborne. The ground receded rapidly and the wind buffeted his face. Darik looked down at the ground, fighting terror.
The griffin wheeled south over the walls before banking sharply. As it did, Darik held on tight, stunned by the speed. The griffin flew as fast as a galloping horse, but smoother. Cragyn’s men looked skyward, shielding their eyes against the sun. Darik flew too high to see faces, but he imagined envy, fear, longing. Now turned completely around, they climbed swiftly toward the summit. His stomach lurched when they hit a pocket of wind and dropped suddenly, before climbing again. The griffin picked up speed.
It took Darik a moment to recover from fear, from the shock of battle, from the change from ground to air. But then he felt it. He was flying!
Darik let out an exulting shout. The girl looked over her shoulder and laughed, a high, joyous sound.
Most of the griffins landed on the ridge to drop their loads before flying back to the castle for a final, brief defense. Darik and the girl, however, continued over the mountain. Whelan and Markal had decided that Sofiana and Markal would continue with Hoffan before breaking west for Eriscoba with Ethan. Whelan and Darik, however, would fly to Flockheart’s aerie, then return to Balsalom.
Trees flew by underneath them. The terrain was rugged and barely passable, except through the air. They followed a small river pouring from a canyon, and flew over a waterfall cascading down the mountainside. He stared in amazement at it all. Occasionally, the girl would turn and point out some feature of the landscape, naming Bestor’s Hollow, and the Sacred Copse. Flying at such speeds made it hard to hear and several times he had to ask her to repeat herself.
After the initial burst of energy, Darik noticed something else. The girl was quite beautiful. She had a smooth face and an attractive pucker to her lips when she leaned into the wind; her eyes sparkled with life. He still held her tightly around her waist, and her breasts pressed into his arms when they leaned into a turn. Her long hair swung free in the wind, brushing through his face like a horse’s mane, and he loved the feeling. She had dark hair like a woman of the khalifates, but her face was as white as cream, like a barbarian’s.
He leaned forward. “What is your name?” She said something, but the wind carried it away. “What?”
She turned around again and put her mouth next to his ear. “Daria. What is yours?”
“My name is Darik.”
She laughed. “Darik and Daria. We could be brother and sister.”
Darik’s sister’s name was Darikia, although he called her Kaya for short, so she wasn’t far off. Brother and sister, however, wasn’t on Darik’s mind at the moment.
They rode for some time before spotting the aerie. It might have been an hour, but it felt like less. Darik didn’t want the flight to end.
The aerie rose from a copse of trees, invisible until they were upon it. It sat in an old watch tower, half-crumbling with age. Ivy gripped the tower, working its way into the stone. The windows in the upper reaches were broken out to accommodate griffins.
“Watch your head,” she said as they swooped toward one of these openings.
Darik ducked and shut his eyes, sure the griffin would miss its entrance and slam into the wall at such speed. It didn’t, but came to an easy stop inside. He found himself in a wide room with a stone floor. A bed of evergreen branches lay in one corner. In another, two small griffins woke as they entered. They rose to their feet and waddled toward them, squawking.
“Yes, I know you’re hungry,” Daria told them. “But you’ll have to be patient.”
She climbed off the griffin, then untied Darik and helped him down. His backside was sore, as were his arms from gripping Daria too tightly. The griffin turned and eyed him.
Daria laughed. “She’s wondering who’s been riding on her back.”
“And no doubt thinking what a poor rider I am.”
“Ah, you weren’t bad. And you didn’t panic when we took off like most people do the first time.”
“Where are the other riders?” Darik asked.
She looked out the window. “They have their own aeries. We’re only expecting my father and your friend, but Brasson took a nasty scratch on his haunches, so Father won’t ride him hard. Do you want to help me rub down Averial?”
The question surprised him. “Yes, very much.”
Daria pulled two brushes with hard wire bristles from the wall. “Averial grooms her own feathers, but she has a hard time with her haunches. Here, let me show you how it’s done.”
She took his hand with the brush and rubbed it with the grain of the fur. Averial’s haunches were hot from the flight. It was exactly like rubbing down a horse, which Darik knew how to do. But he kept his mouth shut, enjoying the touch of Daria’s hand.
“There, you’ve got it. Keep brushing while I get some food for these two before they start pecking at my legs.”
She disappeared from the room. Darik kept rubbing, but it made him nervous to stand alone with the griffin and her fledglings. The younger animals eyed him hungrily, perhaps wondering if he was their lunch.
Daria returned with the severed hind legs of a deer. Not, he noted, one of Hoffan’s sheep, although that might appear regularly in their diet, as well.
“Do they eat mostly deer?”
Daria said, “Deer, rabbits, wild goats, and sheep. Pretty much anything we can catch. Usually, the adults hunt on their own, but we ride to catch food for ourselves, as well. If you want, you can come hunting with me tomorrow.”
“I’d like that,” Darik said, “but I doubt Whelan intends to stay that long. How much do they eat, anyway?”
“Maybe three or four deer a fortnight. More if they’ve been flying a lot.”
As they finished grooming Averial, Daria told him more about the griffins. There were wild griffins in the mountains far to the north, but this particular breed had lived among humans for hundreds of years.
Daria’s father came from a long line of riders and was the leader of those few who still raised and trained griffins in the old way. Like her father, Daria loved her griffins and planned to stay here all of her life.
“How many riders are there?” Darik asked.
“Oh, lots of us,” she said. “Maybe a hundred and fifty. I see other people all the time. Once a month, at least.”
Darik nodded. He’d seen a hundred times that many people in the Grand Bazaar at once, rivers of people that eddied and flowed and could drown you if you didn’t know how to move with the currents. No doubt Daria would be shocked to visit such a place.
“As for griffins,” she continued, “when we have extra fledglings, we usually free them in the mountains. There are several hundred higher along the Spine, where they’ve made aeries. Not exactly wild, but not entirely tame, either. If you’re ever in the high mountains and see a griffin, be careful.”
Whelan and Flockheart arrived about twenty minutes later. Brasson bled from one haunch and Daria and her father tended to his injuries. Whelan unstrapped the saddlebags from its back.
“Give me a hand with this, Darik?” Whelan asked.
Together they carried it down the stairs to the human rooms. “This is heavy,” Darik said as they staggered around the corner. “What’s in here?”
“That steel book. Markal didn’t want to carry it over the mountains, but didn’t want to leave it for the dark wizard either, so he sent it with me. We can leave it here and he’ll come get it later.” He shrugged. “Or we can, if we return first.”
Darik kept his emotions veiled, but inside he was pleased. Perhaps tonight he could get a longer look at it while Whelan and Flockheart talked. But then, there was Daria. He’d like to talk to her more before they left.
“When are we leaving?” he asked Whelan.
“Tomorrow morning, or maybe even tonight, but Markal warned Flockheart that a storm might be coming. The Sea Brothers have begun their battle.”
Every fall and every spring, the North Sea Brother and the South Sea Brother warred to control the ocean. In fall, the colder, northern waters prevailed, and in the spring, the southern waters won the struggle. Rather than accepting the inevitable, the two brothers did battle for several weeks, sending storms west across the plains.
Whelan said, “Flockheart doesn’t want to ride into a thunderstorm. Too dangerous. We might be grounded tomorrow, depending on the weather. We could make a go on foot, but in this terrain and with the Desolation between us … “ He trailed off, gnawing at his thumb.
“Worried about the khalifa?”
“Very. But also relieved that she’s alive. But more than that, even, I’m ashamed at my cowardice.”
“Cowardice?” The claim bewildered Darik. He’d seen the man battle at Montcrag with no thought to his personal safety.
Whelan nodded his head. “I’m only delaying my return to Eriscoba by returning to Balsalom. Perhaps I am afraid of death, being killed by Knights Temperate whose loyalties run deeper for my brother than for myself. But more than that, I’m afraid of my brother’s scorn. His hatred.”
“But the Khalifa needs you,” Darik protested. For Whelan, going to the Free Kingdoms may very well mean facing his past, but it would mean running from the larger problem—how to defend Balsalom from Cragyn’s armies.
“She does,” Whelan admitted. “And so we return.” He laughed. “We fly back to danger and yet I feel an overwhelming sense of relief that I don’t have to face my brother yet.”
“That is,” Darik said, “we fly back if the weather holds.” Darik changed the subject. “Whelan, will you teach me how to use the sword?” He looked down to the ground in shame. “I wanted to do more at Montcrag.”
“Montcrag meant everything to that bandit friend of mine. To surrender it to the dark wizard is a sore blow indeed. We all wish we could have done more.”
Yes, Darik thought, but the difference is, everyone else did do something useful. Even Sofiana killed a man. Darik nearly succeeded in killing himself when he blundered into battle with Hoffan’s sword.
“Yes,” Whelan said, seeing the frustration on Darik’s face. “I’ll teach you the sword. But you’ll have to be patient. It takes time, like any other discipline.”
* * *
They ate venison stew for dinner. It tasted delicious, nicely seasoned with peppercorn, and thickened with wild carrots and some other thick, bready root. But from the way Daria took her time, Darik suspected the griffin riders ate this particular meal far too often.
“Do you get many visitors?” he asked Flockheart.
Flockheart cocked his head in a bird-like gesture. “A few wizards now and then. Markal every few years, Narud more often. Narud spends a lot of time in the mountains with the animals. Sometimes shows up as an animal himself.”
“Chantmer the Tall came last spring,” Daria said. She wrinkled her nose. “He didn’t care for the griffins much. Just asked a bunch of questions about the Cloud Kingdoms.”
“You’ve been to the cloud castles?” Darik asked, eagerly.
“Nobody’s been there for generations,” Flockheart answered, blowing on a spoonful of soup to cool it. “If you approach, they drive you away. If you reach their lands by stealth, they kill you.”
They finished the meal in silence. After dinner, Whelan took him outside. It was dark, encircled by so many trees around the aerie, and chill. An owl hooted somewhere on the hillside, and a brook bubbled some distance away. It was unnervingly quiet compared to the city. And gone was the all-pervasive sound of crickets. He’d been too busy running the last few days or trying to catch up on lost sleep to notice, but it struck him now.
Whelan groped through the darkness until he found two thick sticks. He trimmed them with a hatchet from the aerie. Daria and Flockheart preferred it cooler than Darik thought comfortable; the fire light flickering through the subsequently open door provided a little bit of light to see by if they stood close to the doorway.
Whelan tossed one of the sticks to Darik. “That man you fought at Montcrag? You did far too much parrying and thrusting. You’ve played around with a rapier, haven’t you?
“My father thought I should be able to defend myself,” Darik said. “My tutor taught me the rapier and the twin daggers.”
“That’s for duels between men with more money than common sense. In battle, you need a different weapon. Most effective weapons kill by brute force, not by fancy, precision attacks. Chop or bash, it’s all the same.” He hefted the club over his shoulder casually, then swung it toward Darik’s head without warning.
Darik jerked away from the attack, but not fast enough. Whelan pulled back on his blow at the last minute, but still gave him a thump on the head. Darik grimaced and dropped his stick, clutching at his head. “Ow. What did you do that for?” Yet, even as he complained, the pain receded. Whelan hadn’t hit him hard.
“We were about to start, but you were standing too close,” Whelan said with a slight smile. “Frankly, I prefer a sword of about this length to a battle axe or mace because it gives me more reach. I’ve already got long arms, so it doubles my effectiveness. My point is, remember how long your opponent’s reach is, including his weapon. Just two more quick lessons and then we can spar.”
Darik picked up his club and looked back inside to see Daria watching him. He felt self-conscious. “Is there any chance we can move a bit further out, away from the door?”
“The light is better—” Whelan started, then saw Daria, who looked away when both of them were watching her. “Ah, of course. You don’t have room to maneuver here against the walls, do you?”
Once they stood out of earshot, Whelan whistled. “Last time I saw her she was no older than Sofiana is now.” He nudged Darik and grinned. “Now she’s the sort of girl who can give you a single look and make your knees wobble.”
Darik groaned. “After my feeble attempts at Montcrag I’m going to look like an idiot, wobbly knees or no.”
“Daria won’t care whether you can sword fight or not. She’ll care more whether you’re kind to her griffins.”
He took a slow swing, which Darik parried easily. Darik swung his own blow, but Whelan danced away and counterattacked, this time harder. Darik ducked to one side.
“I know you hear it all the time,” Whelan said, pressing his advantage, “but it’s true. Act like yourself and you’ll do better with the women.”
“Listen to yourself,” Darik said, feeling more comfortable with Whelan than he had since they both worked in Graiyan’s kitchen. “You must be quite a lover to give your advice so freely.”
Whelan laughed, but there was a bitter edge to it. “Have you ever loved, Darik?”
“Never.” Darik thought about the stablemaster’s daughter Lassa and how she’d tried to seduce him in the hay loft. He’d never loved the girl, but felt only disgust after she’d spurned him when the guildmaster marched Darik and the others naked to the slave blocks.
Whelan said, “Truth is, I’ve always been terrible in love. I’ve only ever loved two women, and it’s ended poorly both times.”
They sparred for a few minutes, Whelan occasionally giving him a bit of advice. Darik already knew about Whelan’s love for Queen Serena, and wanted to ask about the second woman, but remembered the painful conversation as they left the Desolation and waited for Whelan to speak first.
He thought the matter dropped, but at last Whelan sighed and said, “The first love was Serena, of course. I was only seventeen.”
Darik did some figuring. “Seventeen? That means you’re only thirty?”
Whelan nodded, apparently lost in thought. He swung his stick again, knocking through Darik’s guard and clubbing him on the shoulder.
“Hey!”
“Oh, sorry about that.” He paused. “Yes, I’m only thirty. I’ve seen enough to turn me into an old man before my years, I’m afraid. As for Daria, I’ve met her several times with her father. She is shy. She has known few people and doesn’t understand the way the world works. Don’t be the one to teach her, please.”
They battled for a few more minutes, Whelan getting the best of him whenever he wished. Whelan said nothing more, and Darik found himself wondering about the man’s second love. He had a good guess at her identity. Darik had seen the way Whelan worried about the khalifa. That was nothing special. Half the men in Balsalom loved Kallia, but it was a hopeless love, even for Whelan. Ah, but the man had already loved one queen. What was one more hopeless love?
* * *
Darik hadn’t thought himself capable of anything but crawling into bed and sleeping until morning, but he woke midway through the night, unable to sleep. He wasn’t thinking about yesterday’s battle, or Daria, or even his sister in Balsalom. No, the thought that crept into his mind was that the steel book sat downstairs where someone could come into the aerie and steal it. Never mind the foolishness of that thought—Darik fully recognized it as such—but he could think of nothing else.
Very well, he thought. I’ll go downstairs and bring it up here where it’s safer. Then I can sleep.
It sounded like a good argument, but didn’t quite explain why he walked so silently down the hallway. He didn’t want to disturb the others. Yes, that was it.
The fire had dwindled to embers, lapping at a log that might burn for another hour before the hearth grew cold. Darik pulled the steel tome from the saddle bag, wrapped himself in the blanket taken from his room, and sat close to the fire. He opened the book.
To his surprise, the picture of the cloud cities wasn’t the first thing inside. Instead, there was a picture of a tower, tall and gray against the sky. Like the other picture, it had been hammered into the metal and painted. And like the other page, the lettering was written on the back.
He thumbed through the other pages, but didn’t see the cloud cities. Had someone come and removed the first page? No, because he remembered that the second page had been a picture of a dragon with its wings spread and fire bellowing from its maw. Had someone reshuffled the pages, then? Markal, perhaps?
He looked at the first page again. He thought at first that the tower was the Citadel, but no, the city over which it towered stood at the edge of the sea. The city must be Veyre then, although he’d heard of nothing so tall that it stood that much higher than any other tower or minaret in the city. The top of the tower was uncompleted with a windlass on top to lift stones.
Darik turned the page to see if he could read the script as he’d done before. At first he saw nothing, just a tangle of strange letters. And then words came to his mind.
“You are looking, my young apprentice, upon the seat of the dark lord’s power. Built and destroyed twice, the Dark Citadel points to the sky in a vain attempt to reach the clouds. When the dark lord has the power to reach the cloud cities, the Sky Brother will—”
All at once the letters swam on the page, breaking the elegant old script and reforming into blocky letters in the common tongue. For a moment, the two scripts struggled, one taking over and the other one writing itself over the top. At last, the newer letters won, writing a single sentence on top of the page. They didn’t speak to his mind anymore, but he could read them clearly.
“Who are you?” the first line asked.
“Who are you?” Darik read aloud, wondering what it meant.
The letters reformed themselves. “Yes, boy, I’m talking to you. Who are you?”
Startled, Darik didn’t speak, but immediately thought his name. The letters swam again.
“Darik, Darik. This means nothing to me. Do you live in the khalifates?”
Well, he had lived in Balsalom, but of course he didn’t live there anymore, as a matter of fact, he doubted—
Whatever hand wrote on the steel sheet was impatient. “Are you alone?”
Darik grew alarmed. The older script demanded his attention, had called him from bed even, but this new language could read his mind. Before he could think, Whelan and Markal flashed into his mind. Outside, an owl hooted, startling him.
“Yes, of course,” the letters wrote out. “You travel with that old fool of a wizard and his friend. So he found the book, did he? In the Tombs of the Kings? I’d have never guessed that one of the old tomes lingered in this part of the world, unfound for so many years. Does Markal know that you read his book?”
And now Darik knew what hand wrote the letters, or thought he did. Terrified, he tried to slam the book shut, but his hands froze on the binding. The owl hooted again, this time closer, a chilling sound. He struggled for a moment, but he couldn’t close the book or tear himself away. In horror, he looked back at the page.
He heard a chuckle in his mind. The letters wrote themselves out, this time changing from blood-red to a darker red, just a shade brighter than black. “Yes, of course he would never let you look at it. And here is why, boy. You will bring me the book, and we will read it together atop the Dark Citadel.”
An image appeared in Darik’s mind. He saw the Dark Citadel rising from the midst of Veyre. It cast a shadow over the entire land, and would soon reach the very heavens. Magic, palpable and inexorable in its desire, stretched from the tower, bringing all of Mithyl under its sway. Who could resist it?
Yes, Darik thought. I will give it to him. Give it away, get rid of the book for good. He looked over his shoulder. He could bring it to the master at Montcrag, be halfway there before the others realized he was gone. He picked up the book and made his way for the door. It was cold outside, but the master would warm him.
He paused at the door, struggling to remember something. The book pulled at his mind even when shut, and soon he found himself turning the handle. He stepped outside and pulled the door shut, then walked through the dark, his feet instinctively knowing the way.
The owl called again, a loud hoot to his left. And then, a massive black shape swooped down from the sky. It struck him hard on the shoulder and knocked him to the ground. Alarmed, he looked up to see the shape diving again. At first he thought it was a griffin, but when it swooped past a second time, he could see its eyes and round face. A giant owl, with horns of feathers. Darik dropped the book and put his hands up to protect his face.
The instant his hands left the book, he knew what had happened to him. Markal had told him not to open the book, but he’d opened it anyway. He’d opened it and drawn Cragyn, who’d nearly forced him over the mountains all night until he put himself in the dark wizard’s power. The wind bit deep, but sweat stood out on his forehead and he felt flushed with fever.
The owl landed about ten feet away. It stood motionless in the darkness. Darik had no idea an owl could be that tall, it stood as high as a man. No, he realized it was a man, not an owl at all. He looked around but the owl was nowhere to be seen. Or were the owl and the man the same person? Darik bent and picked up the book and walked toward the man to get a better look, too surprised to be afraid.
The man leaned against a thick walking stick. His hands, grizzled with age, gripped it firmly. He eyed Darik for a moment, then turned, shambled his way into the trees and disappeared.
Darik returned to the aerie, putting the book away with no temptation to read it ever again, then made his way to his bed. He lay awake for some time, trembling at how close he’d come to betraying his friends and his queen. At last it faded, like a bad dream.
* * *
Clouds marred the sky the next day, threatening a late-summer thunderstorm. Flockheart went outside and sniffed at the air for a few minutes before declaring that they would fly. He’d made an early morning excursion to leave Scree, the griffin fledglings, and the steel tome, the latter at Darik’s urging, in the care of another griffin rider who lived nearby. They ate a hurried breakfast of cold venison stew, then saddled up the griffins.
“Whelan is riding Joffa,” Flockheart told his daughter. “If you want, the boy can ride on Brasson with me.”
“He can ride with me,” Daria said, quickly. “I don’t mind.” Her father looked at her with a curious expression and she blushed and looked away, worrying herself over Averial’s saddlebags.
Flockheart turned his attention to Darik, fixing him with an uncomfortable look that was vaguely predatory. Then the moment passed, and Flockheart looked to his mount.
They flew down the mountainside, low to the trees to avoid detection. In a few minutes, they entered the hills, passing over farms and small villages. Faces turned from fields and pastures to stare. Darik waved. A young boy, no older than seven or eight, ran through a pasture, abandoning his goats to wave and shout in excitement. Darik leaned forward to Daria. “You don’t come this way often, do you?”
She shook her head. “Father keeps us in the mountains where it’s safe. Have you been down there? Have you been to the cities?”
“I was born in Balsalom, the greatest city in the western khalifates.”
“You were?” Her voice was full of wonder. “Tell me what it’s like.”
Darik remembered what Whelan had told him last night about Daria’s innocence. “It is filthy and full of people. Some people are slaves, told what they must do and where they must go. Others seek after money every day, ruining anyone who stands in their way. You don’t want to go there.”
“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “I would still like to see it some day. Maybe not to live, but to visit.” She grinned. “Do you want to fly?”
“What? I can’t fly her.”
“Sure you can.”
“But what about your father?” Darik asked. Whelan and Flockheart soared ahead, rarely giving a backward glance.
“Oh, he won’t like it. But I’ll be behind you and take over if anything goes wrong. Do you want to try it?”
Darik laughed, a little nervous but excited. “Yes, let’s.”
Averial dropped like a stone to the ground, lurching Darik’s stomach. She swooped upwards just before she hit, then came to a soft landing in an empty field. It took Darik and Daria a moment to switch places. Darik felt too exposed sitting in front with nothing to hold onto but the thin tether, hardly proper reigns at all. Daria checked the cords tying him to the griffin, before securing herself behind Darik.
“Ska!” he shouted, digging his heels into the griffin’s haunches. She jumped into the air with a flap of wings. The ground dropped away below. Darik shouted with joy. The griffin lurched to one side.
“Let up on the tether!” Daria said.
He relaxed his grip and nudged the griffin along. In a few minutes, they’d caught up with the others, soaring a comfortable distance behind.
Daria wrapped her hands around his waist and leaned close. He heard her breathing in his ear as she looked over his shoulder and felt the press of her body against his back. He’d never felt anything so wonderful as soaring through the air atop this powerful beast, with a beautiful, wonderful girl holding him tight.
All too soon, Flockheart turned around and spotted them. He slowed Brasson until Darik and Daria caught up to him, then gestured toward the ground. Daria shook her head in a protest.
“We don’t have time for that,” Flockheart shouted.
Reluctantly, Darik brought Averial to the ground as soon as they found a suitable place. Daria shrugged as they changed places. “My father is distrusting of outsiders. I don’t know why.”
Darik thought he guessed why. Flockheart had obviously seen more of the outside world than had his daughter. “Thank you anyway. Maybe I’ll come back and you can give me lessons.”
She smiled shyly, then climbed in front.
They reached the Desolation of Toth. It looked even more bleak from above than it had from the Tothian Way. Perhaps because he could see just how far it stretched, bleak and gray. A smell wafted from the ground making the griffin snort.
After a few minutes, Averial flagged. Whelan and Flockheart’s mounts, too, lost speed and altitude at an alarming rate.
“What’s the matter with her?” Daria asked, sounding afraid. “What is that down there?”
“Take her higher,” Darik urged. “Hurry. We have to get higher.”
She nudged Averial hard, pulling back on the tether. The griffin drooped lower, failing to respond. Now visibly frightened, Daria leaned forward and whispered to her mount, rubbing its neck, urging it to gather strength. Invigorated by her love, the griffin found new strength and flapped its wings harder. They climbed slowly higher, at last rising so far that the foul stench no longer reached them. Whelan and Flockheart too, rose higher. Breathing heavily, Darik thought what might have happened had he still been riding Averial. They’d have dropped into the Desolation.
Flockheart rode Brasson back to his daughter. “Are you all right?” he asked, face pinched with concern. She nodded wearily, still looking frightened.
They flew east as fast as they could, at last drawing free of the Desolation’s grip. They had made incredible time, much faster than they could have on horse or camel. Still, they had ridden away daylight and the sun set by the time they reached Balsalom. Daria gasped at the sight of the city.
Darik also drew in a sharp breath, but in fear. Fires burned, boiling smoke into the sky. Even from this distance, he could see fighting, and dead bodies littering the streets. But before he could pick out details, they dropped to the ground.
They landed the exhausted griffins in the midst of the Tombs of the Kings. The animals heaved and the muscles on their backs quivered. Darik too felt worn, as if he’d spent the day on a galloping horse. He stepped away from the griffin and breathed heavily. Whelan and Flockheart landed nearby.
“Thank you,” Whelan said to Flockheart. “I won’t forget your help.”
Flockheart said, “How long should we wait?”
“Two days, no more. If you see danger, flee. We’ll find our own way back if necessary. Hunt your griffins only at night. There might be wasps in the city.”
Whelan grabbed a satchel from the saddle bags. He slung Soultrup over his shoulder, and buckled a smaller sword around Darik’s waist. “Let’s go.” Darik made to follow, staring at the smoke pouring from the city.
Daria touched his arm to get his attention. “Be careful, Darik.”
He turned belatedly. His worry about his sister and the city had overcome any other thoughts. “I will. Thank you.”
They turned. Balsalom’s walls beckoned.
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Kallia decided that the time had come to retake Balsalom the same day that Cragyn’s forces assaulted Montcrag. The dark wizard hadn’t left Balsalom undefended. On the contrary, he left hundreds of his best troops, giants, and several mammoths. What worried the khalifa, however, was the bombard. Mol Khah set it up on the west side of the city and spent the better part of a day testing it on the Tombs of the Kings.
His men, most of them Veyrians, sweated as they assembled and loaded the bombard, and not from the heat. They feared the tombs and the wights they worried might hide in the crypts and catacombs hidden beneath the sand. Mol Khah brought Kallia to the tombs to watch the destruction. She was not afraid of the dead kings.
Kallia remembered her tutor taking her to the tombs as a child. “Foolishness,” Gustau had told her all those years ago when she asked why the tombs had been built. They’d ridden atop sedan chairs carried by slaves, but even the modest effort of walking amongst the tombs had soaked Gustau’s robes with sweat. Perhaps if he’d eaten less and walked more, he wouldn’t have found the trip so arduous.
“What do you mean, foolishness?” she had asked.
“The kings tried to hide from the Harvester. They built towers and mastabas and wrapped them in spells, made traps and secret passageways for their spirits to escape while the Harvester slept. And should they be discovered, they buried themselves with treasure to bribe their freedom.” He snorted. “All the treasure did was attract grave robbers.”
Kallia didn’t know whether Gustau knew what he was talking about or not. She suspected there was some truth to it, but certainly that wasn’t the entire story. The tombs had captured her imagination in any event. Remnants of the old city. The vast expense of the tombs hinted at wealth rivaling the khalifates.
And now, Mol Khah showed off his new toy by destroying these tombs. The siege weapon—Cragyn’s Hammer, the pasha called it—took several hours to assemble. It consisted of two thirty-foot iron troughs, bound together with iron hoops. Half a dozen giants and twenty men hoisted the upper half of the weapon onto the lower half. Two blacksmiths heated the hoops to expand them, then slipped them around the troughs and doused them with water. When finished, the weapon looked nothing more than an enormous iron pipe sitting on a carriage, the cart also built on the site.
“So what is it?” she asked.
Mol Khah smiled in that wolfish way of his. “Watch and you’ll find out.”
Men busied themselves about the front end of the weapon, but she stopped paying attention. Her father once had a man at court who spent years building a massive ballista that could fire arrows powerful enough to cut through three men. It could hurl its missile over a city wall. But it proved difficult to load, prone to break-downs, and thus of limited effectiveness. Yes, several of these might do damage to massed troops, but in most cases massed troops didn’t line up for the two or three days necessary to put the ballistas together.
A terrific explosion thundered across the plain. Black smoke bellowed from the end of Cragyn’s Hammer. An instant later, something whistled overhead, then struck the obelisk behind them. Black stone sprayed outward; the obelisk teetered for a long moment, then collapsed to the ground, with a cloud of dust.
“It works!” Mol Khah exulted.
“What happened?” she asked, overwhelmed by its power.
“Magicks beyond your comprehension, woman.” He clenched a leather-gloved fist in triumph. “No castle or city wall can stand before Cragyn’s Hammer.”
No, she thought with mounting concern. Nothing could. And that included Balsalom. Mol Khah wouldn’t leave the weapon unguarded. If she moved tonight, a sizeable garrison and this weapon would remain outside the city to cause mischief. It had taken long enough to put together the infernal weapon that he might well leave it here until the time came to move it west along the Tothian Way.
Mol Khah spent the rest of the day shooting his weapon, rejoicing like a child with a new toy. It took two hours after every use to clean out the tube and ready it for another shot. The iron balls cast by the weapon demolished some of the most beautiful monuments in the Tombs of the Kings.
Afterwards, Kallia retreated to her rooms and considered. One of Saldibar’s spies, an old slave woman who came to empty her chamber pot in the morning, passed along the news of a second army of several thousand men and horse marching west from Kilgalah. They would arrive in a few days. Saldibar didn’t know if they would bolster Balsalom’s garrison or continue west to join Cragyn, but Kallia didn’t dare let them draw close enough to throw themselves in the fray. No, she would have to risk Cragyn’s Hammer, hoping Mol Khah left insufficient men to guard it.
After she took dinner, Kallia opened the curtains and lit a single candle, the signal to act. And then she waited, counting the bells from the merchants tower. It was eight bells. Two more hours.
The city was quieter than a few days earlier. Mol Khah’s men had released all of the crickets in the palace. They silenced street musicians in the city, even going so far as to destroy instruments and banish them from Balsalom. Cragyn’s army craved silence. They had not yet, however, quieted the guilds’ bell towers.
Nine bells chimed and her heart began to pound. Another hour and Saldibar would come for her, the signal would go out to begin the revolt. Her stomach churned in anticipation. Once things happened, they would happen quickly.
Mol Khah had allowed her use of the tower apartments again. The garden rooms kept her from seeing the city, but they also stood amidst dozens of other rooms: apartments, kitchens, state rooms and servants’ quarters. But the tower rooms sat on the fifth and sixth level of a tower with a single entrance to guard. Here she would stay until Cragyn’s pasha summoned her.
She waited impatiently. Too soon, the door opened. She turned, half-expecting to see Saldibar come early. Instead, Mol Khah stood in the doorway, a long scimitar in hand. Blood clotted the blade.
“Come,” he ordered. “Quickly.”
Kallia’s stomach clenched. “What happened? What are you doing with that sword?”
He strode to where she sat next to the window and grabbed her by the arm. “Assassins, you fool. What did you think? Two men from Ter, angry that the master killed that wretched brother of yours. The second man is confessing everything on the wheel right now, the first, regrettably, did not live that long.” He dragged her toward the door “There might be others inside the palace. You’ll be safer in the garden rooms.”
So it wasn’t Saldibar’s blood staining his sword, as she’d feared. But this coincidence ruined everything. The revolt would begin, but she would be left inside the palace. And Saldibar, rather than leaving her to die, might foolishly call off the attack. Mol Khah would savage the city.
“No!” she said, pulling away. “If there are assassins, I’m better off here.” She made a quick decision that she knew she might regret. “The garden rooms are riddled with secret passageways. It’s more dangerous.”
He eyed her with a sideways glance, hesitating. In the distance, the merchants tower rang. She counted. One bell, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Eleven. One extra chime, unnoticeable unless you counted. And throughout the city, men did count. The signal had come, the revolt began.
Mol Khah decided. “No, I’ve got a hundred men guarding the garden rooms. Secret passageways or no, and you will show me where these are, all of them, you will be safer below.”
He dragged her away, and her heart sank. He led her down the stairs, where two armed men joined them. From here, the dark wizard’s vizier led her to the garden rooms. A second frightening thought crossed her mind. Mol Khah’s men would be on the lookout for more assassins. He would station someone in the tower rooms to see if anyone came. And someone would. Saldibar. She had to warn him.
A desperate idea came to her. Twenty or thirty men stood outside the doors of the garden apartments, ready to protect her from assassins. She counted them quickly in her mind.
As Mol Khah threw open the door to her rooms, she let panic slip into her voice. “No! Don’t kill me!”
“What?” he snorted. He glanced back at his men. “I’m not going to kill you.”
“Yes you are,” she cried, struggling against his grip. She appealed to the men standing outside the doors. “Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s bringing me here so an assassin can find me and kill me. Then he’ll claim he tried to prevent it.”
The soldiers shuffled nervously at her theatrics. None would act, but that wasn’t her intent.
“Let me go!” she cried, striking at Mol Khah’s face with her free hand. And then, as she had hoped, his temper flared.
He jerked her around and threw her to the floor. She made no effort to protect herself, but let her face slam into the flagstones. Her vision blanked for a moment when her head hit.
“I’m not going to kill you!” he raged. He dragged to her feet and threw her toward the bed pillows. Lights swam in her head. “Now shut up before I change my mind.”
He turned to storm away, but she said, “Wait, please.” He turned. Blood trickled from her nose, running down her lip. “Tea. Please, have someone bring tea for my head. Medicinal tea, please.”
Mol Khah grimaced and clenched his teeth. She could see that he wanted to strike her again. “Very well,” he said at last. He slammed the door behind him.
She turned and looked at her surroundings. As she’d feared, and this had necessitated her plan, the room was stripped of furnishings, including candles, lamps, or anything else that might provide light. It was almost completely dark in the room, once they shut the door. Saldibar would reach the tower rooms within the next few minutes and panic when he didn’t find her.
Kallia waited anxiously for someone to bring her the tea. It came a few minutes later, and she was relieved at who brought it to her, not an unknown physic, but a servant girl.
She’d seen the girl before. Her name was Chloye. The girl’s mother’s sister had lived in Kallia’s father’s harem; both women were purchased from a caravan of slavers. Chloye had bright red hair, attesting to her Eriscoban heritage. She set down the tea and the burner and brazier on which to cook the healing herbs.
“Never mind that, Chloye,” Kallia said, rising to her feet as soon as the door shut behind them. They were alone in the room.
“But khalifa—may you live forever. Didn’t you send for me?” She glanced around, clearly frightened by the darkened room.
Kallia put her hand on the girl’s arm. “I have no time for that. Please, listen carefully. What I’m about to do, you must say was an accident. It is important. Can you do that?”
Chloye eyes widened in fear. She shrank back as if afraid that Kallia meant her harm. The khalifa picked up the brazier, carried it to the bedding and tipped it over on the blankets. Flames spilled out, nearly stifling in the blankets before catching hold. Kallia waited while the flames spread. Chloye looked terrified, but said nothing.
When the fire jumped to the curtain, Kallia threw her wash basin on the bedding, dousing some of the flames, then cried out, “Help! Fire!”
Men rushed into the room and attacked the fire with cloaks and swords. It had grown too large for simple measures, choking the room in smoke. Men ran for buckets of water. Others dragged the two women into the hall. Mol Khah came striding down the hallway, alerted to the news. He saw Kallia and drew his sword.
“It was an accident,” she pleaded.
He eyed her for a moment, then glared at the serving girl. “Well?” he demanded of her.
The girl shrank under his glare, and Kallia thought she would be betrayed. What a fool she had been to take such a chance.
At last the serving girl looked up. “I’m sorry. I tried to put in the herbs and tipped over the crucible, and then I couldn’t put it out in time, so the khalifa—”
Mol Khah pushed them aside in disgust and looked into the room. Kallia, surprised at the girl’s initiative, squeezed her hand in gratitude.
An oak beam crashed from the ceiling, scattering flames through the room. A soldier cried out, pinned in the smoke and fire. Mol Khah ignored him, but shouted instructions to the men arriving with buckets of water. Kallia slipped back from the chaos, then turned and ran.
She met soldiers in the hallways, running toward the fire, and shouted at anybody else she saw to run and help. Let the confusion spread and attract people as long as possible. When she reached the tower rooms, three men met her with drawn swords.
“What are you doing?” one of them demanded. “The pasha said—”
“Never mind what he said,” she said, panting. “There is a fire. He wants everyone to help.”
The man who’d spoken looked at her suspiciously. They made no move to leave, but put away their swords. “Fire? What kind of fire?”
She ran to the window and threw open the curtains. “That kind of fire, you fools.”
From the tower, they could see across the gardens, where smoke poured from two of the windows. Men and women rushed through the gardens with buckets of water, throwing them through the windows. Some staggered backwards, overcome by smoke. There was not yet any organization to the efforts in the gardens, unlike the order Mol Khah had imposed inside the buildings. Convinced at last, the soldiers turned and ran. Kallia stood panting for a moment.
“Well done khalifa—may you live forever.”
She turned to see Saldibar standing behind her. How he had climbed the stairs past the guards, indeed, where he had hidden while she ordered the men down to the fire, she didn’t know.
“Where did you come from?
“I can’t tell you all of my secrets. Look, there’s no way we’ll get out of the palace that way. Come. Five more minutes and Mol Khah will discover something worse than a fire.”
They hurried from the tower, making their way toward the gardens. A soldier spotted them, and recognizing the khalifa, rushed to intercept them.
“You!” he shouted at her. “The pasha—”
Before he could finish, Saldibar sprang forward, pulling a knife from his robes. The man grabbed for his sword, shouting in alarm. But before he could bring his weapon to bear, Saldibar plunged his knife in the man’s gut, then rammed it underneath his rib cage. The man stared in wide-eyed surprise, opened his mouth, and slumped to the ground. Saldibar pulled out the knife and they ran. Kallia’s stomach turned at the sight of the soldier still twitching where they’d left him.
Saldibar led her to a statue of a winged horse, overlooking the rose garden. Kallia had sat astride the horse as a young girl, and pretended that she was riding to the cloud castles, escorted by a flock of griffins. “Help me,” Saldibar said, leaning his weight against the statue.
She pushed, and to her surprise, it rocked onto its side, revealing a dark gap underneath. They redoubled their efforts, and the statue tipped over. A staircase dropped into the ground. Lights flickered below, men with torches.
Kallia and Saldibar climbed down into the catacomb, while the men pulled on an iron handle on the underside of the winged horse, pulling it back into place. They stood underground.
She looked at the passageway through which they walked. It stretched ten feet overhead and six feet in width. “No wonder assassins find it so easy to infiltrate the palace.”
Saldibar looked embarrassed. “I built the staircase and hid it beneath the statue myself. But the passageway is far older. Part of the old palace. Come.”
She followed, but her interest still wasn’t satisfied. “What old palace?”
“Syrmarria also had a palace on this site.”
“But I was always told that nothing remained of the old city but fragments of the old wall and a few broken towers,” Kallia said.
“Nothing remained on the surface, no, but many of the old roads and foundations lay buried beneath the rubble. Balsalom was built on top of this rubble. When I excavated the statuary garden for your father, my workmen discovered this passageway; I ordered it covered at first, realizing that it led in and out of the palace and provided a risk to the khalif. But when I explored these catacombs, I discovered their true origin.”
He might be right. Kallia saw side doorways, some blockaded by rubble, others opening into dark holes. They entered what looked like a courtyard, partially excavated, with wooden beams propping up the ceiling.
They traveled by torch light for several minutes before emerging through a door into a small house. A man sat on the floor, weaving a rug. When they stepped into the room, he sprang to his feet, leaving his loom. It was Fenerath, the guildmaster. Somehow they’d climbed in elevation until they’d come against the back wall of a house.
“Hurry,” he said. Fenerath opened a chest on the floor, retrieving a nondescript brown robe that he tossed to Kallia.
She looked down at her robes of fine silk embroidered with geometric designs and knew she would be recognized immediately if she wore these clothes. The men turned their backs to give her privacy while she changed. But she still felt unclean from what had happened the night she had married the dark wizard. It reminded her too much of when Mol Khah had torn her old clothes from her body. So instead, she simply pulled the robe Fenerath gave her over her other clothing. They went outside.
The sound of battle filled the air. They stood in the midst of the Weavers Quarter, three hundred yards from the wall on the north side of the city. Men fought on top of the city wall with swords and maces. The Veyrians in black and crimson had the upper hand, better armed and equipped and commanding the better strategic position. Men from the watchman guild streamed up the stairways to the wall, but many were armed only with truncheons or short swords. And Cragyn’s men didn’t panic, but gathered into tight clumps that drove back the watchmen.
Four men battled a giant on the other side of the street. The watchmen were armed with pikes, but the giant swung a cudgel and kept the men at bay. He knocked one to the ground, then finished the man with a single, crushing blow. Three more men joined the fight, but another giant came running down the street.
The road on which they stood led directly to the palace, sitting atop the hill, where it could overlook the city. Several small battles raged in front of the palace gates. The garrison inside had already discovered the revolt and grappled with the watchmen, trying to force them out of the way so they could get into the streets. Scores of watchmen rushed to plug the gates, but more Veyrians joined the battle every moment; unless the watchmen secured the walls soon and brought reinforcements, the enemy garrison would break from the palace and the battle would end in defeat.
A roar sounded in the distance. She recognized the sound immediately. Cragyn’s Hammer. So they hadn’t taken the siege weapon; it battered at the walls.
All around, she saw evidence that her plan failed. There were hundreds of watchmen, even people from the city who’d gathered old weapons and kitchen knifes to overthrow the hated enemy. But they had no leader, and in the face of Veyre’s overwhelming superiority in discipline and arms, the revolt was doomed. She saw the looks of horror on Fenerath and Saldibar’s faces mirrored on the walls and the streets, on the faces of the people holding Mol Khah’s men inside the palace.
She knew what she must do. The time had come to stop hiding, to stop letting others sacrifice their lives while she kept herself safe. She stripped off the brown cloak that Fenerath told her to wear. Gathering her strength, Kallia ran toward the men at the palace gates. Behind her, Saldibar cried for her to stop.
Guardsmen looked up from their fighting as she approached. Murmurs of recognition passed through the combatants on both sides. Kallia grabbed the scimitar of a fallen man and pushed her way into the men at the palace gates.
Saldibar caught up with her, and took her by the arm. “You can’t do that. You’ll be killed.”
When she answered, it was as loud as she could speak. “I am going to live or die with Balsalom. Now move out of my way. Hold the gap!” she cried to the men ahead of her. “Don’t let them through.”
Shouts passed through the group. News of her presence passed to the walls, to the battles in the streets. Resolve stiffened all around her. Saldibar looked at her with a mixture of surprise and admiration.
She meant her words, pressing toward the front of the battle. But the guardsmen moved to block her from the fighting. She shouted for them to let her past, but they refused to obey.
Kallia had no illusions what would happen if she reached the fighting. She had been trained in swordsmanship, and had learned enough to know that she would be quickly overwhelmed by a larger, better-trained opponent. And should she reach the fighting, she would be attacked immediately.
Mol Khah stood on the other side of the gates, snarling instructions to his men in the palace courtyard. The gates hadn’t been built with more than cursory defensive strategies. The road sloped steeply over flagstones, treacherous footing for horses mounting a charge.
Cragyn’s pasha cleared his men out of the way to bring something from the back. Mammoths. The beasts trumpeted in near panic at the din and the fire at their back, goaded toward the palace gates. In the darkness, it was impossible to see how many. Kallia didn’t have enough men to hold the gap against those beasts, and both sides knew it.
But at last, the battle on the city walls turned. Balsalomians took control of towers, and from here, hundreds more guardsmen poured onto the walls. Better arms and armor fell into their hands with every fallen Veyrian. Soon, sheer numbers overwhelmed the enemy. Victory secured, the guardsmen came down from the city walls to bolster Kallia’s force, fighting through the skirmishes continuing throughout the city streets.
Mol Khah moved enough men out of the way to march his mammoths. He had eight or ten that she could see, heads and trunks covered with armor, tusks capped with iron crowns. Mammoth drivers shouted and drove their beasts forward with handheld iron goads. The beasts lumbered toward the gates.
The Balsalomians blanched, and a ripple passed through the men in front. If they gave, the battle would be lost. Hundreds of well-trained Veyrians would fan through the city in phalanxes and cavalry units to crush all opposition.
But it was a critical time for Mol Khah’s forces, as well. The fire she’d set had served more purpose than a mere ruse. It still burned on the edge of the gardens, boiling smoke into the air. The enemy had turned his attention away from the fire and to breaking out of the palace before it was too late. Which meant, however, that if he didn’t break out, the fire might be too large to contain and burn the entire palace to the ground.
“Hold them!” Kallia cried. “Hold them!”
The cry passed through the men. “Hold them!”
Spears lowered, Balsalomians stood in the way. The mammoths trumpeted and charged toward the gap. The beasts were upon them.
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Mammoths scattered Kallia’s men like the wind scatters leaves. Breaking from the darkness, they swept guardsmen out of the way with iron-tipped tusks, trampled screaming foes beneath their feet. Men attacked with spears and swords, but these were gnats against the beast’s thick hides. Mol Khah’s men stormed into the gap left by the mammoth’s charge.
“Hold them!” she cried again.
Her words stiffened the men in the mammoth’s path. The lead beast met a solid wall of spears. It drove into them, enraged by the stinging attacks all around it and swinging its head. Crushing the men in front, the mammoth stumbled to its knees, a spear plunging into its right eye. Still fighting through the gates, the other mammoths slowed at this new obstacle. One of the mammoths further back trumpeted in rage and stormed past the others, and Kallia saw that the Veyrians on its back had been speared and knocked free, leaving the beast riderless. It tore through the ranks, widening the wedge.
“Kallia!” one guardsman shouted, raising his sword overhead. “For the khalifa!”
He charged at the mammoth, then plunged his sword into the creature’s underbelly. The mammoth lurched to one side, sweeping the man away with his trunk and crushing him underfoot. Emboldened by his display of courage, other men swarmed over the mammoth. It bellowed in fear and confused pain and fell.
Another mammoth broke through the ranks, but its rider slumped to one side, dead. The other mammoths fell where they stood, taking many with them. Mol Khah’s men poured into the wedge cleared by the mammoths, attacking furiously to further open the breach.
But Kallia’s men had held the line until reinforcements arrived. The watchmen had freed those remnants of Balsalom’s army not yet led to Veyre in chains. These newcomers bolstered Kallia’s forces with courage and discipline, and many of them were well armed, with weapons seized from the prison garrison. Although weakened with hunger, they fought with a ferocity that stunned the Veyrians and watchmen alike.
Kallia’s forces drove the enemy back inside the palace courtyard. She thought for one, amazing moment, that they might win the battle outright.
“The gates!” Mol Khah shouted.
The enemy surged in a final, desperate assault, driving Kallia’s forces outside the courtyard. The gates swung shut, and those few Balsalomians still inside withdrew to avoid being trapped. A few minor skirmishes continued on the streets, and fires burned in the Slaves Quarter, but they had won. The city was theirs. Kallia’s men let out a great cry.
Victory had come at a terrible price. Hundreds lay dead on the streets and the city walls. Others had died throughout the city, including many noncombatants, slaughtered in their homes. But had the battle stretched into the night, Mol Khah would have destroyed half the city, she was sure of it.
Saldibar found her outside the palace gates. He looked ready to scold her, but she grabbed the older man in an embrace and laughed. “We did it!”
Saldibar’s robes were soaked with blood. He held a scimitar in hand, nicked and stained. He nodded grimly. “For now, yes, but we still need to take the palace.”
Cragyn’s Hammer fired again to the west. Kallia said, “And the siege engine. How many men guard that thing?”
“Maybe three hundred. They are well armed and have fortified their camp in the Tombs of the Kings.”
Kallia eyed the rising sun, “We’ll take the Hammer first, then the palace. If they destroy the city walls, we’ll never hold Balsalom when the dark wizard returns. Gather the pashas and the captains of the guardsmen.”
* * *
By nightfall, Balsalom raised some four thousand men. Kallia guessed they had four days before Balsalom was attacked again, so she sent men to comb the city, hoping to put together twenty thousand more. These would be untrained and used only as a last defense should the city walls fall. Kallia had only to remind them what had happened when Syrmarria fell at the end of the Tothian Wars. She knew the story from her tutor and the old books in the library.
Syrmarria had stood for a thousand years on the east end of Aristonia. Its wealth was legendary. It was said that the khalif of Syrmarria bathed in asses’ milk every morning, and never drank twice from the same golden goblet. While the bulk of Toth’s army savaged Eriscoba west of the mountains, Syrmarria withstood a siege, protected by a wizard named Memnet the Great. After four months of siege, the enemy broke into the city by subterfuge, threw open the gates and let Toth’s army pour into the city. For eight days, the enemy sacked Syrmarria, murdering, raping, plundering, and finally burning it to the ground.
She spread this story wherever she went, hoping to stiffen resolve against a similar fate.
The enemy’s bombard pounded the city walls the next day. The walls stood the first several bombardments, but weakened by late afternoon. If they couldn’t silence the weapon, it would open a breach by the time Cragyn returned and if that happened, the dark wizard’s forces would overwhelm the city.
Kallia met with Saldibar, guild representatives, the three surviving pashas of her army, and four captains of the guardsmen. There was a surprise waiting for her when she reached Fenerath’s Hall, the guildmaster’s manor.
She recognized the tall man immediately. “Whelan.”
He smiled and she sensed something behind that smile: pain, worry, fear, but also relief. “We heard you’d died.”
Kallia smiled. “I’m still very much alive, although the dark wizard will soon wish he’d killed me when he had the chance. So, have you returned as my friend, or as a spy?”
Whelan looked pained. “I never spied against you, my queen. Only against the dark wizard. We needed to know how much he’d infiltrated the city.”
“Of course.” She drew him forward and kissed him on both cheeks. “Welcome back to Balsalom.”
Whelan introduced his companion, a boy named Darik. He looked slightly familiar, although she couldn’t remember where she’d seen him before. The boy was awed by her presence, and blushed furiously when she kissed his cheeks. They took their seats around Fenerath’s dining table, while the man served them wine. Fenerath and the boy exchanged startled looks of recognition, and she thought she saw a flash of rage in Darik’s eyes, but neither of them said anything.
Kallia said, “Saldibar told me you were in the city the night of the fire in the Slaves Quarter. I’m glad he could bring you back in our time of need.”
“I never wanted to leave, but other duties called. We traveled with a wizard from the Order, who has gone to warn King Daniel.”
“And will the Free Kingdoms send aid?” she asked. “Or will they leave us to suffer the dark wizard’s wrath?”
“We’ll send help, but first we must drive Cragyn from the mountains. He has taken Montcrag already. He is marching on the Teeth.”
“Ah yes, of course.” Kallia rose to her feet, taking another sip of wine before leaving the goblet on the table. She sensed Whelan’s discomfort, but didn’t dare release him from his obligation. Balsalom couldn’t afford to wait for King Daniel to fight other battles.
She continued, “So what happens come spring, when our rebellion fails for lack of support and King Daniel’s only eastern ally collapses? Will he send his apologies to the slaves laboring in Veyre’s mines?”
“My queen,” Whelan said, rising also to his feet. “I swear I will raise whatever support I can. But while the dark wizard marches west, we must first protect the Citadel.” He shook his head, clearly torn by conflicting obligations. “But if he returns, we will raise the largest army Eriscoba has seen in generations and crush the enemy between our forces.”
Kallia sighed. He had changed nothing, avoided committing the Free Kingdoms until they were safe. She didn’t know whether or not he had the power to make such commitments in any event. No, that was wrong. It was how he carried himself, and how he spoke about the intentions of the Free Kingdoms that told her that he was someone important to King Daniel. And he had influence with the Brotherhood of the Thorne, that much Saldibar and Ethan had confirmed.
Kallia made her way to his side and put her hand on his arm. She caught startled glances from the others that she would be so familiar with the barbarian. She remembered the look of devotion in Whelan’s eyes that time in her father’s bed chambers, a look she had interpreted as love. Certainly, she couldn’t read that in his eyes now. And why should he love her? She was the weakened khalifa of a city about to fall, and if he were looking for a beautiful woman, he could find hundreds of others who would interest him more. And he knew that she had wed the dark wizard and been defiled by his hand.
“Whelan,” she said, dropping all pretense from her voice. “If you say you cannot do any more, I will believe you. Thank you for returning.”
A boom sounded to the east, reminding them of their purpose. She turned to the grand vizier. “Saldibar, how quickly have they reloaded the Hammer?”
“It has fired every two hours, my queen.”
“By the time it is readied again, we will be upon it. That will be dawn. Until then, we will ask for a parlay from the palace garrison. We’ll promise free passage to the Tothian Way if they surrender.”
“Will they do it?” one of the captains asked.
“Perhaps. They have little choice, with the fire still burning.”
Fenerath smashed his hand to his fist. “And if they surrender, we show no mercy. We kill them all.” Others around the table murmured angry consent.
“No,” Kallia said. “If they surrender, we give them safe passage to the Way, just as we promise.”
Fenerath protested, “But khalifa—may you live forever—think of the Balsalomians impaled outside the gates. And thousands more sent east to slavery. Men in this room lost brothers last night in battle. What mercy does the enemy deserve?” Again, angry assertions of support rippled through the room.
“They deserve no mercy, but we will give it to them anyway. That’s what makes us different than our enemy. When cities across the khalifates see that we made an oath and kept it, they will know that we don’t fight the dark wizard merely to establish Balsalom atop the Iron Throne.”
“Perhaps,” Fenerath said. “Or perhaps they will think us weak.”
“How is it weak?” she asked. “Is it weak if we prove we can cast off the dark wizard’s army? Is it weak if we crush the enemy’s greatest pasha and send him slinking from Balsalom in disgrace?”
Fenerath rubbed his chin, and she could see that she’d swayed him at last. Others nodded and she knew she had them, too. “And now, Whelan, my pashas, we need a plan to capture Cragyn’s Hammer.”
Together, they worked out a strategy. Whelan had friends hiding amidst the Tombs, he said. When he told them who, the room tingled with excitement. Griffins had not been seen in Balsalom for decades; griffin riders were powerful allies. Already, her faith in Whelan proved itself.
They roused Mol Khah to a parlay. Rain drizzled from the night sky, aiding the enemy’s efforts to put out the fire. At last, Cragyn’s general appeared on the tower overlooking the gates. Kallia stood in the midst of her bodyguards, who would throw themselves in the path of attack. Hundreds of other Balsalomians surrounded the palace.
“Come to end this foolish revolt?” Mol Khah shouted down at her. “Very well, I accept your surrender.”
Kallia forced a smile to her lips. The smile came with effort. She remembered how he had violated her, preparing her for the dark wizard’s rape. “No, to demand your surrender. Throw down your arms and I will permit you safe passage to the Tothian Way and instruct none to raise sword against you until you stand on your own lands.”
“Yes, I believe that.” He let out a harsh laugh. He no longer looked as powerful and confident as he had a few hours earlier. She had tricked him and pinned him between a raging fire and men thirsting for his blood. “And tell me, oh wisest of queens, why I should trust you?”
“You don’t have to trust me. You can cook in the fire if you prefer. I’ll build another palace. But I have made a promise, and I keep my oaths.”
Mol Khah shook his head. “I have no need to surrender, whether you promise me safe passage or not. You are the one in the weak position, woman.”
“Yes? How so? I would be interested in hearing.”
“Consider,” Mol Khah said. “Even now, dragon wasps fly west to tell the master of your treachery. When he hears, he will burn Balsalom to the ground. No two stones will be left standing on top of each other. Your very name, Kallia, will be a curse word for five hundred years.”
“Perhaps,” Kallia said, fighting the chill his words gave her, “Although I doubt that the dark wizard will return to find us unprepared. But tell me, favored pasha of the evil one, how will this help you? You will be dead.”
“We can hold out for weeks. You even lack the forces to take Cragyn’s Hammer, if my ears tell true. And if you can’t take the Hammer, I know I can sit and wait for my master to come.” He grinned, and this time, he did not appear to be bluffing. “And all the while, I will poison your water.”
Kallia had not considered this. The Nye ran through the palace gardens, providing it fresh water before it supplied the fields beyond the walls. Poisoning it would severely punish the city.
She shrugged. “We have wells.”
“Ah, but how will you replace the hostages we hold?”
Mol Khah turned and made a gesture to someone behind him. A woman screamed in the palace courtyard, begging for mercy. Kallia stared in alarm at Mol Khah, who watched the scene impassively. A moment later, something flew through the darkness, catapulted over the palace walls. The woman, still alive and flailing her arms.
She sailed over the heads of the Balsalomian forces, landing hard on the paving stones. Men rushed over to help, some turning away ashen-faced when they saw the result. Kallia pushed her way through the crowd.
“Chloye,” she whispered. The girl who had lied about the palace fire for her sake. The impact had killed her instantly. Kallia turned back to Mol Khah, wondering what could turn a man into this monster, with no feelings of mercy whatsoever.
Mol Khah saw her reaction and drew obvious pleasure from it. “A fitting punishment for a slave who burned your palace to the ground. I thought you would be grateful. Or do you have a confession to make, woman?”
Kallia said, “You have sealed your own doom. Prepare your soul for the Harvester. Tonight we destroy you.”
* * *
After Darik and Whelan left Daria, they had made their way through the Tombs of the Kings into the city even as the battle raged for Balsalom. But by the time they reached the Grand Bazaar, men and women, slaves, and wealthy merchants all came into the streets, shouting in joy and praising the khalifa.
Relief washed Whelan’s face. “Let’s go to the palace. I have to find the khalifa.”
“You go,” Darik said. “I’ll meet you there.”
Whelan raised an eyebrow. “Be careful. Graiyan will still think you a slave.”
“I’ll be careful.”
Darik made his way to the Bakers’ Corner to look for Kaya. A fire burned from two of the bakeries. Thick flour dust hung suspended like mist outside Graiyan’s house. Sacks of flour lay in front of the open doors to the kitchens, covered with hoof prints and mud and spilling their contents onto the ground. He hadn’t meant to come this close, as he was still a runaway slave after all. But worry about Kaya overcame his fear, and he walked through the doors, mouth dry.
Darik didn’t find dead bodies strewn about the house, as he’d feared, but neither did he find anyone inside. Indeed, the entire Baker’s Corner was deserted, save for a pack of beggar children he chased away from looting one house. The fighting had driven everyone away, and he guessed they would return soon. But he couldn’t dare wait any longer.
He had found Whelan waiting for him outside the palace gates. Whelan led him to the guildmaster’s house where they met with the khalifa and her viziers. Darik was awed by Kallia’s presence. He’d seen her before, when his father was invited to celebrate the Harvest Festival at the palace. But then he had been too young to recognize the wisdom and beauty that made her the greatest ruler in all the khalifates.
Darik had spent enough time with Whelan to recognize the struggle raging through the man while the viziers and guild representatives spoke with the khalifa. Whelan was overjoyed that she was alive, and would have given his own life to protect her, but his duty to the Brotherhood and King Daniel was greater. Darik found it inconceivable that something could command a man’s loyalties more than the khalifa.
Darik had carefully avoided Fenerath, the guildmaster, afraid that his rage would undo him in front of Whelan and Khalifa. Instead, he had suffered the man’s presence, swearing to himself that he would regain his family honor. Then, he told himself, he would return to Balsalom and demand Fenerath’s apology.
After the conference ended at the guildmaster’s house, he and Whelan slept, then made their way through the Gates of the Dead at dawn, into the Tombs of the Kings, turning south away from the Veyrian encampment. A ring of people slumped on sharpened stakes about the city, crows and vultures feeding on the dead bodies. Darik avoided this carnage, afraid to find his sister among the dead.
“Remember this when your resolve fails,” Whelan said. “If the dark wizard wins, he will line the Tothian Way for a thousand miles with such victims.”
They made their way through the tombs, looking for Flockheart and Daria. “Can I ask you a question?” Whelan said. “What did you think of Mol Khah?”
The question surprised Darik. “My impressions? I don’t like him, of course.” He shook his head, stomach turning at the memory of the girl thrown through the air to die when she hit the street. “But that’s not what you mean, is it? Mol Khah had an arrogant self-confidence, given the situation. I thought it strange.”
“Yes, that’s what I mean. Why so confident? He might have been acting, but I don’t think so. No, he knows something, or thinks he does. But what?”
Darik shrugged. “No secret wizardry or weapon, or else he would have used it. He must expect something or someone to rescue him before Kallia overthrows the palace.”
“You might be right. But here—” he said, changing the subject. “Isn’t this where we left Daria and Flockheart?”
Darik looked around. They stood between two facing mausoleums. “I think so.”
“Darik! Whelan!” Daria called behind them. She stood at the entrance to one of the tombs, its front eroded. Darik caught movement in the darkness of the tomb. Griffins?
They embraced her in turn. “The griffins,” Whelan said. “We need them.”
“Oh,” Daria said. “My father saw some antelope and went to snare one for the griffins. He didn’t dare fly them.”
“How long ago?” Whelan asked.
“Two hours. He said it might be mid-morning before he returned.”
“Ah,” Whelan groaned. “Mid-morning? That’s too long. I’ll have to get along by myself. Stay here with Darik and tell your father where I’ve gone.”
“I can fly,” Daria protested. “I fought at Montcrag.”
Whelan’s voice was gentle, but firm. “I know you can. But without your father, I can’t risk your life.”
Daria was just as sure. “But the griffins are in my care. I won’t let you fly Joffa unless I come.” Her lips tightened.
Whelan sighed, and Darik could see him wavering. “Very well. Darik, stay and tell Flockheart when he returns.”
“I’m coming too,” Darik said.
“Two men on one griffin? No,” Whelan said.
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Darik said. “I’d ride the third griffin.”
“Oh, no,” Whelan said. “You can’t ride.”
“He can ride Brasson,” Daria said. “Brasson has survived more battles than any man. I’ve seen Darik ride. Averial trusted him well enough. Brasson will trust him, too.”
Whelan sighed again, looking from Darik to Daria. “Very well. Don’t get yourselves killed. If either of you or the griffins are wounded, fly away. Be careful. We are mostly a distraction.”
Whelan lifted his finger. “Ah, I know.” He pulled a carved wooden whistle from a string around his neck and gave it a short blast. It let out a high, shrieking sound, not unlike the cry of a wounded bird. The griffins cocked their heads and eyed him quizzically. Whelan handed the whistle to Darik.
“What’s this for?” Darik asked.
“I use it when I’ve lost Scree in the trees. It’s his signal to return to my fist. If you’re in trouble, blow it. The whistle will be easier to hear than a shout in the chaos of battle.”
He turned toward the tombs. Darik put the whistle around his neck. Daria gave him instructions.
“It’s different flying a griffin in battle. Brasson knows what to do better than you do. Once you close or decide to flee, give him his lead. He’ll know when to attack and when he’s overpowered. However, if there is something in the sky, and that is unlikely today, he may get anxious to make battle. If you see that you are overwhelmed, don’t engage, but fly. A full grown griffin, Brasson especially, can outrun anything but the swiftest bird.” She smiled. “Not many birds will attack a griffin.”
They climbed on the back of the griffins, leaving the saddlebags behind. It felt much different sitting alone and Darik had a moment of panic, remembering the lurch of the animal beneath him, but imagining himself alone and in battle, swinging his sword about like an oaf. He tied himself to the tether.
Whelan told Daria the plan, again warning her about unnecessary danger. And then they were off, soaring north, with the sun rising to their right. Balsalom stretched below them. Smoke churned from the palace on the far side of the city. Cloud castles gathered overhead.
Darik tried to steer, but Brasson ignored him, following Whelan and Daria. Brasson was even larger than Averial, with powerful muscles and an effortless wing stroke.
Mol Khah’s garrison entrenched itself amongst the tombs just west of the Gates of the Dead, with Cragyn’s hammer pointed at the city walls. Even from the sky the Hammer was impressive, a metal tube stained black from fire. Men scurried about the opening, packing sacks down its mouth. He could see the damage in the city walls where the bombard pounded. A few more shots would open a breach.
Kallia’s men gathered behind the Gates of the Dead, ready to surge out when they got the signal from the walls. There weren’t as many Balsalomians as Darik hoped. The Veyrians, however, looked at least three hundred in number, and had positioned themselves behind a wall of broken stones gathered from the tombs.
The griffins made two passes over the enemy camp to draw the enemy’s attention. A few Veyrians launched arrows into the air that fell well short.
Whelan raised his arm and brought it down on the third pass, giving the signal. They dove from the sky, griffins screaming. Darik held on in sheer terror, fighting the urge to squint his eyes shut. He reached one hand for his sword, then thought better of it and simply hung on.
Whelan and Daria scattered men in front of them, then swooped back in the air. But Brasson, under less guidance, dipped lower. Darik felt a lurch and heard a scream and then Brasson rose and followed the others. Darik looked down and saw Brasson with a man in its talons, one gripping the man by his neck, the other clenching a leg. Back paws scratched at the man’s armor.
With the extra weight, Brasson took longer to gain altitude. Arrows whizzed by, one of them sliding over Darik’s shoulder. The man struggled, making the griffin lurch to one side. At fifty feet, Brasson dropped the man, who fell screaming to the ground.
Whelan wheeled around and shouted. “Not so low!” He gave the order to attack again.
Darik nodded, but he noticed that the enemy scattered more quickly this time. He looked over his shoulder and saw the Gates of the Dead open and the khalifa’s army pour out. The enemy did not yet see this new threat.
The griffins rose back into the sky, and as they did, Darik saw a cloud of dust north of the city. Darik pointed to the north. Whelan frowned, then gestured for the others to follow him to investigate.
Their work below had done its job. Kallia’s men rushed from the gates, driving into the disorganized Veyrians. Balsalomians scrambled over the barriers, scattering the enemy. Darik turned back to the commotion north of the city.
An army marched along the Way. Darik thought at first they might be from one of the other cities revolting against Cragyn. But no, there was no way that they could have heard already and sent aid. But neither could Mol Khah have sent for help so quickly. The grand vizier’s spies had spotted an army several days away, making its way west. But nothing so close. Perhaps Cragyn’s march through the Western Khalifates had disrupted Saldibar’s spy network, or some of his spies had turned.
They flew in low, and Darik saw his fears confirmed. They wore the black and scarlet of Veyre in the front, while rows of camels lumbered further back in the army, ridden by men in gray robes with black and gold bands about their heads: Kratian nomads. No wonder Saldibar’s spies had failed: the Kratia lived on the southern deserts. They wouldn’t have reached the Tothian Way until earlier this morning.
Sinuous shapes rose from the army to meet the griffin riders. Dragon wasps. Fifteen or twenty of them. The dragon wasps rushed to attack.
Whelan and Daria spotted them at the same time, and turned to flee. The griffins could fly fast, but it took them longer to bank and turn than the wasps. By the time they turned around, the griffins had flown completely over the new army, and were surrounded by dragon wasps.
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Three dragon wasps set upon Darik and Brasson, dragon kin on their backs. Brasson leaned to one side, but one of the dragon kin jabbed his spear as it flew past. A sharp pain bit Darik in the shoulder.
Brasson lurched to one side, and grabbed the wasp by the neck with its talons. The creature struggled to free itself while the kin pulled his spear around to jab into Brasson’s underbelly. Darik drew his sword, leaned over with one hand on the tether, and knocked the spear away. The man snarled and jabbed his spear at Darik instead. Darik ducked away. The spear jabbed his shoulder.
The pain in his shoulder throbbed when Darik twisted away. He released the tether and grabbed at the spear to wrench it from the other man.
The dragon kin had only a tenuous grip on its mount and Darik’s pull wrenched him from his saddle. The man struggled with the spear, while Darik tried to let it go, hanging half way over the saddle. Darik grabbed for the tether, both the spear and his new sword falling to the ground. He hung upside down beneath Brasson, only the tether holding him in place.
Also no longer holding on, the dragon kin grabbed at the wasp’s head. It snarled and snapped its jaws, still trying to free itself from Brasson’s talon’s. The man fell to the ground with a cry.
Darik didn’t see where he fell. He was fighting for his life, trying to get himself back on top of Brasson, but he flailed underneath. His face scraped against the griffin’s back claws. The tether held his waist, but it wrapped his chest and cut his air. He tried to pull himself up, but the tether spun around and pinched his hand.
Brasson fought his own battles. The griffin cast away the dragon wasp, the creature crippled by talon, claw, and beak, then turned hard to avoid two more wasps at his haunches. Brasson dropped twice to get Darik back on its back, but there were too many attackers.
At last Darik gripped the tether with both hands where it crossed over Brasson’s back and pulled himself up until he sat in the saddle. Brasson sped away, outdistancing the dragon wasps. Darik looked over his shoulder.
Whelan and Daria were in trouble. Whelan’s mount was younger and not as powerful as the others; three dragon wasps clung to its back and side. Whelan had killed or dismounted all three riders and slashed at one of the wasps, but his griffin dropped under the weight of its attackers. He fell into the city, and friendly troops ran to finish the wasps when he landed.
Daria, however, had been driven north of Balsalom and the Tothian Way, and was beset by a dozen dragon wasps. She tried to gain open space where Averial could spread her wings, but the wasps drove her this way and that. Instead of fleeing for the city, she tried to climb higher, into the clouds.
“Ska!” Darik shouted, digging his heels into Brasson’s flanks. Brasson saw Averial under attack and screamed in rage. Dragon wasps snaked their necks in surprise at this new threat, then raced to intercept him.
A wasp met them head on, but Brasson cast it out of the way with its beak. The dragon kin on its back threw his spear, but it flew wide.
“Darik!” Daria cried.
Blood stained her face and ugly gashes marred Averial’s flanks. She pointed in the sky and he could see why she was climbing. Floating overhead was a cluster of cloud castles, each standing atop a single, massive cloud. From this close, some of them looked strikingly like Montcrag perched on the edge of the cliff.
Racing to protect his mate, Brasson scattered wasps in front of him. Freed momentarily, the two griffins climbed; Daria swung her sword, striking one wasp across its leathery wing. Below, a dozen wasps gave chase. Their only hope was the cloud castle.
Giant windmills on the end of the cloud churned a strong wind, and when the griffins flew into this current, they fought to fly straight, while wasps tore at their flanks. At last, however, the winds grew too fierce for the smaller wasps and the griffins continued alone; the wasps circled below, waiting for them to come down again. The two humans ducked their heads and hung on tight.
And then they crested a cloud, and Darik got his first, wondrous glimpse of the Cloud Kingdoms up close. The cloud stretched for several miles from one side to the other. Clouds bulged around the end, but from above, the rest of it looked like the ground, with rocks and dirt, and plowed fields. No other buildings stood on the cloud, except for the three windmills and the castle that jutted from a rocky promontory about a mile from the edge. The entire cloud made him think of an island, only an island sat in the middle of the sea, while this floated on a sea of sky.
The scope of the magic required to build these Cloud Kingdoms took his breath away. If it took the blood of thousands to bind the Tothian Way to Mithyl, what had it taken to lift kingdoms into the sky? He couldn’t even imagine who had such power.
Other cloud castles floated nearby. Darik saw six others, some larger or smaller, some with buildings and houses among the fields, but all floating at about the same level, windmills churning. Darik thought of the steel tome and its diagram of windmills.
Darik and Daria landed in a field and climbed off the griffins, breathing hard. While Daria turned her attention to Averial’s wounds, Darik touched the ground. It felt solid enough. Fog clung to the ground at ankle level in places, but other parts were clear.
The fields were corn and barley, lined with hedgerows, all of it incredibly green. A few sheep grazed quietly, paying no attention to them or their griffins. He saw nobody tending fields or animals.
They were discovered. The gates opened on the castle, and a cavalry rode forth. Dozens of white horses and white-armored riders. The gates issued forth not at ground-level, but some fifty feet above ground. The horses leapt from the gates and galloped across the sky.
Darik turned to Daria, amazed. “The horses can fly.”
“Winged horses,” she said, wonder in her voice.
The horses sped rapidly in their direction. “Are the griffins all right?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She took Averial by the tether and instructed, “Hold Brasson.” She continued, “I’ve never seen a winged horse, but Father told me of them.”
Both horse and rider shimmered in pure white. The men were armed with white shields and gleaming swords or painted white lances. When they drew near, the griffins struggled to fly, but the two humans kept them on the ground. The cavalry circled overhead, then landed with a flurry of neighs and nervous prancing.
One man rode his mount to face the two companions. He wore a white helmet with sweeping wings that drew back from its crest. He removed the helmet to reveal a young man with white hair and a clean-shaven face. Drawing his sword, he addressed the two companions.
“In the name of Collvern, Lord of the High Kingdom, and his magistrate of justice, I place you under arrest. Throw down your weapons.”
* * *
Kallia had watched the three griffin riders with growing elation. They’d driven the enemy from defensive positions. The Veyrians didn’t spot her men charging from the gates until they drew within fifty feet. Some turned to fight as captains screamed for them to fall into position, but many simply fled. Balsalomian forces overran the bombard within the first ten minutes of battle.
Kallia stood on one of the towers overlooking the Gates of the Dead. Of all the defensive towers in the city, these were the oldest, dating from before Balsalom itself, when this was another city. Syrmarria itself had been destroyed in the wars, but the gates and the walls on this side had been intact enough that the founders of Balsalom had simply incorporated the old stone into the new defenses. These towers had been strengthened over the years and connected to the garrison quarters behind them.
Because the gates were shorter than the gates on the north of the city, and the guild towers blocked her view of the Tothian Way, she never saw the new army, never knew anything was wrong until Whelan’s griffin screamed into the city with dragon wasps attacking it on all sides.
Whelan brought his mount down near the Gates of the Dead. The dragon wasps kept attacking when he landed, but Balsalomians with swords and bows drove them away. Whelan’s mount bled heavily; he didn’t stop to care for the griffin, but ran to the tower where Kallia stood. Kallia and Saldibar hurried to meet him.
“Pull back,” Whelan gasped. “A huge army is riding toward the tombs. Several thousand horse and footmen. And camel riders.”
Kallia realized her mistake. Mol Khah had been smug, she’d noted, but her worry had not been another army, but that Cragyn himself would send help. She had known that if Balsalom couldn’t take the palace before the dark wizard returned, they would have no hope of holding the city.
Saldibar’s face paled. “Impossible. Reinforcements are several days away.”
“Not that army,” Whelan said. “Kratians, from the south and riders from the Sultanates. The gates. We have to close the gates.”
Saldibar turned toward the gates, but Kallia held his arm. “Get our men inside first.”
“If they reach the open gates,” Saldibar protested, “we’ll never stop them. Some men must be sacrificed.”
“We won’t leave our men to die.”
Saldibar said, “Please, Khalifa. Close the gates.”
She looked at Whelan. He looked torn, but at last he shook his head. “We can’t abandon them. Give me a horse and I will lead a sortie to protect the retreat.”
“Yes,” Kallia said, relieved and frightened at the same time. For Saldibar was right. If an army breached the gates Balsalom would fall.
Whelan groaned. “The griffin. I can’t leave him untended. I have to look after his wounds.”
Kallia opened her mouth to protest, but had seen him ride down on the magnificent animal. It was more than a dumb beast.
Whelan said, “And my friends. I have to find them.”
“Your friends can care for themselves. I know a man who rode once with the griffin riders. I will send for him and he can look after the beast,” Saldibar said. “Kallia, go to Toth’s View and tell Pasha Boroah.”
They went their separate ways. Kallia hailed a horseman, who stopped in amazement to see his queen. She sent him from the horse and galloped toward the tower, which stretched above the north side of the city. She reached the tower in a few minutes, and gave the news to Boroah, who sent messengers and blew trumpet messages to assemble more men to guard the Gates of the Dead.
She stood in the tower next to Boroah. He was a large, older man with a bushy growth that spread from his sideburns to his mustache. He wore a blue turban and rubbed nervously at his smooth chin as he surveyed the battle. Most Selphan stayed in their traditional trades of money lending and silver working, but Boroah had risen amongst the ranks of fighting men, winning their increasing respect. Cragyn had deemed him too old to ship east to Veyre, but perhaps he had been overly hasty in his assessment of the man’s battle-worthiness.
The rain began to fall again. Overhead, jostling amidst the storm clouds, cloud castles positioned themselves over the battle. Kallia wanted to shake her fist at them, watching as if this were some jogu ball match instead of a battle for a great city teetering on destruction.
Whelan rode from the gates with his cavalry and headed north to intercept the enemy. The Balsalomians abandoned their attack on Cragyn’s Hammer. Saved by fortune only, the enemy in the tombs overcame their confusion and moved to retake the bombard. Kallia groaned, seeing victory snatched away.
Kratian camel riders howled like winds from the desert, riding hard to meet Whelan’s cavalry. And to the right flank, men of the Sultanates on fast desert horses, wearing flowing robes and carrying long, graceful scimitars. For a moment, the two sides met, and then the newcomers, several times as strong, pushed Whelan back. Kallia bit her thumb, wishing she rode among them instead of sitting up here, useless. At last, Whelan turned his forces to flee.
Whelan’s delaying tactics had only bought them fifteen minutes, but it was enough. If the Veyrians at Cragyn’s Hammer had been better organized, they might have better pressed their new advantage; as it was, Kallia’s footmen reached the gates safely, as did Whelan’s cavalry. Archers on the walls drove the enemy from the gates.
One of the men standing next to Kallia let out an alarmed shout. Pasha Boroah cursed. Kallia followed their gaze and her heart sank.
Mol Khah fought his way from the palace. His troops savaged the thinned positions guarding the palace. Had she kept adequate forces outside the palace, had she owned such forces, Mol Khah would have exposed himself. Instead, his men cut through the defenses and pressed toward the Great Gates. She had no forces with which to contain him. The nearest reinforcements were on the other side of Balsalom some five miles distant, and they were needed to stop the assault on the Gates of the Dead. Mol Khah fought his way west, ready to open the Great Gates to destruction.
And had the new army on the Tothian Way pressed its attack, that is exactly what would have happened. But she noticed an amazing thing from her perch atop Toth’s View. Instead of turning from the Tothian Way toward Balsalom, the enemy army continued west, toward the mountains. Even the Kratian camel riders and the cavalry rejoined the army once they’d freed Cragyn’s Hammer. She could see the small force that had guarded the siege weapon dismantling it.
Pasha Boroah saw this lucky stroke of fortune at the same time that she did. Trumpets blared to order men from the Gates of the Dead to the Great Gates.
Pursued only by the remnants of the small force that had guarded the palace, Mol Khah’s garrison reached the Great Gates about fifteen minutes later. They seized the gate towers. This fighting raged below Toth’s View; the enemy could capture the khalifa and Boroah had Mol Khah not more pressing needs. His army threw open the Great Gates.
No doubt Mol Khah expected to see a friendly army, either at the gates or approaching quickly. What he saw instead was the empty expanse north of Balsalom, with only the tail end of his ally visible on the Tothian Way.
By now, Balsalom’s first reinforcements arrived from the Gates of the Dead. Mol Khah’s men met this new threat in the only way they could. They turned to fight, but even from where Kallia stood it was apparent that the sight of their allies fleeing had broken their spirit. Archers on the walls drove Mol Khah’s men back from the gates and slaughtered them in the gate towers.
Men on horseback drove a wedge through the Veyrians. Mol Khah stood by himself, shouting for his men to stand by his side. A man rode his horse at the pasha, but Mol Khah caught him across the breast and knocked him to the ground. A second man jumped from his horse to wrestle the pasha to the ground. Mol Khah rose a moment later and nearly decapitated the man with the force his blow. Two others fell before the pasha’s scimitar and Kallia feared that the battle would turn on the strength of his fighting alone.
But his army collapsed around him. Kallia’s guardsmen and the remnants of her army, only a ragged force that morning, had become a real army. They put Mol Khah’s men to the slaughter. The pasha found himself surrounded by twenty or thirty men, all pressing in to attack him. He threw down his sword and raised his hands. The surrender spread from the pasha to his men until there was no more fighting.
In the tombs, the enemy army carted away Cragyn’s Hammer. One victory had eluded Balsalom. But they had won the most important. Men seized Mol Khah and tied his hands behind his back.
Boroah turned to her with a wide grin. “Oh khalifa—may you live forever—shall we kill the mongrel?”
She shook her head. “No, I prefer to see the look on his face when he discovers that the dark wizard values his siege engine more than he values the life of his grand vizier.”
She kissed the grizzled old Selphan on both cheeks.
That night, every cricket in the city fell silent. Instead, the sound of baying hounds filled the air while the people huddled frightened in their beds. Always, the sound came from only a few hundred feet from the listener. Throughout the night, the Harvester feasted on the souls of the dead, of which there were many.



 




14
Markal’s magic was a shadow of Chantmer the Tall’s, but none understood the old ways like Markal. He read not only the common tongue and the ancient forms of the old script, but knew more cartouches than any wizard or scholar. Few suspected the depth of his knowledge.
Few suspected Markal’s knowledge because none knew his age. Even wizened old Narud was only a child when Syrmarria fell to Toth’s army. But Markal remembered the glory of that greatest of cities, and the slaughter that followed its destruction. Survivors had founded Balsalom, which had grown into its own power over the centuries, but Balsalom was nothing to Syrmarria and the rich lands of Aristonia.
Markal remembered those lands from before Toth turned Aristonia into the Desolation. Markal had studied with the Crimson Path before that order’s destruction, including Memnet the Great, who alone had defied Toth. Markal remembered when Toth built a tower to the sky to battle the Sky Brother.
Markal had seen Cragyn’s tower in his mind—the Dark Citadel, Chantmer the Tall named it—and he recognized the similarities. As for the dark wizard, Cragyn was a child by the reckoning of wizards, eighty or ninety years old, and would have no memory of King Toth or his tower. So why did he build this tower so much like Toth’s?
Because of Markal’s preoccupation with the Dark Citadel, he had overlooked the steel book he’d found in the Tombs of the Kings. He’d thumbed through the first few pages, seen diagrams of cloud castles and archaic siege engines, together with maps of long-vanished countries, then put the book away. The book would prove useful, he thought, perhaps containing a clue about the fate of the Lost Kingdoms, but it would have to wait.
Cragyn’s men didn’t follow Montcrag’s survivors into the mountains, perhaps afraid of griffins or wild stone giants, but more likely wishing to fortify Montcrag and forge west. Taking the castle had cost the dark wizard dearly: several hundred dead and wounded by Markal’s estimation. If each castle in the mountains cost the dark wizard as much, his army would be a shell by the time it reached Eriscoba.
To say nothing of the Teeth.
The Teeth were three towers built so long ago that nobody knew their true age. Markal thought that they predated the Tothian Wars by at least eight hundred years. Built of white granite, and protected by a tangle of magical spells, the towers were to the western passes what Montcrag was the east. But Toth had encircled the three towers with walls to form a powerful new castle to guard his new road thrusting through the mountains, and the castle could hold a much larger army than Montcrag.
A man named Lord Garydon held the Teeth. Garydon swore allegiance to King Daniel and kept the western passes free of bandits—for a fee, of course. But Markal didn’t trust Garydon’s shifting loyalties and couldn’t be certain the man would defend the Tothian Way against so powerful an army as Cragyn’s.
“Hurry up old man,” Hoffan shouted at him. “Moss is growing in your beard.” Surprisingly cheerful after the fall of his castle, the warlord stood at the rear of his men, who hiked a deer path along the spine of the crag rising to the mountains.
Markal followed Hoffan, joking with the men in the back, but kept one eye on the sky. He thought it unlikely for wasps to dare griffin country but wanted to be careful.
Ahead, Hoffan and Ethan struck an immediate friendship. Ethan was like his brother Whelan in many ways: strong, loyal, and murderously adept with the sword, but also fiercely independent. Those traits made the two men natural leaders of the Knights Temperate, who shared those traits. If King Daniel hoped to drive the dark wizard from the Free Kingdoms, he would have to command the loyalty of such men, and that meant forgiving Whelan.
Dark clouds gathered to the east, piling against the hills and slowly creeping up the mountains. A storm was coming. As of yet, however, the air in the mountains was clear and cool, with a hint of autumn. They stood at the cusp of two forests, the hardwood of lower elevations and the pine forests up ahead.
Markal noted a familiar sparrow chirping at every turn of the trail. The bird was following him, flying from its branch to soar to another tree or a rocky clearing as soon as he passed. Narud trusted birds more than humans, and Markal wondered if the bird was a messenger from the Order, but when he stopped to see if the sparrow had anything to say, it merely cocked its head and waited until he left, then darted ahead to repeat the process. Markal considered and then rejected the possibility that the bird was one of Cragyn’s spies and ignored the nosy little fellow.
The mood of Montcrag’s defenders improved as they climbed. There was something invigorating about the mountain air. Sofiana and Ethan shot a mountain goat and the men dressed it for dinner, starting a camp fire as soon as it grew too dark to travel.
A dream woke Markal during the night. In the dream, Darik hunched over the book from the tombs, while a blue light glowed from its steel pages. Markal floated over the boy’s shoulder. A face looked back from the steel page. Cragyn. Dreamily, Darik stood and walked toward the door, stepping into the night air.
Markal woke. He wondered what the dream meant. Jethro the Martyr, founder of the Order and the Brotherhood, had trained his followers to interpret dreams. “A dream is a window to the soul,” Jethro taught. Markal wasn’t sure if he agreed with the statement, some dreams were no more than random nonsense, but there were times when Jethro’s words rang true. This was one of them.
The interpretation came in a burst of insight so clear it stunned him that he missed it before. The Oracular Tomes. Was the book one of them? Didn’t scholars refer to leaves of hammered gold and brass? Why not steel?
References to these mystical books began in the cartouches carved in stone pillars and monuments that survived the war, throughout the khalifates and Eriscoba. References began some fourteen hundred years ago if Markal’s estimation was accurate. Oblique mentions and even direct quotes persisted into early forms of the old tongue. The Oracular Tomes, if they truly existed, imparted knowledge that gave power to create life and matter, to control death, to build mountains: in short, the very powers of the five brothers to create Mithyl itself.
As for their number, early references mentioned three tomes, later references five. By the time of most references, some three hundred years before the Tothian Wars, the tomes had long vanished. He only had one clue as to their fate, a fragment that had survived the burning of the libraries. It named the destruction of three tomes, naming them the Tome of Creation, the Heart Tome, and the Shadow Tome. The first of these was taken by the Sky Brother, its apparent author, the second destroyed by fire salamanders, and the third—the Shadow Tome—lost at sea.
But the last two tomes, including the Tome of Prophesy, had not been destroyed, according to the writer, merely lost. Yes, Markal had thought at the time, but lost for so long was as good as destroyed anyway. Now he wasn’t so sure. According to ancient writings, the Tome of Prophesy could show the future and control the weak minded or the young. It also changed words and pictures, sometimes appearing a meaningless jumble to the untrained eye. That might explain why he’d not thought the book special upon first glance.
A hooting owl startled Markal from his thoughts and he climbed to his feet. A horned owl from the sound of it. His ears picked out a bear snuffling on the hillside some two hundred yards above them.
Bits of the bear’s blurry thoughts grumbled into his mind. Peoples. I smell peoples. No good peoples, no good stings on their hands. And then a new thought crossed its mind. Peoples. Food. Good food, sweet and salty food. Peoples food.
The wizard turned his own thoughts at the bear before it caused mischief. No good food here, friend. Only stings. Nasty, sharp stings from peoples. Find berries down the mountain, black, sweet berries. No stings in berries.
Markal turned his attention down the mountain, but heard nothing there except a skunk licking the salt from a leather glove dropped by one of Hoffan’s men. Bats clicked overhead, searching for insects.
Hoffan’s men camped against a hillside beneath the protection of pine trees. Men snored, some stirring in the strange environment. Markal searched out Hoffan and Ethan and woke them.
“I’m leaving. Don’t ask where or why. I can’t tell you.”
Hoffan grumbled as he sat up in his bedding and yawned furiously. “Even a blind dog can sniff his own butt, I suppose.”
Markal blinked. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Hoffan yawned again, looking confused. “Damn it, wizard, I don’t know. It’s dark, and I’m still half asleep.”
Markal laughed and turned to Ethan, who had wakened instantly, much as his brothers could. “I’ll meet you at the Citadel. If you reach it first, do what you can to soften the king’s heart.”
“What is all of this, wizard?” Hoffan asked. He yawned again, but the haze began to fall from his eyes. “You act decent enough most of the time, and then you skulk off in the middle of the night like any other wizard.”
Markal clapped the man on the shoulder. “Could be worse, highwayman. There’s a bear on the hill. I could have smeared honey on your face to make up for the times you’ve stripped me of every last shekel, dinarii, and guilder when I passed Montcrag. I daresay some wizards would have been hard pressed to pass on such an opportunity.”
“I’m not afraid of bears.” Hoffan snorted and lay back down. “Hell, I’m half bear myself. That fellow on the hillside might just be my cousin.”
Markal left the camp, slipping into the darkness. When he reached the ridge, he crouched to his knees, summoning the proper incantation. This time, vows of the Order, don’t fail me.
There were three components of active magic, that is, the magic greater than the ability to speak to animals and such. The first element was knowledge, and Markal knew more of the chants and incantations than anyone. He knew when it would be better to use the spells developed by each of the old orders: the Crimson Path, or the Seven Crippled Wizard Knights, or other, more minor orders. There was a difference between the right spell and the almost-right spell. This knowledge compensated for his other deficiencies.
The second component was life force. The Order of the Wounded Hand drew life from their own hands, which shriveled and blackened after use. Other orders had drawn life force from animals, or grew hugely fat before casting magic, fat they burned off in a riot of energy, leaving flaps of skin behind. An evil wizard, of course, used human life; it was said that King Toth burned alive a hundred thousand children to bind the Way. Cragyn often drew magic by impaling his victims on spikes.
The final component of magic proved to be Markal’s weakness. Because good orders of wizards didn’t have as much power as dark wizards—what was a withered hand to murder and torture?—they drew strength from their convictions. Wizards like Chantmer the Tall and Nathaliey Liltige believed so strongly in the precepts of Jethro the Martyr that it made them powerful indeed. Such passionate belief also blinded them, Markal believed, while a more practical man or woman might be ultimately more effective. Alas, at times like this, he wished he had more faith in the Martyr’s teachings.
He whispered in the old tongue, “A Manth Sever, nurjoro puissant urs anach aguil flok, me pasht veltra khah.” By the Wounded Hand, I draw the strength of the bear and the wings of an eagle to speed my journey.
Power flowed through his veins. He arched his back and groaned. At the last moment, a niggle of doubt crept into his mind and much of the power bled uselessly into the air. It had been this bleeding of power that had drawn wights in Balsalom. Markal’s hand burned with pain, then grew cold. It withered.
The wizard might have turned into a giant eagle, had his faith been greater, or even a bear, had he not been so weak. Still, his bones hardened, his heart surged and a shout came to his lips. He bounded up the hill. Raging with heat, he tore off his clothes and cast them behind him. Branches and rocks scraped at his body and tore at his feet, but he paid them no attention. Darkness didn’t bother him, for he felt the path beneath his feet.
Over the hills and mountains he ran. When cliffs blocked his path, he scrambled directly up their faces with his good hand and his toes. Startled deer bounded out of his way. He frightened a dozing rabbit, running it down and passing it on the trail. His skin burned with fire.
A griffin aerie loomed to his right. Even with his keen eyes, he might not have seen the old tower where it stood in a small clearing, if not for the cry of an owl in that direction. It occurred to him that he could travel even faster on the back of a griffin, and he veered toward the aerie.
The tower was like many in these hills. They predated the Tothian Way, when other roads snaked their way through treacherous valleys, avoiding giant country. The towers were short stone buildings, no more than a hundred feet high in most cases, to guard against bandits. But when Toth slew the giant king and drove the other giants north, then built the Tothian Way, the towers fell into disuse. During the wars, griffin riders adapted them into aeries.
Markal knew instantly that something was wrong. A jumble of clothing sat in front of the doors, which hung wide open. The contents of a broken chest lay scattered around the clearing. A fire still burned in the hearth. He listened but heard nothing, and crept forward to investigate.
The clothing was not clothing, or at least, not merely clothing. It was a young man lying face down on the ground. The wizard reached down a hand to his face, but the magic fever burned so strongly in him that he couldn’t tell whether or not the man was still warm. Markal smelled animal blood, and followed the scent to a dead griffin that dangled from the window of its aerie.
Inside, more destruction. Dragon wasps had come while the griffins slept, and while they’d killed at least one of the beasts, a dragon wasp lay dead in the room. A second wasp was alive but torn and dying fast. It let out a hiss when it saw Markal, but didn’t crawl its way to the doorway. Someone had ransacked the rooms below, then left. Cragyn, looking for Darik and the book.
A whisper caught his ears and he froze. He crept to the window and listened. Something or someone moved through the trees, silently hunting in the darkness. Dark magic flowed from the trees like blood from a wound, polluting the air around him and Markal fought the urge to flee. Instead, he crouched by the window, waiting. The magical force flowed past, searching, but not for him.
And Markal might have escaped detection had he not done something stupid. Instead of letting the enemy pass, he sent a tendril of thought, the barest query of magic.
The dark wizard, searching for the tome. Yes, it was him. Markal recognized his magic immediately.
He could hardly believe Cragyn had grown so powerful. Markal remembered when Cragyn had approached the Citadel as a boy seventy years ago. Young and earnest, much like Darik was now, his only follies were the kind that could be excused by youth. Cragyn was a studious boy, ahead in his reading and memorizing the ancient learnings with astonishing speed. If he had a fault, it was his overly keen interest in spells to bind wights. Such spells had brought the destruction of other wizards, but Cragyn swore he would be careful. Alas, years of proximity to wights took their toll and Chantmer had discovered him tinkering in the dark arts and cast him from the Order.
Afraid because the dark wizard had grown so powerful, Markal withdrew, but not in time. A rope of thought struck faster than a coiled snake. He staggered back from the window, clawing at Cragyn’s attack, but not before he was detected.
Markal turned toward the door in a panic, but the enemy burst into the bottom of the tower, speeding up the stairs. Markal returned to the window, eyeing the thirty foot drop to the ground. The door behind him opened.
Cragyn wore a dark cloak, and shadows wreathed his body so thick that they foiled Markal’s keen eyesight. He bared his teeth and smiled. “Markal. Whatever happened to your clothes?”
Markal jumped. He hung in the air for a long moment, flailing against the night air, the ground impossibly far below him. And then he hit, trying to roll. It knocked the wind from him. He regained his feet, magic still coursing through his veins. Cragyn landed beside him, light on his feet, hands grabbing for his shoulders. Markal leapt over the ground like a hunted deer, but the dark wizard stayed right behind, his power much stronger than Markal’s waning energy.
And then, impossibly, Cragyn stopped the chase. Markal raced ahead, leaving the man behind. He veered toward his goal—Flockheart’s aerie—and kept running.
An hour later, the magic faded, while he was still far from his goal. First he felt a burning in the lungs, then he began to stumble over the occasional tree root, and then his muscles trembled when he slowed to hurdle some obstacle. At last he collapsed to the ground with a gasp. The last of the magic fled. He couldn’t move, his muscles seizing up. If the dark wizard still hunted him, he would find Markal helpless. At last Markal struggled to his feet.
Why had Cragyn turned away? Markal could think of one possible reason, and it gave him hope. Perhaps as powerful as the dark wizard had become, he still bound his magic to a single site, some center of power.
King Toth had kept his magic in a box of souls, together with his strongest wights. Memnet the Great had kept his power in a glass sphere about the size of a fist. When the time came for him to pull from his reserves, Memnet would isolate himself, then draw what he needed.
Few wizards ever bound so much magic that they could store it, but the dark wizard might be one of them. He might have turned away, afraid that Markal’s flight was a ruse to draw him away from his power.
Yes, Markal thought. He might have stumbled onto Cragyn’s vulnerable spot.
Dawn crept over the mountains, and he still had three or four hours to go, barring another spell. But the way his heart thrashed about in his chest, using another spell might kill him. Now that he’d stopped burning with the magic fever, his naked body shivered in the cool night air. If only he was a greater wizard, he’d already be there. Markal continued by foot, gaining strength.
When he came upon Flockheart’s aerie, his heart pounded for a different reason. Two griffins lay dead in front of the tower, together with half a dozen dragon wasps. Cragyn had been here, too. One rider, face hidden, lay crushed beneath his mount. The battle had cost the dark wizard greatly, but he had won. The door to Flockheart’s tower hung from its hinges and debris lay strewn about in front of the building.
Sparrows chattered noisily from the branch of a tree, gossiping about the battle. “Yes, yes, yes,” one excitable fellow chattered. “Yes, the big people are going to war again. Yes, yes, lots of fighting. Big fighting. Yes.”
Markal turned, irritated. “The chattering beak tempts the snake,” he told them.
Chittering in surprise, the birds flew away. The wizard grinned in spite of himself, pleased that he’d remembered the common bird proverb. Like most such adages, it was utter nonsense. A snake was stone deaf, as any creature smarter than a sparrow could tell you.
He made his way to the clearing, afraid of what he would find. Much to his relief, the dead rider was neither of his friends nor Flockheart or his daughter. He didn’t recognize the griffins either.
Markal made his way through the tower. Thankfully, no more bodies. Indeed, the saddlebags were gone, making him think that they’d already taken the griffins to Balsalom before the battle. Flockheart had some fledglings, and these too were gone, perhaps removed to some other location. Cragyn must have drawn griffins from towers he’d attacked along the way. So the question was, had Darik taken the book? Why would he? If Markal was any kind of wizard, he’d have never left the book with Whelan and the boy without knowing its true nature first.
He found a shirt and some trousers and a pair of Flockheart’s boots, but the latter didn’t fit. Ah, well, his feet were tough enough. The skin on his blackened right hand began to slough off. It would hurt like hell for the next two days. This had been no mean spell.
The sun rose, promising a glorious late-summer day. It belied the scene of death in front of him. Others would have to give peace to this scene; he hadn’t the time. He scanned the trees, pondering the best way to cross into the Free Kingdoms.
“Did you lose something, wizard?” a voice said behind him.
Startled, Markal turned around. An old man with an oak staff stood at the edge of the clearing. He had a beard that was so white that it had a bluish tint, and an ancient face as lined as the mountain crags. It alarmed Markal that he hadn’t heard the man approach. Only a wizard had the power to do that.
“Are you friend or enemy?” Markal demanded.
The man chuckled. “If I were with the dark wizard, you would no doubt be laying in a pool of your own blood. By the Harvester’s bones, I thought you’d fallen asleep. I’ve rarely seen a more careless fellow.”
Markal grinned and forced himself to relax. The old man didn’t look dangerous, and that fact alone alarmed him. “So what were you going to do, old man, thump me over the head?”
“Old man? And I suppose that among the Order of the Wounded Hand, a man old enough to remember the Tothian Wars is not reckoned as old?” He shrugged. “Such is the curious way of wizards, I suppose. Men and women powerful enough to petrify their bodies in eternal youth, but feeble in the mind.”
“And you are not a wizard?”
The old man shook his head. “Not a wizard, no.”
“Then what, then who are you?”
He lifted his oak staff to point at the sparrows still chattering in the trees. “I’m the friend of those poor creatures you frightened just now. The friend of all birds and trees and animals who live beneath the attention of man.”
Markal nodded. “So you hide your destiny, magical man who is not a wizard? Very well. Yet, you know much about me. Who am I that my ways concern you?”
The old man lowered his staff. “You concern me little, except that I have something of yours that you carelessly let slip from your hands.”
Markal stepped forward eagerly. “You have it?”
The old man lifted a hand. “No closer, please. Yes, I have it. Your young friend looked into its pages one too many times and attracted unwanted attention. I trust if I give the book to you, you will be more cautious next time?” He reached into his robe and removed the steel tome. The Tome of Prophesy.
“Yes, I promise.”
“Very well then. I will hold you to your promise, Markal of Aristonia.”
The old man dropped the book and stepped back a pace. By the time Markal picked it up and looked up to thank his benefactor, the man had gone. He stared for a moment, wondering. A surviving wizard from the Crimson Path, perhaps, who’d lived the last four hundred years perfecting his arcane crafts? He must be powerful indeed, to keep himself and the tome hidden from the dark wizard.
Markal would seek him out later, should he get the chance, and find out what he knew about the book and the rest of the Oracular Tomes. For now, he had to reach the Citadel and warn King Daniel.
A bird screamed from the sky and Markal looked up to see Whelan’s falcon. He held out his good left hand and Scree circled for a moment before coming to his wrist. He grimaced as the bird dug its talons into the skin.
“Left you alone, did they?” he asked. The bird cocked its head and watched him, perhaps surprised that he could speak to it. No, Whelan would never leave the bird alone. It must have been staying with the griffin rider laying outside Flockheart’s tower.
“We need an understanding, you and I,” Markal said. “I have none of your equipment. None. So you’ll be unhooded.” He nodded. “Fly away and I’ll leave you to the eagles. They’ll make short work of you. Do you understand me?”
“Fly!” the falcon said. “Fly west! Mountains!”
Markal clenched his eyes shut. Falcons, hawks, eagles: why was it they had to scream everything? “Yes, we’re going west. Settle down and we’ll be all right.”
The wizard made his way across the mountains over the next few days, making sandals from birch bark. The falcon hunted fowl and marmot, which they ate raw. While his companions battled Mol Khah in Balsalom, the wizard fought snowstorms atop Mount Rachis. He hadn’t planned to go so high, but had awakened one morning in the middle of a giant’s thrackmole. A thrackmole was a strange game where giants chopped down trees and stripped off their branches, then took turns casting these trees as far as they could.
Markal had been dreaming of pleasant days, rather than the curse of the Dark Citadel that overshadowed his sleep in lower elevations. He’d dreamt of walking through his mother’s herbal gardens, before the war turned his home into the Desolation. Mother pointed out foxglove, and fontinel, and groning berry, telling him the healing power of each.
Markal woke to something crashing through the trees. A trunk five feet in diameter smashed down near his head. He scrambled to his feet to see six naked, hairy stone giants pitching trees at each other across a ravine. If a tree sailed toward one of the giants, he wouldn’t step clear, but let the tree knock him to the ground. More giants squatted around a fire further up the ravine chewing on bones and making an awful ruckus. By the Brothers, he’d slept soundly!
He slipped back down the ravine and circled to the north, which led him higher, and toward Mount Rachis. Scree flew down to meet him a few minutes later. If autumn came early in the mountains, winter came early atop Rachis, the tallest of the Dragon’s Spine. They slept in a cave that night while a storm raged outside, snowing them completely in. The cold bothered Scree little, and the snow not at all; as for Markal, wizards have ways to keep warm.
The weather improved as they circled Rachis and dropped down the other side. Pine gave way to hardwood. He crested a hill and got his first view of the valley. Below lay Eriscoba, beautiful and green and prosperous. Towns and castles dotted the plains, and in the distance, he saw a gleam of gold cast by the setting sun. The Citadel, the greatest fortress in all of Mithyl. Its outer walls were lined with gold leaves brought by thousands of pilgrims. Since the destruction of Aristonia, nothing had been so beautiful.
His breathing tightened when he remembered how long it had been since he’d stood atop that tower. He’d left Eriscoba with Whelan. Had it really been three years?
He heard the winged horses before he saw them, a whisper of sound on the wind. Markal looked up to see a company of winged knights riding down from a cloud castle that had drifted overhead while he daydreamed about the Citadel.
Markal cursed his carelessness. He threw a hood over Scree and looked around for somewhere to hide. There was nowhere. The riders spotted him and shouted.
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The palace had sustained heavy damage in the fighting. Mol Khah had let it burn at his back while he fought his way through the palace gates. Only the rain had put it out. Kallia’s garden rooms and the throne room were completely destroyed, together with most of the servants’ quarters, and into the scholars’ corner, including the library. Books that had survived the burning of the library of Veyre during the Tothian Wars perished, a loss that pained Kallia greatly. The damage would have been worse but for a few Balsalomian scholars trapped inside the palace with the presence of mind to carry hundreds of volumes to safety.
Mol Khah had surrendered, but he remained unbowed. “Cragyn will turn your name into a curse,” he promised her again. “For a thousand years, children will wake in the night, screaming for their mothers after hearing tales of Kallia Saffa.”
“Maybe so,” she replied. “But nobody will remember Mol Khah, second-rate henchman of a second-rate wizard.”
They’d led him to the dungeons to join his men. Kallia ordered the dungeons cleaned of the filth Mol Khah’s men had carted in to rot with her men, refusing advice from her ministers to let them bathe in their own excrement.
Kallia flushed revenge from her mind and turned her thoughts to Balsalom. The people needed to believe that normalcy had been restored, that their queen was strong enough to fight the dark wizard. She set men to clear rubble from the palace, while Saldibar organized a second crowning ceremony. She took up residence in her tower rooms, catching needed sleep late that night.
There was a knock on her door the next morning. She sat next to a window overlooking the city signing decrees for Saldibar. Life returned slowly to the streets. Kallia nodded to her servant girl who opened the door. Whelan stood at the doorway, and she rose to greet him.
“Did you find your friends?” she asked.
Whelan shook his head, frowning. “I found Flockheart in the tombs, but we can’t find his daughter or Darik.”
“Killed?”
“No. The dark wizard’s army traveled in such haste that they didn’t bury their own dead. Surely, if Darik and Daria were killed, someone would have found their bodies by now.”
“Captured, then?”
“Perhaps. I hope not. Better that they die. Still, I’ve got a feeling that they’re alive, so we’ll keep looking.” He cleared his throat and looked at his boots. “Kallia, may I speak with you frankly?”
She gestured for her servant girl to leave the room, but Whelan lifted his hand and said, “Perhaps she should stay. You are a married woman, now.”
Kallia eyed him coldly. “I am the wife of no man. Tashana, you may leave.”
Whelan looked relieved and waited quietly until the girl drew the door shut behind her. “I spoke to the dark wizard’s general a few minutes ago.” He unstrapped his sword and lay it beneath the cricket cage, as was the custom in Balsalomian homes, then he and Kallia sat on the rug opposite each other. “He is a vicious, stubborn man and not afraid of torture. In fact, he dared me to do my worst. He said something, however, that concerns me. Something about the dark wizard’s child.”
Yes, of course. Much to her fear, Mol Khah was right about one thing. She’d gulped gallons of Saldibar’s tea to salt the field where Cragyn had planted his seed, but still it took root. She hadn’t thought he would impregnate her, coming in the last few days of her cycle. But her courses were three days late.
“Yes,” she said, “it is true. It was not my wish.”
“No, of course not. The question is,” Whelan said, “what to do about it. A physic or herbalist can give you poisons to root it out, but they are dangerous things. Bearing his child lends legitimacy to the wizard’s claim over Balsalom.”
She rose to her feet, pouring him a goblet of fine Chalfean wine. He sipped politely; they preferred ales in the Free Kingdoms. “And if I keep the child, what then?”
Whelan said, “Declare the marriage to the dark wizard forced and thus invalid, and marry again, quickly, and with an ally. Then, conceal the child for a time, and lie about its age.”
“And Mol Khah?”
Whelan shrugged. “Saldibar will suggest that we kill him before he talks too much. I say lock him in solitude, or shrug off his statements as the ravings of a madman.”
His plan held a certain appeal. “No,” she said at last, “it will never work. I could not deceive my husband, and defiled, no prince or khalif would have me, political gain or no. Otherwise, I might approach the khalif of Darnad, see if he would join our revolt if I married his son. He once wished such an alliance.” She sighed, turning to look out the window. “Perhaps if I had Marialla’s beauty, he might overlook these flaws.”
Whelan put down his wine and looked in her eyes. “I heard what the dark wizard said about you.” He rose to his feet and sat closer.
She blushed. Yes, that she looked like a dunghill. “You did?”
“Yes, and it is a lie.” He sat far too close to be proper and took her face in his hands. The trembling in his hands alarmed her. But there was a raw power in his face and a strength in his shoulders that made her heart pound.
Whelan pulled away, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry. But Kallia,” he protested, “your beauty is not a concern. There might be petty khalifs who are afraid of the dark wizard’s claim, or reject you because he defiled you. I wasn’t thinking of that sort of husband, but someone from the Free Kingdoms.”
She smiled. “Are you talking about yourself, oh great warrior of the thorn?”
He recoiled. “Oh, no. Of course not. I would not presume such a thing. But what of King Daniel’s brother Ethan? He is with Markal in the mountains, but if I can find Flockheart, we can bring him back to the city instead. You can wed him then.”
“Oh, I see,” she said, disappointed and a bit confused.
Whelan must have misjudged her expression, for he continued in a hurry, “Prince Ethan is a good man, wise and kind like his brother. His brother, the king, that is. He would be a good match.”
“You may be right.” She looked Whelan directly in the eye. “Now let me speak boldly with you, Whelan. I know my marriage will be largely for political reasons, but I can’t simply marry Ethan just like that. I’ve met the man once.”
“He is a good man,” Whelan said. “Kind and decent. Strong in character.”
“But I want something more. I won’t marry a stranger and simply take my chances.” She smiled. “I haven’t had the greatest fortune with marriage.”
He stood and walked to his previous seat, taking a nervous swallow from his wine. “If that is your wish, my queen, I will obey it. But if so, you’ll face the unpleasant task of bearing the dark wizard’s child more-or-less openly, or poisoning it like some vile weed.”
“No,” she said. “I didn’t say that I wouldn’t marry for political reasons, simply not political reasons alone. But what if I were to marry the captain of the Brotherhood of the Thorne, the greatest group of fighting men in all of Mithyl? The other brother of King Daniel. For Balsalom, that might be the best alliance of all.” She watched for his reaction, heart beating swiftly. She rose to her feet and went to the window.
Whelan watched her in surprise. “Who told you? Ethan?” He followed her to the window. “He said he wouldn’t tell you who I was.”
“No, Saldibar told me, but he only confirmed what I’d already guessed. There is no reason for you to hide secrets from me. I believe in you and trust you.” She put her hand on his arm and felt him tremble. “Come, Whelan, you know that few things would rally the Brotherhood to Balsalom like an alliance between us.”
He let her hand linger on his arm before tearing away. “No,” he said. “It is impossible.”
“I see.”
He turned quickly, and took her down-turned face in his hands to compel her to see the sincerity in his eyes. “No, my queen, you don’t understand. It is not you. I have dreamed of hearing such words from your mouth. I am disgraced among my order, and hated by my brother, the king. He has sworn to kill me should I ever return to Eriscoba.”
“Yes, I know.”
“You know?” Whelan asked.
“I have known for three years that Daniel banished one of his brothers. Since it happened, in fact. Once Saldibar told me that you were a brother of the king, I quickly guessed that you were that brother. When I knew you as a boy, you meant to return to Eriscoba, to take Sanctuary to atone for your sins and join the Brotherhood, did you not? And so I guessed that you only returned to Balsalom because you finally told your brother and he banished you in a fit of rage and grief. Did I guess correctly?”
“You guessed correctly.” He lowered his head for a moment, before picking his glass of wine off the floor and taking another sip. “These things shame me greatly. Even when I suffered in Sanctuary Tower I was still too cowardly to confess to my brother that I had broken his trust.”
“But King Daniel must also be shamed by his own anger.” Hope rose in Kallia. “He too has suffered from the rift between you. He will welcome you back, I am sure of it.”
“Even if you guess correctly, there is more than that, my queen,” Whelan said. “There is the Brotherhood itself, the oaths I’ve made.”
“Oaths of chastity?”
He shook his head. “No oaths of chastity. But let me explain, Kallia. When Serena and I committed our crimes, we were children who didn’t understand the consequences of our actions. Now I am centered and know my strengths and weaknesses. I must marry a woman with that same knowledge, who also knows the crooked path to the Thorn Tree, the path that Jethro the Martyr walked in his last days.”
This was a trifling concern. “So I will learn this crooked path.”
“Kallia, my queen. Almost I believe you. I desperately want to believe you.” He sighed. “Kallia you would do anything, say anything to protect Balsalom. The city is your true love. You have no idea what the path to the Thorn Tree means, or you wouldn’t suggest it so lightly. And my oaths aren’t discarded so lightly, either.”
Whelan turned to the window. “But I will swear this. If I don’t find my companions today, I will return to Eriscoba and the Free Kingdoms and beg the Knights Temperate to defend Balsalom as if it were the Citadel itself.” He turned to go.
As Whelan stepped through the doors, she almost stopped him, abdicated her power to follow him on the crooked path, or wherever this man wished to go. For she did not so much wish a political alliance, she realized, as an alliance with Whelan. Alas, she let him go.
That night, the grand vizier re-anointed Kallia in an official ceremony. Cragyn had taken the Scepter of Balsalom, emblem of Balsalom, wrought from the blackened iron of the star stone, but Saldibar found a diamond tiara with a red ruby at its crest in the vaults below the palace, and placed this on her head. Saldibar lay Mol Khah’s black and crimson helm at her feet and proclaimed her the Jewel of the West, and the Hammer of Veyre. The people crowding the banquet hall, the largest unburned room in the palace, let out a great cheer, hope rising in their faces.
It was, she thought, much as Whelan had said. A marriage vow between herself and her people. There wasn’t room for anything else.
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THE PHILOSOPHER’S EYES
Sunlight speared through the golden leaves, dappling the loamy earth that sucked at Deacon’s new boots. Scarcely out of their brown paper wrapping, they were already mud-spattered, like those of the troops returning from their clashes with the pirates on the coast. A sweet scent wafted lightly on the breeze, coming from the vining honeysuckle in the hedgerows that marked the bounds of home. Twenty yards from the garden, and you were beneath the roof of oak and alder; thirty and you were in another world. Friston Forest in the autumn was the only place he wanted to be on this day. It would have been perfect if Father hadn’t stayed on at Hallow in case the pirates came back. It was like he didn’t want to be at home. If it wasn’t the reavers, it was rustlers and highwaymen. Why was it everyone else’s dads were home all the time, and his couldn’t even make it back for his birthday?
Nub yipped and was off into the bracken with a waggle of his stumpy tail. Deacon cast a worried look back towards the garden gate and then scoffed. Mom wouldn’t know if he went a bit farther than he was allowed. It wasn’t like she was keeping watch, and anyhow, he was seven now. All the other kids his age went about the forest by themselves; he could hear them laughing and screaming from his bedroom window after they came back from the school house.
He touched the prayer cord dangling from his belt. That had been Mom’s gift to him on waking; that and the boots that she was going to scold him for now. He fingered one of the knots you were supposed to unpick when you prayed; best way to grow closer to the Lord Nous, she’d told him. The thought flooded him with warmth, quickly replaced by a tinge of guilt. His boots were rooted to the spot, and it wasn’t the mud doing it. He sighed, eyes flicking between the big hedge at the back of the house and the undergrowth the bulldog had disappeared into. It wasn’t just the rule about not wandering off that was worrying him; the tutor was coming today, just like they’d always known he’d come. Seven was the age they’d set, Mom and Father. It wasn’t fair. The other kids got to learn together down in Willingdon. Why did he have to have some old philos… He could never say the word. All he knew was that a man no one had seen for years was to teach him, and that was an end to the matter.
It was finally Nub’s growl that made the choice for him, and Deacon was off through the thicket, briars snagging at his jerkin, branches whipping back in his face. He ducked beneath an overhang and stepped onto a faded trail. Straight away, his heart lurched and his breaths started to come quick and whistly.
“Nub,” he wheezed, and then he sucked in a staggered gasp of cool autumn air and hollered, “Nub! Here, boy.”
The rustle of bracken told him the dog was in the thick of it, so Deacon broke himself off a dry branch and used it to beat a path after him. He felt like the explorers Father sometimes spoke about by the fire on those nights he was home, the ones who’d made their way to Sahul on the other side of the world. They’d gone to talk sense into the savages that lived there, the heretics who hated Nous. Not that Father was much for the faith of the Templum; he just put up with it for Mom’s sake.
Nub’s shabby butt poked above a grass clump. The tufted tail of a gray squirrel flashed past the dog and scurried up a tree. Nub waddled to the base of the trunk, barking like he did at dinnertime. Opening his jaws made him look such an ugly mutt, which Deacon supposed he was: squat and muscly, with a face that was all wrinkles and sags. Slobber sprayed from his mouth, and his hindquarters wagged furiously. Suddenly, he stopped and sniffed the air. He looked at Deacon with his watery eyes, gave a hesitant yap, and then he was off again, back the way he’d come.
Deacon followed him out onto the trail, and this time Nub stuck to it, scampering ahead and stopping in fits and starts to check Deacon was still behind him. The dog turned a circle, chasing his own tail, and then he cocked his head, whining insistently. When Deacon tried to calm him, Nub snarled and darted through the trees. He kept on running, faster and faster, and it was all Deacon could do to keep up. For a moment, he thought he heard voices—kids laughing and yelling—but it was so far off he could’ve imagined it.
Nub tore across a clearing and straight up the bank of a mound. Deacon balked at the base. The place gave him the shivers. It was one of those burial mounds Father spooked him about on the Night of the Spirits, he was sure of it. It was almost as high as a hut, sparsely covered in yellowish grass. Rabbits had made their burrows in the sides, and chunks of flint riddled it like the spines of some monstrous dragon.
Nub went over the top and let out a peal of barks. Forgetting his fear, Deacon scrambled up and spread his arms wide, like he’d conquered the world’s tallest mountain. But then he swooned, and the eggs he’d had for breakfast came back up his throat. He dropped to his haunches and touched the grass to steady himself. His eyes were all blurry, and waves of sickness surged up from his belly to his head. Keeping low, he scrabbled down the other side on his butt, until he got halfway and felt brave enough to stand and run. His foot found a burrow, and a jarring pain shot through his ankle. He flipped into the air, coming down hard on his shoulder and tumbling the rest of the way. He didn’t even have time to cry. He hit a slick patch of mud and went skidding into a tree trunk, bouncing off and ending up face down in the dirt. Everything hurt, his pounding head most of all, but he was now more worried about Nub. The dog had stopped barking, but he could hear a faint whimper deeper into the copse. He rubbed his aching shoulder, spat out a mouthful of dirt, and stumbled after the sound, wincing each time he put any weight on his bad leg. His britches clung to him, caked in mud. Mom was gonna kill him for that as well. Well, Mom wouldn’t. She was too soft; but she’d tell Father, if he ever came home.
He picked up another trail, this one barely visible. It didn’t look like anyone had come down this way for a long time. Years, maybe. His ankle loosened with each step until the pain was little more than a dull throb.
The track snaked through the trees till it reached a steep bank. Nub slipped and slid to the bottom, but Deacon had to go more slowly, grabbing onto the thin trunks of saplings to stop from falling. At the bottom, a brook chattered and tinkled, and Nub ran up and down its length looking for a way across. Hard-packed earth formed a natural bridge a short way upstream, and they went over it together, the dog nuzzling Deacon’s leg.
“Maybe we should head back, Nub,” Deacon said, crouching to pet him behind the ear. His guts had that queasy feeling they got when Father told his ghost stories of the Ancients.
Nub licked his hand and went on ahead. Deacon let out a long sigh and listened for the children he thought he’d heard playing. Nothing. Everything was quiet. He couldn’t even hear the scurrying of squirrels in the branches, the chittering of birds. Somewhere, way off in the distance, came the muffled rat-tat-tat of a woodpecker. It made him feel a little better, but not a lot.
Nub had stopped at the edge of a broad clearing and was scratching away at the earth with his paws. As Deacon drew nearer, he could see a large mossy stone poking up from the ground. He bent beside it and helped Nub scrape away the soil. Bit by bit he uncovered the top of a weathered cross. The earth became too hard to dig it all the way out, but as he cleared some of the mud from its surface, he could just about make out numbers at the cross’s center and letters above them. His reading wasn’t good yet. They were saving that for the tutor, but he knew numbers well enough and sat down to squint at them: 1815-1837. They had to be dates from the time of the Ancients, because the Nousian calendar Mom taught him only went up to 878. So, this was what had got Nub all upset. He must’ve sensed there was evil here.
Deacon stepped away from the half-buried cross. Things like this were why he wasn’t allowed to wander far on his own. It wasn’t just the burial mounds he had to watch out for; there were reminders of the Ancients’ world poking up out of the ground all over the Downs, Father said. Mom said they were demons, the Ancients; that they never even knew Nous.
Something tickled the hairs on the back of his neck. He shot to his feet and spun round. Someone was watching him, he was sure of it. Back up the slope, a shadow moved between the trees, and a chill seeped under his skin. There was the flash of a masked face—piebald like a cow—and then nothing. He stood staring at the spot he’d seen the figure, scarcely daring to breathe. The coldness no longer unsettled him, though; it was like being plunged into a cool stream on a hot summer’s day. He found himself longing for another glimpse, but all he saw was trees, and all he heard was—
Nub barked and sped across the clearing. Deacon couldn’t help himself; he had to follow, if only to catch the dog and carry him home. He knew he was pressing his luck. Mom might be a soft touch, but if Father got to hear about him going off alone, there’d be the Abyss to pay.
Nub scampered towards what looked like a pile of rock, but as Deacon caught up, he realized it was the ruins of a flint building. The grass all around was littered with broken stone crosses that were so overgrown with weeds they seemed like fossilized bones poking through the skin of the earth.
A snigger cut through the stillness: the kids again, by the sounds of it. Nub grew excited and ran back to investigate, but Deacon was far too interested in the rubble to care.
He clambered over what was left of the foundations. The roof had collapsed and fallen off to one side. A flat metal bird caked in rust jutted from beams of rotted wood. It was perched atop an arrow. To the rear of the wreckage there were long stone boxes set within a sea of swaying grass. The lids of a few were cracked clean in half, and set among them were winged statues of robed men and women—all of them headless. The heads stuck out of pockets of wildflowers, covered with lichen and crawling with snails. He drew back when he caught one staring up at him with empty eyes—eyes that had probably not seen a living person in hundreds of years. And that was a thought: why did no one come here, not even the grown-ups? The track was so faint, it can’t have been trodden for ages, and yet the ruin was only a stone’s throw from the village with all its families and roving children. Someone must’ve know it was here.
Nub’s yipping caught his ear. It was shrill, mixed in with taunts and laughter.
“Nub?” he called.
He heard the dog rip out three or four sharp barks. There was a muted thud, and then Nub whimpered and went quiet.
“Nub!”
Mocking voices answered from where he’d last seen the dog headed: “Nub! Nub-Nub. Here, doggy, doggy.”
He recognized some of them: Brent Carvin and the Dolten girls. His heart sank like a stone and he clenched his fists, fighting back the dread. Why couldn’t they leave him alone? Every time Mom took him into the village, they’d start. She thought they were just playing, just being kids, but he knew better.
He started to run towards the laughter but froze when he came back round the ruin and saw a lump amidst the shrubs. Brown fur twitched, and he knew right away it was Nub. Tears spilled down his cheeks as he half-ran, half-staggered to his dog. Bright blood speckled the blades of grass Nub had fallen on, and there was a gushing hole between his eyes.
Brent Carvin stepped from the tree line brandishing a slingshot. The Doltens were following like the sheep they were, and behind them came Rob Marlin and his brother Mik.
“Aah, shog, mate,” Brent said. “Was that your dog?”
Deacon knelt by Nub, stroked him gently on the ear. A red-stained rock lay in the grass a few feet away. Nub shivered, and his breaths were coming in short rattles.
“Is,” Deacon muttered, wiping away a tear.
“What’s that?” Brent said, stepping towards him.
The girls giggled, and the Marlin boys sniggered as they followed behind Brent.
“Is my dog,” Deacon said, lifting his eyes to glare his hatred. He didn’t care that Brent was older and bigger. All he could think of was that he’d hurt Nub, that the other kids thought it was funny.
“Not for much longer, mate,” Brent said, smirking at the Marlins. “Not the way it’s breathing. Still, you have to admit, it is one ugly son of shog.”
“Yeah,” Lucy Dolten said. “You can’t blame Brent. We thought it was gonna bite.”
Her sister stuck out her pointy chin. “Yeah, it was gonna attack us, weren’t it Brent? Weren’t it Mik, Rob?”
“That’s right,” Rob said. “Macy’s right. You shouldn’t be letting that thing run wild out here.”
Nub moaned, and Deacon pressed his nose to the dog’s. Normally, Nub would have licked his face, but he just didn’t have the strength. He whimpered and shook, and then his sad brown eyes rolled up into his head.
Someone made a scoffing noise; Deacon didn’t see who. He rocked back on his heels, blurry gaze never leaving Nub’s still body. He clutched at the grass, made a fist around it and felt his arms shaking.
“Aw, don’t cry,” Lucy said. “It ain’t like it was Brent’s fault.”
Brent drew nearer, till he was looming over Deacon. “Yeah, it weren’t my fault, so shut up with the baby tears, right?”
Deacon flashed him a look, dried his eyes with his sleeve, and stood. Don’t back down from a bully, Father always said. Mom didn’t agree; she always said to walk away, pray for them. That’s what Deacon always did, ever since he could remember, but he didn’t see much good coming from it. Nub deserved better than that.
“He was a bulldog,” he said, glaring into Brent’s eyes as if he could burn them from their sockets. “Maybe the last.” Certainly one of the last, if Father was right. The Ancients had bred them that way, for some odd reason, but people these days needed real dogs: dogs that could hunt and fight.
“Shogging pig-dog, if you ask me,” Mik said, and Rob snorted out a laugh.
“So, what’s your point, Momma’s boy?” Brent said. “Don’t matter what kind of dog it was; it’s a dead dog now. Maybe you and your loony mom should light a candle and say some prayers to make everything better.”
Deacon’s fist came up, but his arm was rigid with tension, and it just stayed there, a threat no one was going to take seriously.
“Go on,” Brent said, sticking his chin out. “Put it right there, holy boy, or are you gonna piss your pants and go running to Mommy like last time?”
He hadn’t. That wasn’t true. He’d run, that’s for sure, but only so he didn’t have to fight. Better a coward than a sinner, Mom always said.
—So why does Father fight?
“Shut up,” he muttered under his breath. It was the Demiurgos trying to mess with him; trying to make him doubt.
“What’s that?” Brent said.
—Why’s he fight, if it’s a sin?
“Shut up,” he said more firmly. He meant it for the niggling voice of the Father of Lies, but Brent didn’t see it that way.
White exploded in Deacon’s head as Brent’s fist smashed into his nose. A second punch split his lip and he tasted blood. With a roar that seemed to come from afar, he grabbed Brent around the neck and drove him back. The other kids scattered out of the way as Brent’s feet skidded and his arms flailed about wildly. Fire flooded Deacon’s veins. He slammed Brent against a tree trunk and pressed tighter with his thumbs. The slingshot fell among the roots, and Brent’s eyes bulged as he grunted and choked. Deacon saw himself bashing the boy’s head against the trunk till the skull cracked like an egg and his brains splattered the bark. Saw himself punching and punching till Brent’s ribs snapped like dry twigs; saw himself snatching up a jagged rock and pounding it into Brent’s face, over and over and over… But instead, he let go, let his arms go slack and drop to his sides. Brent was on him in a flash, thumping, kicking, snarling. After the first few blows, Deacon didn’t feel much; he was dimly aware of each jolting strike; he knew he was on the ground with Brent on top, swinging and spitting. But the tears burning his eyes weren’t from the beating: they were for Nous—for the sin of rage that had so offended him.
* * *
Deacon cradled Nub in his arms as he pushed through the garden gate and let it squeak shut behind him. His cuts were stinging, his arms numb from the bruises that were already turning yellow. But at least the tears had stopped, and maybe he’d done enough for Nous to forgive him.
He could see two shapes through the kitchen window, and his heart skipped a beat. It was Father, back for his birthday. He took a lunging step and then faltered under the weight of the dead dog. He couldn’t face his father like this, covered in bruises, without a single one on Brent; and Mom would cry and hug him and make it all a whole lot worse. And what about Nub? What would they say about Nub?
Mom peeked out the window and then opened the door. She put a hand over her mouth and stared with wide eyes. There was a flash of white behind her, and then a hand on her shoulder. Only, it wasn’t Father: it was an old man, bald and bearded, and he was wearing a white robe that hung over one shoulder. His blue eyes sparkled, keen as stars on a cloudless night. The barest hint of a frown tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“Sweet Nous!” Mom brushed the old man’s hand off and ran to Deacon. Together, they lowered Nub to the ground, kneeling over him like the wise men over the Nous child in the crib on the mantelpiece.
Mom pressed her forehead to Deacon’s, wiped at the fresh tears spilling from his eyes with her thumb.
“Oh, my boy, what happened? Who did this? And Nub—”
“Dead, Mom. Nub’s dead.” Deacon’s body was racked with sobs, and soon Mom was crying with him.
The old man’s shadow fell over them, and he rested a hand atop Deacon’s head.
“But you won’t say who did it, eh, lad? Seems you are right about him, Gralia. I bet Jarl’s none too happy, though.”
Mom looked up, her sobs dying in her throat. She drew a sleeve across her damp eyes. “Then you don’t know him as well as you think,” she said. “My husband’s a fighter, true, but he’s not against me on this.”
“And neither am I, my dear,” the old man said. “Quite the opposite. You have laid the foundations, but we must not neglect the strengths of the father if young Shader here is to be the man he should be.”
“It’s Deacon, not Shader,” Deacon said, rolling his head away from the old man’s hand. “Father’s Shader.”
The old man gave a long studied look at Nub’s lifeless body and chewed his lip. When he spoke, it was almost to himself, as if he didn’t really care if anyone was listening. “Under my tutelage you are Shader, as would your father be, were he my student. It’s how we did it in the old days, and it’s how we’ll do it now.”
Deacon hefted Nub into his arms again and stood, finding Mom’s eyes. He shook his head, wanting so much to say, It’s my birthday, Mom. Do we have to do this now?
“Maybe he’s still too young,” Mom said, ruffling Deacon’s hair.
“Seven is what we agreed, Gralia,” the old man said. “It’s the perfect age.”
“But, Aristodeus—”
The old man stepped in close and put a finger to her lips. “Seven,” he said with an air of finality.
Deacon pressed himself into her hip, hugging Nub tight to his chest.
Mom sucked in a breath through the gap in her teeth and gave a resigned nod.
“But,” the old man said, “do bury the dog first.” He took a pipe from the folds of his robe and let it hang from his mouth while he patted around for something else. “Don’t suppose you have a light, my dear?”
Mom narrowed her eyes and shook her head. She fetched a shovel from the shed and then led Deacon back down the garden and through the gate. Clouds had rolled in from the coast, bringing the threat of rain, and so they hurriedly set about finding a good spot that would be Nub’s last, and Mom dug while Deacon rocked his dog like a sleeping baby and ran through all the prayers he’d learned by heart.
* * *
Aristodeus was seated by the hearth when they came inside. He was using a smoking twig from the kindling to relight his pipe, sucking on the stem and puffing in quick succession. He had a package in his lap, something long and thin and wrapped in oilcloth, and there was a sword in its scabbard hanging from the back of his chair.
Mom excused herself, saying she needed to go upstairs to wash her hands and change her clothes after the digging. Deacon made as if to follow her, but the old man coughed in the back of his throat, and Mom nodded that it was all right.
“Remarkable restraint,” Aristodeus said.
Deacon stood dumbly for a moment.
“Sit.” Aristodeus indicated the chair on the other side of the hearth. “I meant you taking a beating.”
Deacon sat on his hands on the chair. He wasn’t sure what to say yet, if anything. He didn’t know what the rules were.
“You’re tall for your age,” Aristodeus said, “and there’s fight in your eyes, but you’ve got it under lock and key. I’m sure if you’d wanted to,”—he leaned over to fling the twig into the fire—”you could have given as good as you got. Probably even better.” He settled back in his chair and blew out a smoke ring.”
Deacon felt his cheeks burn, and he caught himself on the verge of a smile. He pressed his lips tightly together and tried to look like he’d never given it a thought. Aristodeus was watching him, as if he already knew the truth.
“Last time I saw you, you were just a babe,” Aristodeus said. “And here you are almost up to you mother’s shoulders. Another blink of the eye and you’ll be a man, bigger, stronger than your father, unless I’m very much mistaken.”
Deacon didn’t know how he felt about that. Father was a warrior through and through. He was bred for strength, and there weren’t too many who’d stand up to him in an argument.
“You have a good mother,” Aristodeus said. There was something smug in his tone, but he quickly moved on. “Pure and holy.”
“I am blessed,” Deacon said. It was always easier saying the right thing. Nous had been kind to him.
“Indeed,” Aristodeus said, popping the pipe from his mouth and using it for emphasis. “Couldn’t have picked better myself.” He grinned, but there was something unsettling about it, some hidden joke he wasn’t sharing. “A man is the sum of his parents, and a great man is the sum of all he learns and experiences without them. Most people are like iron.” He reached over his shoulder and tapped the pommel of the sword hanging from his chair. “The years weaken them, morally and physically. Rust sets in—flaws and decay. You, young Shader, must be like steel. First, the impurities must be removed from the iron—excess carbon, silicon, phosphorous. In your case, that shouldn’t be such an arduous task. Your mother’s done most of the work for you.”
Deacon scrunched his face up, trying to concentrate. He couldn’t keep up with all the big words. For all he knew, Aristodeus could have been talking about magic, rather than steel making. The thought got his guard up.
“Then you need to add the alloying elements,” Aristodeus said. Catching Deacon’s blank look, he explained: “Manganese, chromium, nickel, and vanadium. Oh, don’t worry, I don’t expect you to understand yet; but I will do in time, and I’ll expect a whole lot more, too. You must be tempered, Master Shader. Trained body and soul so that you are hard as steel and pure as a dove. And your mind,” he added with a jab of his pipe to Deacon’s forehead, “must be a sword against the world.”
A thrill ran along Deacon’s spine. He thought he was starting to get the point at last. “Against the Demiurgos? Strong against his wiles?”
Aristodeus’s eyelids snapped shut and he leaned back with a long sigh. “Yes. Against the deceptions of the Demiurgos.”
“Why?” Deacon said. “Why do I need training? I thought only the grace of Nous could save us from the evil one.”
Aristodeus opened his eyes and focused them on the crackling hearth fire. A string of smoke coiled up from his pipe and glowed briefly in the light of the hanging lantern before it vanished. When the old man finally answered, his pipe had died.
“It is necessary,” was all he said.
The creaking of the stairs broke the spell of the moment. Mom walked to the back of Deacon’s chair and put her hands on his shoulders.
Aristodeus smiled at her and then abruptly stood, holding up the oilcloth-wrapped package. “Know what this is?”
Deacon shrugged.
“Your birthday present!” He flung it to Deacon.
Deacon caught it in both hands, shocked at the weight.
“Happy birthday, Shader,” Aristodeus said, watching intently and raising his eyebrows to say go ahead.
Deacon struggled with the string binding the oilcloth and looked round at Mom. She took a knife from the drawer and cut it away. Deacon unwrapped the cloth and gasped.
“A sword…” He looked from Mom to Aristodeus, not knowing how he should feel.
Aristodeus winked. “Brought it back from the Eternal City just for you.”
“Aeterna?” Mom said. “You’ve been to Latia? Did you see the Ipsissimus?” There was awe in her voice.
“Briefly,” Aristodeus said, as if it were nothing to meet the supreme ruler of the Templum. “But the main reason for my trip was to speak with the grand master of the Elect.”
Mom reeled away from the chair as if she’d been slapped. Deacon was up in a flash, letting the sword clank to the tiles as he clung to her skirt.
Aristodeus raised his palms, and for a moment he looked genuinely sorry. “They will accept him, Gralia, but not until he’s turned thirteen, and not unless he’s proficient with a blade and fluent in Aeternam.”
Mom’s breaths came in great heaves. She shut her eyes for a few seconds, her lips working silently over a prayer. She planted a kiss on Deacon’s head and sighed. “Six years, then.”
Aristodeus nodded. “Six more years. He’ll be well on his way to manhood by then, Gralia, and I’m sure the last thing you and Jarl will want is a teenager on your hands.”
Mom blinked back tears, and she shuddered as she drew in another breath. Deacon knew what she was doing: offering it all up to Nous in reparation for her sins and those of the whole world.
Aristodeus stooped to pick up the sword and hand it back to Deacon. “Come on,” he said, grabbing his own sword from the back of the chair and drawing it from its scabbard. “No time like the present. Let’s get started.”
With a hesitant look at Mom, Deacon followed him outside. It was still spitting, but there was a growing patch of blue sky coming from the north as the clouds blew out to sea. The sun shone through the passing haze, and a half-rainbow hung above the trees of the forest.
Mom followed and lingered in the doorway.
“I’m to join the Elect?” Deacon asked. Was that Nous’s will for him—to fight demons?
“Few are chosen,” Aristodeus said, and then with a smirk he added, “and even fewer are squeezed in by men of wisdom and not a little influence.” He gave a mock bow.
Deacon tested the balance of his sword, imagining he was a knight going to do battle with the unnatural monsters of the Liche Lord in Verusia.
Aristodeus put a hand on his wrist, forced the sword down. “It’s not just demons they fight, you know. It’s men you have to watch out for: changing allegiances, broken oaths. I may not share your faith, lad, but the Templum brings order out of chaos, and sometimes order comes at the tip of a sword.”
“But, Mom—” Deacon turned to implore her with his eyes.”—you can’t serve Nous and the sword. That’s what you told me.”
She touched the Monas pendant around her neck, enclosed it in her fist. Father said the same; said he knew what kind of man he was. Knew he couldn’t be anything else. He nodded when Deacon and Mom prayed, drank with the monks at Brinwood Priory, but he was clear about one thing: to be a Nousian, he’d have to give up the sword. Anyone who told you otherwise, he said, already had one foot in the Abyss.
“The Elect have done so for centuries,” Aristodeus said. “Almost as far back as the Reckoning.”
“But—”
Aristodeus clanked his blade against Deacon’s. “A little thing called malicide.” He chuckled as if he’d make a joke. “Perhaps we’ll make it the subject of your first philosophy lesson.”
Deacon frowned at him dumbly.
“Yes,” Aristodeus said, raising his sword. “Uses and Abuses of Theology, I think we’ll call it. But that’s for another time. I’m sure I come across as somewhat long in the tooth and a pontificating ivory-tower philosopher, but the things I aim to teach you are by no means limited to the mind. Heads up!”
He lunged, but Deacon dropped his sword and scampered out of the way. “Wait. I can’t. I mean, I thought the Elect fought monsters, like they do in the stories. They can’t kill men. Mom, tell him. They can’t.”
Mom shook her head.
Aristodeus rammed his sword into the ground and put his hands on his hips. “Erlstein did. I take it you’ve heard of him?”
He had. Erlstein was one of the greatest heroes of the Elect. He was the one who’d knocked out the Demiurgos’s tooth and turned it into an arrowhead that never missed its mark. He was the one who’d faced down a horde of dragon-riding devils with nothing more than a bone club.
Aristodeus seemed to read his thoughts and laughed. “Remind me to lecture on legends and their embellishment. For now, you’ll just have to trust me: Erlstein was a great luminary, in his own way, but he was indomitable and as ungiving as … well, as steel. Now, pick up your sword and let’s gauge your reflexes.”
As Deacon bent to retrieve his sword, Aristodeus whipped his own from the earth and came at him, batting him on the shin, and when Deacon turned away, slapping him on the buttocks so hard it hurt. Deacon stumbled and fell, but Aristodeus was on him in an instant, sword raised high as if for the killing blow.
Mom screamed, and Aristodeus whirled on her. “No! No, Gralia, you will not interfere! Now, make yourself useful, and go cook us up a meal. I’m sure we’ll both be famished by the time this is over.”
The sight of Mom’s terrified face, then of her obediently doing as she was commanded, filled Deacon with rage. He kicked out at the old man’s knee. As Aristodeus staggered back cursing, Deacon rolled across the grass, coming up with his sword. He swung it in a wild arc, but Aristodeus blocked it with casual disdain. Deacon hacked and stabbed and sliced and bludgeoned, but each attack was turned aside, as if the old man were out for a leisurely stroll.
“Good,” Aristodeus kept saying. “Good. Now all we need to do is channel the ire we’ve awoken. Who knows, if you’re everything I hope you are, a few years of this and you’ll stand a chance of winning.”
Deacon stopped, doubling over and panting heavily. “Winning what?”
“Why, the Sword of the Archon,” Aristodeus said. “Isn’t that every little boy’s dream?”
The old man’s eyes flared, and for a moment Deacon thought they reflected the light of the sun, but already another bank of cloud had rolled overhead and the day had been swallowed by a far too early dusk. When he looked again, flames swirled in Aristodeus’s eyes, and Deacon was drawn deeper into their depths. Shadows flickered in the blaze, and a terrible keening filled his head.
Suddenly, he was running through burning streets. Torrents of lava flowed in great walls to either side of him, and geysers of fire spouted high into a sky of acrid smoke. His skin was bubbling and blistering, and his lungs were filled with scorching fumes. Behind him, there was such screeching, as if all the souls of the damned were coming for him, coming to tear him to pieces. He pushed himself faster and faster, screaming at the leering horrors shambling from every twist and turn of the fiery maze. Must keep running! He told himself. Keep running.
* * *
City of Aeterna, heart of the Nousian Theocracy
Year of the Reckoning: 908
Shader woke with a start and flung the bedclothes back as if they were on fire. Sweat drenched the sheets beneath him, and his throat felt like he’d swallowed sand. Lots of sand. He must have been yelling in his sleep again. It was starting to become a problem.
He propped himself up on one elbow and groaned. Every muscle in his body protested, screamed at him to lie back down and stay there for a week. He screwed his eyes up against the stark light lancing through the louvered shutters. With a jolt of panic that he’d missed the final bout of the tournament, he stood, wincing at the cramp in his calves, and hobbled over to the window. Throwing wide the shutters, he blinked against the blaze of the sun, and bit by bit the skyline of Aeterna came into focus, an infinite panoply of domes and spires, columns and arches indistinguishable from those that had been reduced to rubble during the Reckoning. Every brick, every mosaic, every statue painstakingly restored to the greater glory of Nous at the bidding of his vicar on earth.
Down below, the piazza was awash with color as the red-robed Exempti processed from Luminary Tajen’s Basilica on the way to the Colosseum. There was still time, then, but not as much as he’d have liked. The preliminaries had taken it out of him. Not that he’d received even a scratch, but the footwork, the thrust, parry, slice, block took its toll on a body—and it wasn’t as if he was a young man anymore.
The dream still hovered on the edge of his consciousness. Seven. He’d been seven when Aristodeus had first sewn the seed that he might one day win the Sword of the Archon, and here he was now, thirty years on, finally within a bout of achieving just that. And for what? To make up for his failures in Sahul? To prove himself worthy of something after he’d given up all that he was, all that he had. First his adopted life at the abbey, where he’d found the inaction stifling, and the confinement a cauldron bringing all his flaws bubbling to the surface; and then the new Order he’d established for the youth of Oakendale in the wake of the mawg attacks—Nousian warriors in the mold of the Elect. He’d abandoned them. Left them to their own devices, and all for the sake of a woman who had cut him deep. All for Rhiannon. He grimaced. The thought of her rejection still chafed. Was that all this was about, really? Restoring his hurt pride? Wasn’t that the antithesis of the Nousian way?
Least he was consistent in that, he supposed, as he strapped on his sword belt and slipped his father’s longsword half out of the scabbard. It was nicked in a dozen places and badly in need of sharpening, but there hardly seemed much point. One more fight, and it could go back into retirement, same as it had the first time he went to Sahul, when he’d finally left the Seventh Horse and betrayed his vows to the Elect. He slammed it back in its scabbard.
He’d always known what this was about really. Prove to himself he could win the Archon’s sword. Prove he was the best of the best, and then give it all up for Nous. That is, if the monks at Pardes would have him back. He’d have plenty of time to think about that on the return voyage to Sahul. Plenty of time to lick his wounds if he lost, or to temper his pride if he won.
Somewhere outside, a dog barked, and Nub’s ugly face drifted up behind his eyes. Poor old Nub. He’d pretty much forgotten about the dog until the dreams had started, and maybe that was a good thing. Mom had praised him for the Nousian way he’d handled what had happened, but even now, when he thought about it, he still had that burning rage towards Brent. Chances are, if he saw the boy—man, now—he’d cut him down before he could stop himself. He gave a wry smile at that. It would make for one hell of a confession. Still, if he’d read the looks right between Mom and Father all those years ago, someone had paid for Nub’s death. Jarl Shader wouldn’t have been able to help himself. It was all about justice, in his book. He would never have gone after the boy, but Brent’s father would have been fair game.
He poured himself a glass of tepid water from the pitcher on the nightstand and plonked himself down on the bed to drink it. Every sip soothed his throat and cleared the cobwebs from his mind. He caught himself staring at the Monas on the far wall. It was a symbol he’d seen every day of his life—hell, it was even on his surcoat, embroidered in red—and yet he still wondered how it came to represent the son of Ain the Unknowable. It was vaguely man-shaped: a cross for a torso with stick arms and wavy legs. The head was a circle with a single eye at its center, and the whole was topped with a crown in the shape of a crescent moon. He knew the meaning of each aspect inside out, but something about the Monas had always nagged at him. He couldn’t say what it was, only that it felt … wrong.
He scoffed at that. There was nothing wrong with the Monas. Nothing wrong with Nous and his holy Templum. The problem was with him. Always had been. Jarl Shader had got it right all those years ago when he’d refused the faith, knowing he could never give up what he was. Shader shook his head and finished off the water. He’d given it his best shot, fought the holy wars in the black forests of Verusia, sent hundreds of Nous’s enemies back to the Abyss that spawned them, and yet he’d never once felt like he was doing Nous’s will.
A knock at the door saved him from wallowing deeper in a past he’d sooner have forgotten. He set down the glass and pulled his hair back into a ponytail as he stood.
“Come,” he called as he took his greatcoat from its hook and shrugged it on.
The door opened a crack, and then, as if gaining confidence, a few inches; and then a hand appeared on the jamb, followed by a broad-browed face with ears an elephant would have been envious of.
“Magister!” Shader said. “I wondered if you’d come.”
“No need for you to call me that any longer,” Adeptus Ludo said, rounding the edge of the door. “It’s been more years than I care to remember since you had to endure my classes.” He straightened his black and purple cassock and beamed.
Shader had forgotten just how huge the man was; even with his stooped stance, the result of sixty plus years of study, his old theology master towered above him, and Shader was a tall man by any measure.
Ludo raised his bushy brows high above his spectacles. “Widow’s peak. I knew it! You hide it well under that hat of yours, old friend.”
Shader smiled and took the hat from its peg, tugging the brim low. “Keeps the sun out of my eyes, Adeptus. Every little advantage…”
Ludo came all the way in and shut the door behind him. “You’ll need all the help you can get against my man Galen.”
Shader had watched Galen coming up through the rounds. He had some skill, it’s true, but his main asset was brawn; that and a self-belief bordering on arrogance. “Galen’s yours?”
“My warden, and I must say I’m glad of it. Oh, it’s a new thing they brought in since you left. Dangerous times to be a priest, my friend. The hand of Sahul reaches further with every passing year.”
“You don’t believe that,” Shader said. “The Templum’s always needed an enemy outside of Nousia. Keeps the masses from focusing too closely on the politics at home.”
Ludo’s eyes sparkled through his lenses, and he gave his characteristic finger wag. “Haven’t changed, I see. Still don’t trust authority. I had wondered if the campaign in Verusia might have fixed that.”
Shader puffed out his cheeks, hoping to find a different topic. Verusia had changed a hell of a lot for him, but if anything, it had made his mistrust of authority even stronger. Too many men had died needlessly. And how they had died at the hands of the Liche Lord’s minions.
Ludo must have sensed his unease. He clapped a shovel-like hand on Shader’s shoulder and looked him in the eye.
“Good luck with the final, old friend, and I really mean that. I’ll be rooting for Galen—it’s a loyalty thing, I suppose—but you will always be my favorite pupil. You were the only one in Nous knows how many years to challenge Berdini’s paradox.” Ludo’s eyes strayed to the sword at Shader’s hip. “And yet here you are, still caught up in it yourself. Oh, that reminds me. How are things in Sahul? How is the famed Gray Abbot? I can’t imagine he’s thrilled you’re here and fighting once more.”
“He encouraged it,” Shader said, leading Ludo to the door and opening it for him.
“Really?”
“I’m sure he has his reasons,” Shader said. The Gray Abbot always knew what he was about, and in this case Shader had a worrying feeling he knew what it was. The ancient Abbot of Pardes had seen right to his core, he was sure of it. Maybe he was secretly hoping Shader would win the Sword of the Archon and get back his taste for action. Maybe he was hoping Shader simply wouldn’t come back.



 





VISITS IN THE NIGHT
City of Sarum, Sahul
Ernst Cadman flipped open his pocket watch and squinted at the digital display. It took a moment for his sleep-dulled mind to register that he wasn’t wearing his pince-nez. His bedroom was blacker than he’d known it. He couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. Couldn’t see the pocket watch now either—which seemed a little odd. He reached out and patted the hard wood of his bedside table with tremulous fingers. Precisely four reassuring dull taps, not the sharp raps he’d feared. Not that it was a reasonable fear, he told himself. He’d worn the illusion of fatness for so long now it had the familiarity of an old coat, the comfort some children glean from a favorite blanket. He brushed against the frames of his pince-nez, felt them skid away from him, but managed to snag them before they could fall.
He fumbled and squeezed the pince-nez into place on the bridge of his nose and saw clearly that the time was 3:33 a.m. and 55 seconds exactly. He gulped—more out of habit than necessity. The two number fives danced around his mind, taunting, warning, predicting. Just my rotten luck, Cadman grimaced, his mind already permutating to make them into anything but what they really were. 5+5=10, the ritual began. And 1+0=1, which is 4 less than 5, but added to 5 makes 9. That was where he needed to stop, he reminded himself. 9 was a good number—it was 3x3 after all. But if you added it to the original 5… He groaned. That made 14, and 1+4…
How the deuce can I see the watch when I can’t even see my own sausages? Cadman wiggled his fingers in front of his eyes. It struck him as odd, too, that the pince-nez had made a difference. It was a matter of illumination, not of focus, and he’d never really needed them for that. Like so much about him, they were merely for show, and not a little comfort.
Gosh it’s cold. Not that that was anything new. Even Sahul’s scorching summers had done nothing for the chills. But it was a darned sight colder than normal. Freezing even. He expected to see his breath misting before him—well more of a death-rattle than actual breath—but couldn’t see anything in the pitch blackness. It was becoming rather worrisome, not being able to see. He tugged at the end of his mustache as if it could ward off evil. The evil of the Void. Cadman began to run the numbers through his mind, adding, subtracting, dividing, as the panic began to rise. If only he could get to the curtains without tripping over and breaking his neck. He tugged aside the blankets and rolled his great bulk to the edge of the bed.
“Cadman.”
A voice like the rustling of paper. He froze, black heart thumping against his ribs and threatening to shatter the illusion of flesh. Someone’s in the room. Someone’s in the room. Someone’s—
“Cadman.”
The blackness darkened at the foot of the bed. It was all Cadman could do to turn his head, his hands clenching around the covers ready to tug them back over. A sliver of shadow curled towards him as if it were going to stroke his cheek. Cadman drew back, pulled the blankets up to his nose. Tentacles sprouted from the heavy dark, bobbing and undulating, poking and retracting. A series of pustules erupted from the central mass, lumps of twisting blackness that could have been heads, lolling, nodding, shaking. It was still too dark to see any more than the outline of black on black, and Cadman was grateful for that.
He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. Both hands were on his mustache and the number seven raced around his mind. Damn those fives. Curse them. Now look what they’ve done.
“I come in answer to your call.” A Cheyne-Stoking rasp.
“I bring what you seek.” A malign susurrus.
Call? Seek? “I called no one. Please go away.” Unless…
“You read books of knowledge.” The first voice rippled and crunched.
Blightey’s grimoire? Indecipherable poppycock. All sigils and wards, pious sounding words and a bunch of warnings meant to frighten the ignorant. He shouldn’t have read it again—nor any of the other works of his one-time master; but when you’d lived as long as Cadman, you had to refresh your memory by rote—every last bit of it. Systematically. Some might even say slavishly. It didn’t pay to forget.
“I came to Otto Blightey as I now come to you. I offer knowledge of things that can ease your suffering.”
“What do you know of my suffering?” The fear was turning to anger now, as he’d hoped it would. Seven was great for that. A strong number. Very resolute.
“Every time you feed your needs I feel it.” A voice thick with pity, as if it considered him less than the smokers of narcotics whose every waking moment was consumed with the desire for more. Which is not so far from the truth. Perhaps, if there were another way. It was all very well clinging onto existence, but there had to be more dignified ways of doing it. Ways that didn’t involve guzzling down the gory remains of others. All these centuries he’d been nothing more than a parasite, but what other choice did he have? It was either that or… He squeezed his eyes shut. He never liked to think about oblivion.
“What are you? What can you offer me?” Almost immediately, Cadman wished he hadn’t asked. He’d learnt all he could stomach of the dark paths from Blightey back in Verusia. There was a limit to how far he was willing to go. He knew Blightey had taken things much further—he’d seen the fruits of it in the mutilated victims, the impaled corpses outside the castle walls: white and rigid, the stench of feces and putrescence. Some of them had continued to gurgle and gasp around the stakes protruding from their gaping mouths for hours. Days even. If that’s what knowledge of the Abyss did to a man, Cadman wanted none of it. It’s why he’d fled. Why he’d come to this accursed backwater on the other side of the world.
Another head plopped from the black mass and swayed towards him on a sinuous neck. “You know of Eingana?”
One of the Aeonic Triad who fell from the Void with the Archon and the Demiurgos, if the myth’s to be believed. “The serpent goddess of the Dreamers?”
The black mass gurgled and hissed, its appendages lashing the floor, dark heads rolling. “The mother of life, they say.” There was a note of irony in the voice this time. “Keeps the creatures of Aethir in being by the slenderest of threads.”
“Ah, the funiculus umbilicalis. I’m not entirely ignorant of Sahulian mythology.” Always paid to study the native culture. Might make all the difference in a tight spot. You could never be too careful. “Cords of her own flesh invisibly sustaining all life in the world of the Dreaming. Once severed, so the Dreamers believe, the creature ceases to be.” Cadman shuddered. Such a graphic description of the precariousness of existence. Every moment a tightrope walk over the Void. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t she also the bringer of death?”
The creature roiled towards him, tentacles rearing and coiling like vipers in heat. “All things have two natures,” one of the heads hissed. “You of all people should know that.”
Cadman felt it could see through him, through his corpulent disguise and right down to the bone. He backed up against the headboard, dragging the covers with him.
“I know what you fear.” Another head spoke now, its voice soft and empathetic. “I, too, have endured on the threshold of existence, a dweller of the space between dreams and the Abyss. I, who have seen so much, felt so much. I can help you.”
“Why?” What’s in it for you? Nothing good ever came free.
“Because we are fellow sufferers. Because what I have I would share with you.”
That didn’t sound at all appealing, judging by the look of the thing. “You would have me become like you?”
All the heads laughed in unison, a loathsome cacophony that rattled the windows. “There can be no others like me. My creation was … unique. What I offer is the knowledge to endure, the fullness of the life of Eingana.”
“And that’s yours to give?”
The tentacles settled to the floor, the heads turning as one to glare at him with eyes blacker than the darkness.
“It is yours to take.”
That would involve action, and action never came without risks. “I’ve survived this long without your help, thank you very much. If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to keep things just as they are.” Lurking like a spider at the heart of its web, with an unsuspecting city my larder. Oh, joy! An eternity of feasting on the corpses of peasants.
The creature surged towards him, limbs flailing and agitated. “You cannot refuse,” hissed one of the heads. “It is in your nature. You will not refuse.”
Cadman pressed his back into the headboard, wishing he could pass right through it, through the wall and out into the street beyond. The creature squelched over the foot of the bed, its tentacles bashing against the floor.
“You will not refuse.” Thud, crash, bang. “You cannot refuse.” Thud, crash, bang…
* * *
Thud, crash, bang.
Cadman sat bolt upright in bed, patting his face to make sure it was still there. Cheeks and jowls, bushy mustache, great mop of hair. All present and correct.
“Hold on,” he called out to whoever was knocking at the door. What time is it? He snatched up his pocket watch from the bedside table and flipped open the lid. 3:34 and 16 seconds precisely. Who the hell’s bashing at my door at this infernal hour?
Dirty light from the street lanterns spilled through a gap in the curtains. He rolled out of bed, eyes adjusting to the gloom, and found his pince-nez atop the book he’d been reading himself to sleep with: Otto Blightey’s Voices from the Abyss. He shoved it onto the floor. Damned nonsense had fired his imagination a bit too much for comfort.
The knocking from downstairs grew louder and more urgent.
“All right, I’m coming. Give me a chance, would you.”
He lumbered across the room and threw on his dressing gown. Shuffling out onto the landing, he turned up the gas lamp he always left burning at night. A dangerous business, but better than the darkness. Someone was still hammering at the door as if all the creatures of the Abyss were coming for them. Cadman skipped nimbly down the stairs, feet clattering on the tiles by the door.
Oh dear.
He took a peek at his reflection in the entrance hall mirror. More of a skull than a head—just the merest strips of parchment thin flesh clinging to mottled bone. His hands were rotten, black with mildew. Skeletal fingers cracked and groaned, joints barely articulated by decaying ligaments. He frowned at his bony toes, tapping them on the floor.
Careless, Cadman. Very careless. Caution, caution, and caution again. He watched the fleshiness re-form in the mirror—great rolls of fat dripping from his jaw, waistline ballooning beneath the dressing gown, fingers swelling until they resembled bloated slugs.
Another flurry of thumps and the door rattled like the lid of a restless sinner’s coffin.
“One moment!” Uncouth bloody Sahulians. No manners. Absolutely none whatsoever. Cadman stroked his rapidly returning mustache. Better. Now then, let’s see what this racket’s all about.
He pulled back the three heavy bolts, twisted the key in the uppermost lock, fumbled in his dressing gown pocket for the big key for the deadlock and then inched open the door until it caught on the chain. A small pallid hand flopped through the gap, blood staining the fingers. Oh, my giddy aunt! Cadman took a step back and threw up his hands.
“Open up,” a voice wheezed from the other side. “I’m a Sicarii.”
An assassin. Another one of Master Frayn’s paid killers. This is getting beyond a joke. The fifth in as many weeks. Cadman entertained the idea of slamming the door on the hand and crushing it until it either fell off or withdrew. Not really an option, despite the appeal. It didn’t pay to mess with the Sicarii.
“Name?” he demanded through the gap in the door.
“Shadrak.” Pain in the voice. Breathing labored.
“Bear with me a jiffy.” Cadman waddled into his study and snatched up the list Master Frayn had made for him—in the unlikely event that any of his cutthroats should require discreet medical attention. Unlikely, my foot. If Cadman had done what any other self-respecting doctor would have, and charged them through the nose for his services, he’d have been a rich man by now. But he’d never been one for the pursuit of money. It always brought too much attention and risk.
He ambled back to the door and peered through the gap. His visitor was surprisingly small for a hit-man. Exceedingly small. Couldn’t have been an inch over three feet. He was dressed like all the others in dark leather, a billowing black cloak trailing over his shoulders. His face was as white as his hand—and it wasn’t just from loss of blood. He was clutching at his chest, a misty look passing across the most unnerving eyes: pink irises and pin-prick pupils. Eyes that flitted this way and that as if expecting danger from every direction. Something we may well have in common. Even his stubbly hair and neat box-beard were white.
“You’re not on the list.”
“Frayn gave you a list?” When he spoke there was a flash of pearly teeth. Quite the perfectionist, aren’t we? “Course I ain’t on it. I’m Shadrak … the Unseen.”
But not any longer, I fear. “That hardly makes me want to let you in. If your reputation depends on invisibility and anonymity, what will you do once I’ve sewn you up?” He started to close the door, gently enough to let the fellow get his fingers out of the way, but the albino wedged a boot into the opening instead.
“Open the shogging door or I’ll put a hole in your fat head.” The hand returned clutching a pistol.
Now there’s a surprise. I’ve not seen anything like that for a while. Not since the Reckoning, and that was a very long time ago. Nine hundred and eight years, four months, and sixteen days, to be precise.
“You sure you know what that thing is?” Cadman stepped back from the door.
“Know what it does.”
Yes, quite. I’m sure you do.
“Don’t worry, Doc.” A pink eye pressed into the crack, took everything in. “I won’t do you; you’re far too useful to Master Frayn, and I reckon I can trust you with my little secret, don’t you?”
Cadman didn’t miss the threat. He never missed a threat—even when he was told he’d got it wrong. Oh, there were some fine actors out there, but Cadman could always smell a rat. He had a knack for it.
He slid back the chain and opened the door. Shadrak stumbled into the hallway, pitched to his knees and moaned, a trickle of blood dripping through the fingers covering his chest wound and spattering the tiles.
“Follow me.” If you can. Hopefully, the little runt will drop dead before he can bleed all over the carpet as well.
He led Shadrak along the corridor and opened the surgery door for him. All beautifully white and clinical. Pristine. Sturdy shutters locked against prying eyes; shelves of gleaming instruments, all perfectly stowed in their alphabetized trays. Not a speck of dust to be seen. Immaculate. The midget might as well have been in a sewer for all the appreciation he showed.
Cadman beckoned him to sit on the edge of the treatment table then flicked the switch on the angle-lamp, one of his few surviving Old World artifacts. Shadrak cocked his head but said nothing as the lamp hummed and flickered to life, casting its stark glow over the table.
“Don’t make ‘em like they used to, eh?” Never hurt to talk in the patient’s vernacular. Always paid to put them at ease. “Regenerating plasma cells. Keep it powered till doomsday. Seems you have some knowledge of the Ancients’ technology yourself.” Cadman nodded at the gun. “Might I ask where you came by such a relic?”
Shadrak winced as he holstered it then fell back on the table. “No.”
Thought as much. “I’m something of a collector, but alas, technology’s not all it’s cracked up to be. It’s fine one minute,”—He grabbed some latex gloves from the vacuum store and snapped them on—”and the next it’s useless junk. Now tell me,”—He lifted Shadrak’s hand away from the chest wound—”what seems to be the problem? Ah…” He pressed down on the edges of the puncture, causing Shadrak to whimper and bright blood to gush over the gloves. “Bullet wound. You really shouldn’t play with such dangerous toys.”
“Weren’t … playing,” Shadrak croaked. “On a job. Bastard made me just afore I had him. Struggled. Thunder-shot went off.”
“Nasty.” Cadman shoved a gauze square over the hole. “Press on this, would you.” He scurried around the table and rolled Shadrak groaning onto his side. “No exit wound, which means a spot of digging in the dark.” At least it had missed the lung, otherwise Shadrak would most likely be spewing blood. As long as there’s no cavitation or fragmentation he should be all right. Assuming the shock doesn’t kill him, which would be a crying shame.
Cadman pulled over his trolley and ripped open some packets. Supplies were getting low. Soon he’d be reduced to the same barbaric butchery as his competitors, unless a miracle happened and the Templum opened its archives. All that knowledge shut up for the supposed good of the world, to prevent a return to the evils of the past. It hadn’t been that bad, Cadman mused. It all depended whose side you were on.
Pinching a wad of gauze with some forceps, he dunked it in saline and swabbed the wound. Shadrak gave a pathetic cry, tears welling from his pink eyes.
“Stings a bit, I’m afraid. Would you like something for the pain?”
“Just get on with it,” the assassin growled through clenched teeth.
“As you wish.” Cadman angled the light so that it shone directly on the wound. He pushed his pince-nez further down his nose and squinted over the top. “A touch of laudanum? A tincture of lignocaine? No? Very well.” Don’t say I didn’t warn you.
He picked up some shiny tweezers and stabbed them into the hole. Shadrak screamed and thrashed about on the table. Cadman forced him down with a meaty hand and continued to push and twist with the tweezers until he touched something hard. Shadrak had gone still, his jaw slack, a snail’s trail of dribble oozing down one side of his chin.
“Nighty night.” Cadman patted his cheek and then reached behind to grab his magnifying glass from the trolley. Peering through the lens, he could see nothing but blood washing over the tweezers. Sometimes he wished he had a third hand so that he could rinse away the gore and see what he was doing. The aperture widened as he forced the tweezers against soft flesh. For an instant he glimpsed the dark shell of the bullet before the blood rushed back in. With one last push he had it, whipped it out clean as a whistle and dropped it clattering onto the trolley. He swabbed around the wound with iodine, leaving yellow stains on the skin, and then took up a curved needle and began to stitch it up. Shadrak shuddered, his chest rising and falling erratically. Breaking off the thread, Cadman bent to inspect his work, dabbing at the seepage with a cotton wool ball and allowing himself a satisfied nod. Splendid job, Cadman. Splendid.
He took down an antibiotic solution from its box on the shelf, drew it up with a syringe, and injected it into Shadrak’s vein.
That was all he could do for now. Either he’d live or he’d die. It was all the same to Cadman.



 





THE SWORD OF THE ARCHON
The whole world was reduced to a point between the eyes of his opponent. The roaring of the crowd keeping beat with the pounding of blood in his veins. His sword dancing the tune of the flesh without the buffer of thought. Shader reveled in the ecstasy of combat but couldn’t wait to see the back of it.
Galen’s eyes flicked to the right as he feigned a thrust, turned his wrist and struck at Shader’s unprotected left—just as he was meant to. Shader parried and touched the tip of his blade to Galen’s chin. The big man fell back, wiping the blood from his dimple and muttering beneath his mustache. First nick he’d had, Shader reckoned. Had to hurt his pride. Shouldn’t have boasted, then he wouldn’t have so far to fall.
He waited, sword loose at his side, as Galen tugged his uniform straight and puffed out his chest. The red jacket of the Templum Dragoons could get a whole lot redder yet if the bluff old sod didn’t yield. Galen frowned, raised his saber and eyed Shader like he meant to hack the head from his shoulders. Some people never learn.
The attack was sudden—a flurry of jabs, an eviscerating slash, a butcher’s hack, all deftly blocked or slicing air.
“Stay still, you ruddy blackguard!”
The crowd laughed. Galen scowled. Shader lifted his blade in salute.
Scratching his whiskers, Galen began to circle him, thin strands of hair standing to attention over his great pink head. Shader had to give him credit: he was no coward and no mean fighter too. He’d watched him come up through the rounds, bashing aside the competition with a combination of skill and brute force. Good qualities for a swordsman; the kind that led to fame. Shame he was horribly outclassed.
Galen bellowed and charged. Shader swayed aside and scratched the back of his thighs as he passed. Could have hamstringed the idiot, but that would have been taking the contest a little too seriously. Galen spun and swiped, kicking, stabbing, spitting his frustration. Shader gave ground, rode out the storm and then broke off, resuming the en garde stance. Galen sucked in air, mopped sweat from his brow, and advanced. Shader stamped his lead foot, half-stepped, and then jump-lunged, jabbing him below an epaulet. Galen roared. His saber arced down and Shader ducked, coming up straight into the path of a fist. His sword thrust on instinct and exited through the back of Galen’s hand. The big man yelped and then squealed as the blade tore free.
“Forgive me.” Shader put up his sword and took a step towards him.
Galen screamed and hacked with all his might. Shader deflected the blow but numbness shot through his arm. He switched the sword to his left hand, the blade twirling and glittering, sliding between Galen’s basket-hilt and fingers to send his saber clattering to the floor. Shader pressed the point of his sword into Galen’s nostril.
“I think you’re beaten.”
Galen went rigid, scarcely daring to breathe. His eyes flicked from Shader’s blade to his own.
“You fought well, Galen, but it’s over.”
The big man’s chest heaved, threatening to pop the polished buttons from his jacket and rip the brocading. His head pulled carefully away from the tip of Shader’s sword, a finger probing inside his nostril to gauge the damage. Blood pooled from his pierced hand, dripping down his fingers and spattering his boots.
“Do you yield?”
The crowd had gone deathly quiet. Galen scanned the Colosseum, face flushing as he acknowledged his supporters.
“Yes, I bloody yield!” He snatched up his saber and stormed from the arena.
Shader spotted a dash of purple hurrying through the crowd and smiled. Adeptus Ludo scurried down the concourse, one hand flapping, the other holding his spectacles on his nose as he chased after Galen. Shaking his head with a mixture of amusement and affection, Shader bowed to the crowd, only now becoming aware of their sheer numbers. They filled tier upon tier of bleachers set between fluted columns and gaping arches. The applause fuddled his thoughts, burying them like an avalanche. He swayed as the sky lurched, stumbled, and would have fallen had strong hands not steadied him.
“A disorienting feeling—giving up the focus of combat for the baying of the mob.” A clipped voice, measured and familiar. Ignatius Grymm.
The grand master led him by the shoulder towards the clerical enclosure, ramrod straight, one hand resting on the pommel of his dress-sword. Ignatius was everything the Elect were created to be: immaculate, efficient, and utterly obedient to the Ipsissimus. The old knight genuflected, bald patch an island amidst iron-gray hair as clipped as his voice. He lifted one arm to receive the benediction, sunlight glinting from mailed sleeves, the Monas symbol bleeding from his surcoat like a mortal wound.
“Who do you present to the First of the Servants of Ain?” asked Exemptus Cane, trembling with infirmity, clutching tight to the handle of his stick, a thin line of spittle glistening in the crease of his chin.
“I present,” Ignatius declaimed for the entire crowd to hear, “Deacon Shader, former Captain of the Seventh Horse, leader of the charge that broke the Verusian line at Trajinot, and now Keeper—” He turned to take in the Colosseum. “—of the Sword of the Archon.”
Give a blade a legendary name, Shader thought, and men would do anything to win it. Men like Galen. Men like all the others he’d beaten on his way to the final. If the Archon wasn’t just a myth, the last thing he’d need was a sword, and it wasn’t very likely he’d approve of such a brutal display in order to claim it. The Templum was many things to many people, but for Shader it was consistent only in one: the paradox of a brotherhood of love, born from the ashes of the Old World and enforced by the legions.
Exemptus Cane nodded, licking his lips, wet and rheumy eyes sliding to appraise Shader.
“Are you consecrated?”
“I am, Your Eminence.” Had the senile old fool forgotten that he’d been the one doing the anointing? That was the sad truth about the Templum, Shader thought: all that talk about the uniqueness of each and every Nousian, but in reality they were just numbers drifting down the stream of obscurity.
“Good, good.” The exemptus seemed to have run out of things to say, his tongue clicking as he looked over his shoulder towards the supreme ruler of the Nousian Theocracy.
Ipsissimus Theodore was seated like a god, white robes perfectly contiguous with the gleaming throne, a huge leather bound Liber open on his lap, giving the impression he continually meditated upon the scriptures, that he was in fact their human embodiment. He was a small man, gaunt and deathly pale, the white biretta perched perilously too far to one side of his head. Bright eyes stabbed at Shader from within sunken sockets. Eyes full of vitality and the rumor of a quick mind.
The Ipsissimus lifted his hand, and Shader knelt to kiss his ring. A glint of gold caught his eye: a Monas hanging from a heavy chain. An amber stone sparkled within the head—a single all-seeing eye.
“You accept the Sword of the Archon?” The Ipsissimus’s voice was thin and rasping. He gave a delicate cough, the merest hint of a wince.
“If that is your will, Divinity.”
The Ipsissimus nodded to Exemptus Cane who wagged his stick at the two exempti standing to the right of the throne. They held a velvet cushion between them, upon which was a covering of white silk. They bowed and held out the cushion to the Ipsissimus, who whisked away the cloth to reveal a dull blade: a double-edged shortsword with a tapered tip for thrusting, a knobbed hilt and ridges for the grip. The Ipsissimus passed the sword to Shader, etchings on the blade shimmering in the sun’s rays. Hands shaking, Shader mouthed the words as he read them: “Vade in pace?” He glanced at the Ipsissimus.
“Go in peace. Beautiful irony, don’t you think?” He gave a little wave of his hand and Shader backed away. “Vade in pace!” Shader could almost hear Adeptus Ludo’s voice drilling the point home: Imperative sense. A command not a noun. Some things you never forget, no matter how dull and pointless. Maybe it had all been in preparation for understanding the Ipsissimus’s jokes.
“Show the crowd,” Ignatius whispered in his ear.
Walking back to the center of the arena, Shader held the sword aloft, the cheers deafening like cascading water. The sword seemed to like it, odd as it sounded. He shifted his grip on the handle, momentarily shocked. He was certain the thing had trembled. No, more than that: the sword was purring.
* * *
“Gladius,” Ignatius said, filling Shader’s glass. “A weapon of the finest pedigree, old before even the time of the Ancients.”
Shader spun the sword on the tabletop, light from the oil lamps dancing along the blade and picking out the inscription. It read like an invitation to return to Sahul, to put away the trappings of the Elect and enter the contemplative life of Pardes. He wondered what the Ipsissimus would think of that. Leaving the consecrated knighthood was not exactly encouraged, and the Keeper of the Archon’s Sword setting foot outside the city of Aeterna—that didn’t bear thinking about.
“Our illustrious founders used them.” Ignatius waved a hand around. “Aeterna was built on the strength of weapons like this. Quick, efficient stabs between a wall of advancing shields. Whole empires swept aside. Brutal men. Clever men. Ruthless.”
The grand master was obviously quite taken with them, which wasn’t exactly a surprise.
“It’s yours, if you want it.”
Ignatius spluttered into his wine and nearly choked. “You can’t give it away. You swore to serve.”
“I did?”
“You accepted, remember. Just as Erlstein did, and Baladin before him.”
An unbroken line of champions serving unto death; bound to the heart of the Templum, the last guardians against an imaginary threat. If the Archon’s brother, the Demiurgos, was such a menace, what was keeping him?
“You know I didn’t come back for this.”
Ignatius frowned and set down his glass. “Then why? Surely you knew no one could beat you, least of all that oaf Galen.”
Shader laughed. “He was pretty good. He’d have given you a run for your money.”
“If I had no arms, perhaps—” Ignatius picked up his wine. “—and was blind, and sitting on a field chair.” His expression became suddenly serious. “Still torn?”
Shader let out a long sigh. Ignatius couldn’t possibly know about the conflict that had sent him running for cover back to the abbey: the disarming feelings that he’d felt for Rhiannon ever since he’d found her mauled by mawgs on the edge of Oakendale. He’d been under no illusions about her. She was your typical Sahulian lass—coarse and feisty and more than a match for the men; but her appearance had never quite fitted her manner. She was wan and willowy, the sheen of her long black hair off-setting her milky skin. Not at all the bronzed look you’d expect of a rancher’s daughter from Western Sahul. Her eyes were a little too deep-set, her lips slightly curled, sneering at the absurdity of things. Shader had been fascinated by her; reckoned he knew her better than she knew herself. Thought she was one step through the veil between the world and the eternal paradise of Araboth. He had to laugh now, though. Distance put a different hue on things. The otherworldly appearance could just as easily have been consumption, and the sneering was most likely aimed at him. He suspected, not for the first time, that Rhiannon Kwane was an enigma of his own making.
He studied his glass for a moment, twisting the stem on the table. “Am I really sworn? The Gray Abbot’s expecting me back.”
“If I were caught between two masters, I know which one I’d be obeying,” Ignatius said.
“The one all in white and with the biggest army in Nousia to back him?”
Ignatius’ brows knitted and he leaned across the table.
“Sorry, Grand Master.” Shader lowered his eyes and flinched.
The silence hung heavy between them. The waiting was excruciating. Couldn’t he just get on with it? The usual dressing down for irreverence? The speech about faith and duty?
Ignatius seemed to catch his thoughts and chuckled. “What would be the point?” He sat back and clasped his hands behind his head. “Even when you were under my command you never took a blind bit of notice of anything I said.”
“That’s not—”
“Deacon, I’ve known you a long time. I consider you my friend. You don’t need me to tell you the right thing to do. Think about it. All that training, all that prayer, the battles—don’t forget the battles. How else can Ain test us in the world? You’ve proven yourself a hundred times over. Except to one person.” Ignatius rocked forward and touched his palm to Shader’s chest.
“But Verusia…” Shader pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I know.” Ignatius’ voice had softened. “I was there. The things we saw in those forests would have corroded the faith of lesser men, but not you. Ain’s blood, Deacon, you led the charge that won the day.”
Shader shook his head, bit the tip of his thumb. “It’s not just—”
“Faith, my friend. Faith. It’s all you need. Ain loves you. All He asks is that you do your duty. No more than that.”
* * *
The docks were deserted, dark as pitch and silent but for the lapping of waves on the jetties, the creaking of yards.
Shader pulled his coat tighter, tugged down the brim of his hat and ducked into the salty wind.
“Perfick time fer stowin’ away.” An old man hobbled from the boathouse, wheezing and hacking up phlegm, shaggy hat pulled low, thick cloak draped around his shoulders.
“Perfect time for sleeping.”
The old man coughed into his hand, hunkered down by the door. “Sleep’s fer the dead. Ample time fer that when I gets t’ the Abyss.”
Shader reached into his pocket, jangled some coins. “What’s it going to cost for you to keep quiet about this?”
The old man gave an innocent look. “Quiet about what? Unless ya mean a knight o’ the Elect, champ o’ the tourney, bearer o’ the Sword o’ the Archon, slinking off at night lookin’ fer a ship t’ take ‘im t’ the other side o’ the world—maybe e’en as far as Sahul.”
“Who are you?” A chill crept beneath Shader’s skin. No one but the Gray Abbot knew of his plans, and he’d not set foot outside of Sahul in decades.
“Pacts ‘tween lovers outweigh oaths t’ hierophants. That’s just the way o’ things: human nature in a nutshell.”
Shader’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of his sword.
“I’d use the other one if I was you. It’s got a much keener edge.”
“If you insist.” There was a soft rasp as Shader drew the gladius. “Now cut the acting. You with the Judiciary? Where are the others?”
The old man chuckled. He pulled his hat off and straightened up, the cloak falling away.
“Aristodeus!”
Moonlight bounced from his bald head, etched deep grooves in his face. The philosopher rubbed his white beard between thumb and forefinger, as he always did when pleased with himself.
“How the Abyss did you find me?”
“Oh, the advantages of age and wisdom. Mind you, who says I was looking for you? I do have other things to attend to, you know. Always hopping about like one of those kangaroos you have in Sahul. Here one minute, goodness knows where the next. Must admit, though, I was hoping you’d head back. Well, actually, I knew you would.”
“I promised the Gray Abbot.”
Aristodeus stuck out his bottom lip. “Yes, the novitiate. Round two, eh?” Aristodeus threw a few shadow punches, bobbing and weaving.
“Not this time. No more fights. This is the end of it.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Aristodeus said. “Good idea, if you ask me. Prove yourself the best and then pack it all in for a life of prayer. The sort of thing I’d have done myself, only you know my thoughts on Nousians.”
Shader knew them only too well. The philosopher always seemed to move in Nousian circles, though, teaching, advising, debating. He’d even schooled Shader to enter the Templum all those years ago back home in Britannia. Ever since Shader was a child, he’d had Aristodeus to guide him, first as a tutor hired by his father, who’d insisted on the best, and then as a friend. He’d missed the old man’s advice since he’d left Nousia for Sahul, and even that decision had been encouraged.
“Fancy a trip to Sahul?” Shader said. “It’d be good to have some company. Six weeks at sea’s enough to rot your soul if all you have to talk to are drunken sailors and the ship’s cat.”
“I’m afraid I must disappoint. Business with the Templum.” Aristodeus raised his eyes along with his hands.
“Then perhaps you’ll return the sword for me.”
The philosopher leaned in for a theatrical whisper. “Don’t suppose they’ll notice if you keep it. I won’t say anything if you don’t.”
Shader knew they’d have his blood if they found out what he was doing. A knight of the Elect—no matter how former—reneging on his duties to the Ipsissimus. That would be the kind of excuse they needed to bring back the stake. If the Templum Judiciary wasn’t already on his tail, it would be come morning. With any luck he’d be halfway to Rujala by then, and well on the fringes of Nousian territory.
“Sword and man are bonded.” Aristodeus adopted that look of grim seriousness he saved for making his strongest points. “It is a matter beyond ceremony and the tinpot power of Ipsissimi. Unlike so much that is to be found in the Templum, the Sword of the Archon is much more than smoke and mirrors. Much more.”
Shader’s eyes narrowed. The disparagement of religion was nothing new. Aristodeus had always considered himself above such superstitious nonsense. Nevertheless he’d indulged Shader’s mother by arranging for the boy to join the Templum Elect in Aeterna. Under his father’s tutelage he was already an accomplished swordsman, and Mother’s piety had been such a huge part of his childhood that he had the makings of a luminary. As Ignatius Grymm had told him at the time, it was the perfect combination for a consecrated knight. Probably would have been if not for the third influence. Aristodeus’s ideas had begun nipping at his faith like termites in wood the minute tuition had been handed over to Adeptus Ludo. But years later it was Ludo’s holiness that had won the day. Under his guidance Shader had set sail for the Abbey of Pardes, leaving the world of warfare behind him.
When Aristodeus had been informed, he’d frowned a lot, taken his time formulating his reply. Once he’d done so, he’d been so encouraging you’d have been forgiven for thinking it was his idea all along. Maybe he’d known the religious life wouldn’t work out.
Shader had proven too restless at the abbey, too frustrated with the stillness, too tormented by the parts of his nature that wouldn’t settle down and die. He’d grown critical of the other monks’ aloofness, their indifference to the world outside. The Gray Abbot had warned him about where such thoughts would lead, but he’d continued to indulge them. How could Ain be a just god if he did nothing about suffering? If Nous was his manifestation in the cosmos, his followers the hands and feet that carried out his work, why did the Templum tolerate evil? Why did it suppress the knowledge of the Ancients—knowledge that could cure disease, avert famine, and even make possible travel between the stars? That’s if what Aristodeus said about such things could be trusted. After all these years, Shader was no longer sure.
When the mawgs came and the brothers did nothing his true nature reasserted itself. He’d hunted the beasts all the way to Oakendale and led the villagers against them. It had been an epiphany, a finding of another way. Whilst others might sit in selfish contemplation, he would truly lend his hands to Nous for the meting out of justice, the slaying of evil. He’d founded his own Order, imbued it with the same ideals. He trained local recruits in the spirit and the sword, and then fell prey to the same flaws that had hindered him at Pardes. His feelings for Rhiannon had smothered his dying faith. He’d been convinced she felt the same. Her rejection had almost proven fatal, sending him back to the abbey, the only home he’d known in Sahul.
He’d returned to Aeterna for the tournament on the advice of the Gray Abbot, who’d told him these issues with fighting, with being the best, needed to be worked out before he could continue the novitiate. Shader wondered now if Aristodeus hadn’t been behind that as well. It wasn’t beyond him to pop up in Sahul for a quick word. Nothing the old man did surprised him anymore. He’d always had an uncanny knack of being in the right place at the right time.
Aristodeus was watching him with that pretend questioning raise of the eyebrows that said he was reading you like a book.
“The sword is yours, my friend. Take it with you to Sahul. Shove it under your bed at the abbey if you like, but take it.”
The flesh on Shader’s back began to crawl. The wind whipped up, spraying salt water in his face. He sheathed the gladius and put one hand on his hat to stop it blowing away.
“Don’t worry about the Ipsissimus,” Aristodeus said, heading off down the gangway. “I’ll sort things out with him. All the best with the novitiate.”
Shader turned and started out along the jetty.
“Oh,” called Aristodeus over his shoulder. “Give my love to Rhiannon.”
Shader spun. “How do you…?”
But the old man was gone.



 





THE BARD OF BROKEN BRIDGE
Rhiannon closed her eyes, loving the breeze playing through her hair, cooling her skin. It beat the blazing sun, but it wouldn’t last. That’s why you had to stand there and lap it up. The “Breath of Nous”, Soror Agna called it, and right now Rhiannon reckoned she had a point. Nous might’ve been the “Ground of Being”, the “Mind of the Universe” and all that baloney, but when you were frying in your own sweat he was a damned sight more useful as a gentle wind. The locals had another name for it, course. The figjams up in the smoke knew it as the “Doctor”, but down in the villages it was the “Oakendale Fart.”
Sammy pulled on her hand. Mousy hair stuck to his forehead below the brim of Dad’s straw hat. “Can we go now?” He looked up at her through squinty eyes, freckles shouting from the bridge of his nose.
“Brothers.” Rhiannon pinched his cheek. “Good for only one thing.”
Sammy frowned and cocked his head. “What?”
“Tucker!”
He screamed and scarpered, glancing over his shoulder to make sure she was chasing him.
The breeze died a quick death, leaving it a scorcher all the way to Delling Creek at the border with Broken Bridge. The two halves of the limestone bridge that had given the village its name made a “V” beneath the sparkling waters. Silver minnows shot between the reeds, passed amongst the copper coins glinting in the mud at the bottom. The farmers still tossed them in every summer, but it was a waste of time. It was hard to remember when it last rained.
Rhiannon had once seen a shark stuck in the shallows, one of the big bronze whalers that must’ve swum up the estuary. She’d run home to tell her dad and he’d brought his mates back with forks and spades. She could still picture the creek running red, the shark’s thrashing sending weaker and weaker ripples through its own blood. Even now she wished she’d never mentioned it, but Dad said she’d done good.
“Broke by funder.” Sammy stuck his fists into his hips and puffed out his cheeks. He said the same thing every time, as if he’d just made a discovery.
“Lightning, Sammy. Thunder is the noisy bit.” Rhiannon fixed a smile as he gave his old man look, knitting his brows and puckering his mouth. Hard to believe he was six only yesterday.
Soror Agna said a mawg shaman had blasted the bridge five hundred years ago when its swarm had been driven from the Abbey of Pardes. Then there was the story of a demon from the Abyss that tried to cross over to Oakendale to eat a wannabe wizard who’d failed to honor a pact. When the wizard wasn’t wearing pointy hats, his day job had been farming wheat. Poor bugger lost his whole crop to locusts the previous year. Must’ve thought a bit of black magic would keep them off. Elias had sung about it a few times at the Griffin, although Rhiannon suspected he’d made it up. She’d never seen demons, and those who claimed to be wizards were generally impotent geeks without any friends. Swanning about in robes and talking mumbo jumbo apparently gave you an instant personality. Elias’s song had Brannos the Brave, whoever he was, striking the bridge with his club and the demon plunging to the swelling waters below. It was hard to imagine now, as the long drought had dried the creek to the point that it was little more than a trickle above the silt. Dried up and wasted. Soror Agna would no doubt approve. Isn’t that what the Templum did? What it would do to Rhiannon? All that self-denial in the name of the greater good.
Rhiannon bit down on her lip, told herself to stop whingeing. She was halfway to being a flaming luminary already. She’d be all right.
So why did she feel such loss? Wasn’t sacrifice meant to pave the way for the life of Nous? Crock of shit if you asked her. The only thing she felt from her rejection of Deacon Shader was emptiness.
And what if Huntsman had been wrong? What if he was just a charlatan, the Dreamers’ bodgy excuse for a juju man? He’d asked her to give up so much and she still wasn’t sure she could bear it. “Nous will give you the strength,” Soror would say. Course he flaming well would, and a fat lot of good it seemed to be doing. Maybe Agna was right. Maybe it would be easier once she’d entered the Templum of the Knot, given herself up to service.
She tried to capture the creek: the spray of gum trees jutting from the ruddy soil, the air sweet with their scent; she felt the heat prickling her skin, blinked up at the cloudless blue, let the songs of lorikeets and galahs play over her. All her senses melded into a memory that would linger. She told herself to savor her last days in the villages before she joined the priests in Sarum.
“When are we going?”
Rhiannon smiled down at her little brother, his face glistening with a rosy sheen.
She felt bad about marring his birthday with the news she was leaving. Maybe she was no better than Shader. He’d had his moment of drama, abandoning the lads of Oakendale so that he could bugger off back to Aeterna like a jilted kid. Maybe now she wanted hers. No one had shown the least surprise. She’d been meeting with Soror Agna for years and probably would have entered the Templum anyway. Even if she’d not met Shader; if he’d not saved her from the mawgs. She winced and shut the memory down before it could take hold.
“Where’d you wanna go, soldier?”
“Broken Bridge.”
“You wanna play guitar?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t you reckon it’s a bit hot to walk all that way?”
“Nope.”
“All right then,” she sighed. “Let’s just hope Elias is in.”
She knew he would be. The bard never went out these days unless it was to perform, and that was always at the Griffin. Elias had told her all about his wander years, his adventures amongst the Dreamers, but Rhiannon had never known him to set foot outside of the village.
Sammy ran ahead of her to the cleft bridge, still passable if you slid down the slanting stone a ways and leapt to the other side.
“Me first.” Sammy spread his arms for balance and crept to the brink. Rhiannon pulled her sandals off and threw them across.
“Here, give me your hand.” She paddled into the stream, guiding him down one half of the “V” till his feet were just above the water. Sammy bent his knees and gathered himself, then straightened up shaking his head.
“Come on, Sammy, jump.”
“No.” He slipped as he tried to turn, but Rhiannon caught him under the arms and hoisted him over her shoulder.
“I can do it.” He thumped her back as she waded to the far side and dumped him on the bank.
“I know you can, so there’s no need to show me, is there?”
She walked barefoot on the hard-baked road, Sammy pouting and dragging his feet until they reached the Griffin at the edge of Broken Bridge, brilliant sunbursts reflecting from its latticed windows. The sign, a faded painting of a ferocious hybrid, part lion, part eagle, creaked gently back and forth.
A group of lads in the white surcoat and red Monas of Shader’s Order sat at the tables outside, pitchers of beer in front of them. She hesitated as she spotted Justin Salace, ginger hair plastered to his scalp. She knew he’d seen her, but he tried not to show it, glugging his pint then leaning towards Barek Thomas, whispering in his ear. Barek peered over Justin’s shoulder, one half of his mouth curling into a smile. The pub door opened and Sheriff Halligan stepped out, flipping his notepad shut and slipping it into his pocket. Sneaky Nigel followed him as far as the doorway, drying a glass with his apron, looking grimmer than normal, which was saying something. Wasn’t surprising, though, considering what had happened last night. The way the boy-knights were staring at Rhiannon you’d have thought she’d been the one to murder Bovis Rayn; only the lads’ problem with her went back further than that. They’d been pissy with her since Shader had buggered off and left them to their own devices.
Gripping Sammy’s hand tight, Rhiannon put her head down and walked past, feeling their eyes burning into her back.
“Ouch, you’re hurting me.” Sammy pulled away, wriggling his fingers as they passed the diggers’ shacks, flaky paint peeling from rotted timbers, shutters closed against the heat. They took the narrow track that wended up into the hills and followed it until they came to a rough stone hovel with a tin roof.
Elias Wolf was rocking in his chair on the porch, rubbing at the neck of a mandola with a dirty rag. He was dressed in a motley outfit of patches sewn over threadbare strides and a matching jacket of faded blue, studded with a hundred badges that glinted like armor. They were painted with pictures, symbols and words, some funny, some political—slogans from yesteryear. Lank, unwashed hair hung in greasy disarray about his shoulders. His sharp face was all crows’ feet and furrows, softened by a smudge of stubble.
Elias looked up as they approached and let out an exaggerated sigh.
“Suppose you want tea,” he moaned, working oil between the frets. “Linseed.” He held up the rag. “If it worked for cricketers…”
Rhiannon rolled her eyes and pretended to yawn.
“Have I told you about cricket?”
“Nope and I don’t wanna know, before you ask.” She shot him her sweetest smile and he wrinkled his nose back at her.
“I’ll boil some water then,” Elias groaned as he balanced the mandola against the wall and rocked himself out of the chair. “Unless, of course, you’d rather taste some home-brew.” He indicated the bubbling distillery just inside the doorway. “Cider,” he beamed. “Can’t beat a bit of the ol’ scrumpy.”
“Yes!” Sammy hopped from foot to foot.
“Tea’ll be right,” Rhiannon said, shoving him inside.
Sammy clapped his hands in front of the assorted acoustic instruments hanging on the rear wall of the studio. Antique mandolins, banjos, ukuleles and guitars. Six-strings, twelve-strings, round holes, f-holes, resonators and solid bodies. Plain wood or lacquered, chrome and brass; maple necks, or rosewood inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Elias had pointed out every detail of every instrument to her over the years, so much so that Rhiannon considered herself an authority, except for the fact that she couldn’t even whistle in tune. Pride of place was afforded to a solid body with twin cut-aways and painted a kind of pastel orange, which Elias had always insisted was salmon pink.
The rest of the oak-paneled room served as a workshop—a clutter of benches strewn with head-stocks, nuts, bridges and strings. There were boxes overflowing with spare parts, some of which came in brightly lettered packaging.
“Ah, no, no, no!” Elias winced as Sammy started towards the orange-pink guitar. “I think we’ll adjourn to the kitchen, if you don’t mind.”
Sammy whined in protest but dutifully followed them out of the studio. Elias handed him a battered ukulele, which he proceeded to thrash whilst the bard heated some water in a rusty pan.
“Bit hot to be out an’ about,” he said over his shoulder as he hunted for the teapot. “Don’t want ol’ Sammy getting sunstroke.”
Rhiannon felt her lips trembling, tears welling up from nowhere.
Elias frowned at her. “Not still missing him?”
“Heck, no. Just something that happened on the way over. It’s stupid, really. Don’t know why it bothered me.” Justin and Barek had been childhood friends, but ever since Shader had left, they’d been cold with her. Hostile even. “We ran into some lads from the White Order, that’s all.”
“Ah.” Elias gave a knowing nod. “Shader’s abandoned boys still looking for someone to blame. Thought they’d have got over it by now, realized what a prat he is. I mean, just ‘cause the bloke gets dumped by the most gorgeous gal in Oakendale doesn’t mean he has to run off back to the holy bleedin’ city. I reckon you made the right choice. Sounds a bit immature to me.”
“But why go? He wanted to give up fighting.”
“Wounded pride, my dear. I’ll bet you a brass monkey he couldn’t take no for an answer so he’s off trying to prove his manhood. He won’t forgive and forget, though. He’ll carry his tawdry little image of you in his noddle,” he tapped his temple, “and his imagination will embellish it until you become a mixture of the Dark Mother of Ain and the lascivious Annie Marchant.”
“He thinks I’m a slut?”
“No, no, no. You miss my point. You see, Shader wants a luminary to complement his own self image. Only he’s a geezer, just like any other geezer, so what he needs is a composite: a pious companion during the day and a wanton strumpet at night. Man, it’s gone awfully quiet in here.”
He was right. Rhiannon hadn’t noticed that Sammy’s strumming had stopped. She had a moment’s panic when she couldn’t see him and then smiled. The boy was curled up on the floor, snoring quietly, one arm draped over the ukulele.
“Stick him in the bedroom, if you like,” Elias said. “I reckon it’s time for a drink and a smoke, don’t you?”



 




THE AURA PLACIDA
The ship lurched and Shader was tipped back into the cabin, clutching the doorframe with rigid fingers. His stomach heaved again, even though it was beyond empty. With a desperate surge he rebounded through the doorway and stumbled onto the deck.
The clouds were thinning and the rain had slowed to a spit. The storm-head was roiling off the stern back towards Latia. The tail end of the gale bloated the great square sails on the main-mast and set them snapping. The yards groaned and creaked as he slipped and skidded his way below them and bent into the wind to climb the steps to the forecastle.
Captain Amidio Podesta was leaning on the prow railings, black hair streaming like wet seaweed behind him, his gaudy finery looking like the cheap rags they really were, all sodden, clinging, drooping about his stout frame. He seemed to sense Shader’s approach even above the din of the passing storm, turning and cramming his tricorn tightly onto his head. The man had an unnatural link with the ship that alerted him to every shift of the sea, every step upon the deck.
“You see, I told you.” Podesta gave a gap-toothed grin, his usually sleek mustache dangling limply, jowls hidden by a braided trident beard. “Some storms you run before, eh? And others,” he flicked his hand after the dark mass fleeing from the aft, “you take head on. It’s just like the great Nicolau Rama said, eh? A ship has a bowsprit for two reasons.” He rubbed affectionately at the base of the pole projecting from the prow, loops of rope hanging carelessly, jibs creased and furled along the length. “An anchor for the forestays.” He indicated the standing rigging in front of the closest mast, where a couple of mangy sailors still hung like spiders challenging the wind to dislodge them. “Everyone knows that, uh?”
Shader only knew because Captain Diaz had bored him senseless with endless nautical lessons on the voyage from Sahul. Diaz’s point had been that every able-bodied passenger needed to be a sailor just in case. The sea was a capricious beast who gave no mercy, listened to no excuses. When the crisis came, as it would, either you stood up and did your part, or you went down with the ship along with everyone else.
Podesta frowned, forcing his chin into his neck and giving Shader a look that was at once confused and worried, like the one a father might give a child who had not grasped the most elementary point about playing with fire. “You don’t want the foremast falling into the main, uh? You understand? Good, good. Two points, he says, and the second you will like, you being a pious man.”
There was no hint of mockery. Indeed, Podesta gave the slightest of bows and touched his finger-tips together.
“It is like—” The captain swept his arm along the line of the bowsprit thrusting out over the waves. “—the point of a spear piercing a wall of shields, uh? You understand these things, no?”
Shader did, but quite how Podesta knew that he did was beyond him.
“It is like the horn of a charging unicorn. It is like…” And here he paused, gazing into the gray distance. “…a needle-point of love piercing the heart of Ain. You like, eh? You see, us Quilonians are not so ignorant as you think.”
They might have punched their way through the storm, but the carrack still reared and fell heavily in the troughs, and off of the starboard side white horses frothed and spat. Podesta followed Shader’s gaze and slapped him on the shoulder.
“The Narala Reef, my friend. We are closer to Numosia than Latia now, you know. Didn’t I tell you I knew a fast route? Faster than that charlatan Diaz, eh? And the Aura Placida,” he swept a hand out to encompass the ship. “She might not be as swift as Diaz’s caravel, but she is bigger, no? And she has comfort, strength and soul.” He thumped his chest and stuck his chin out as if the superiority of his vessel were plain to see.
Shader agreed about the comfort. The Dolphin had indeed been fast, but her quarters were cramped and she’d had scant space for cargo. Diaz had taken the long route to Aeterna, skirting the coast of Britannia and sailing through the channel between Quilonia and Gallia. They’d not landed at Britannia, and Shader couldn’t say he minded. The feel of the place had altered since his father’s death, and he suspected he now saw it as it really was. The dappled sunlight piercing the leaves of Friston Forest, the scent of fresh-cut grass, the comforting presence of the Downs: the world seen through a child’s eyes; but when Jarl had rotted, when the wasting had transformed him from a titan into a repugnant sack of meat and shit, the child had died with him. There was a joke in Aeterna that Shader had been the butt of as he rose through the ranks: Britannia was the bowel of Nousia, the cesspit of the Templum’s empire. The Latians had made no attempt to conceal their scorn for Shader’s heritage. Britannia, for them, had more in common with the barbaric forests of Verusia than with Nousian culture.
“No,” Podesta continued to blather on as he stared out to sea, “your friend Diaz would not have the guts to take this route. He’d never navigate the reef, and even if he did, he lacks the stomach for the Anglesh Isles.”
Podesta’s route would take them past the mawg homeland. Shader was in no hurry to reacquaint himself with the beasts that had fallen upon the Abbey of Pardes, showing up his contemplative dream for what it was. He’d been the only one with the skills to oppose them, the only one to track them as they rampaged south to Oakendale.
Podesta pulled a metal flask from his boot and unscrewed it. “Don’t you worry, my friend. The Aura Placida will look after us, and my crew are as ferocious as any mawg, eh?”
Shader doubted that, although they looked a hard bunch: the sort of men who’d stick you for a bronze dupondii. Podesta caught him observing the sailors spilling over the deck, shouting to each other and striking up a shanty that seemed to be composed mainly of expletives.
“They’re good boys, eh?” Podesta rubbed his beard and frowned. “If you know how to treat them. Rum?”
Shader declined and looked away as the captain took a swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Looks like you need something to put the color back in your cheeks, eh? The worst of the rough is past us now. Go and see Sabas. Tell him you need melted cheese and bread. Say the captain sent you.”
* * *
The Aura Placida bobbed contentedly, the calls of sailors, the creaking of yards a muffled reminder of the world outside the galley. The salty scent of grilled cheese set Shader’s stomach rumbling, his tongue moistening his lips. Sabas set the plate before him with meaty black hands and lowered his bulk onto a stool, watching Shader intently as he sniffed the bread-base and lifted it to his mouth. It was an effort not to wolf it down to fill the void in his guts. Under the expectant eyes of the chef, Shader nibbled a corner, savored its tanginess and made appreciative grunts as he swallowed.
“You like how we eat in Numosia? Cheese of the goat and sourdough.” Sabas opened his hands, thick lips chewing the words languidly rolling from his mouth with a lisp. “A touch of mustard from Verusia—” He gave Shader a sideways look with wide eyes. “—and a sprinkling of black pepper. How do you think I got so fat?” He slapped his paunch, double-chin rippling as he gave a deep belly-laugh. “Oh, Mr. Sabas,” he rumbled like a passing storm, “you one big blubbery man.”
A red-faced lad stuck his head through the door, more acne than skin, hair a greasy mop of ginger, eyes darting over his shoulder and then at Shader’s plate.
“Got any spare, Chef?” he whined, rubbing his stomach. “I’m ‘alf starved.”
Sabas slapped a big hand down on the table, belly rolling with mirth.
“Ah, Elpidio. Always hungry. You sit down and don’t you breathe none. Maybe you won’t be missed.”
The youth slid through the crack of the door and crept to a stool, offering Shader a nervous smile.
“Elpidio is like a son to me,” the black man said as he sliced some bread and started to top it with shavings of cheese. “Ain’t that right, boy? You been eating that grub I send you? You sure don’t look like it.”
Elpidio’s eyes didn’t lift from the table, his fingers fiddling with a fork.
“It eat it right enough. When it don’t get took from me.”
“Cleto?” Sabas closed the lid of the pan and thrust it into the flames.
“Uh huh.”
“Don’t you go messing with that fork, boy. That’s a clean one. Don’t want to wash it for no good reason.”
“Sorry.”
Sabas dropped onto the stool beside him and lowered his head to look up at the lad.
“Don’t go being sorry now. Everything all right?”
Shader took a bite of cheesy bread and chewed vigorously. “Who’s Cleto?”
“Nothing I can’t handle. Ain’t that so, boy?”
Elpidio nodded, face breaking into a smile. “That’s right, Chef. Is it done yet?”
Sabas rolled his eyes and went to check on the pan.
Elpidio’s gaze flicked to Shader and then back down at the table. “You a priest?”
“No. Not yet, in any case.”
“What, a soldier then?”
“You ask a lot of questions, Elpidio.” Shader took another bite and poured himself some water from the jug.
“It’s just the lads. They been wondering. Say you’re a bloody Nousian, and you wear that symbol thing on your tunic, but Cleto says you brought a sword on board.”
Shader swallowed and set his bread down. “There’s a lot of Nousians outside Quilonia. Pretty much the rest of the world, save for Sahul and parts of Numosia.” Sabas grunted at that. “Not forgetting Verusia, of course.”
Elpidio lifted his head, eyes wide, mouth rounded like a guppy’s, then looked back down at his fingers drumming on the table-top. Sabas set some cheese-bread before him and he snatched it up and tore a great bite out of it, spitting crumbs as he spoke.
“Lads ain’t got no time for Nousians, begging your pardon. Reckon we’ll stick to our own ways.”
Besides Verusia, which was more a scattering of tribes than a country, Quilonia was the only northern land to resist Templum protection. Nousia spread from the Islands of Ice above Britannia, across Gallia and Latia, to the lands east of Graecia, and the mighty continent of the Great West. Most of Numosia had converted too, except for the southernmost tip which was now in Sahulian hands. The world split in two, although by far the biggest portion belonged to the Ipsissimus ruling from Aeterna. The Sahulian Emperor Hagalle’s inroads into Numosia had come to an abrupt halt when war had broken out with his own eastern kingdoms. Nousia, the combined lands of the Templum, had absolute hegemony elsewhere, and yet Quilonia, right on Aeterna’s doorstep, remained proudly independent.
“Do you Quilonians still vote for your leaders?” The idea had always struck Shader as bizarre: entrusting the governance of a country to the whims of an uneducated mob. No sense in it. No continuity. Not to mention that a canny would-be tyrant could easily hoodwink the masses into electing him. It was one small step from freedom to dictatorship.
“Don’t know about that. No interest in politics.”
Just as Shader thought. If that was the general attitude then he’d much rather stick with the Ipsissimal succession. At least that way there was order, everyone knowing their place in the greater scheme of things.
“Elpidio’s a country boy, from a hard-working family, ain’t that right, son?”
“Vintners.” The lad grinned proudly in mid-chew.
“As good a trade as any. What made you leave?” Shader asked.
“You ask a lot of questions.” Elpidio pushed his plate away and stood. “Some of us have work to do. Thanks for the food, Chef.” Without meeting Shader’s gaze he stalked from the galley.
Sabas leaned forward on the table, big fingers interlaced. He kept his voice to a low rumble.
“The vines were burned to the ground. His folks and sister killed. The boy was in town at the time, delivering wine. Captain was a customer. Took the news real bad and went after the folk that did it. Killed them all real bad too, no messing. Good man, the captain, but a hard one. Has the crew’s respect, and with these dogs that’s saying something.”
Shader started as light spilled through the open door and Captain Podesta poked his head in.
“Nousians value people over profit. Regrettably, in Quilonia it’s the other way round. Elpidio’s family had the misfortune of being too successful. Shame for the boy. Shame for my wine rack, eh? Down to my last dozen, but I’m willing to open one if you’d join me, uh?”
“Maybe some other time.” Shader lifted the prayer-cord from his neck, picking at a largish knot. He’d been meditating on that one for days and almost had it.
“I see,” Podesta said. “Prayer ahead of wine. Very good, eh Sabas? A holy man on board bodes well for our voyage.”
Funny, Shader thought. One of the oldest stories in the Liber, involving a very big fish, made it seem like the worst possible luck.



 





THE SCENT OF IMMORTALITY
A cock crew way off in the suburbs, causing Cadman to look up from his book. Something about the sound always startled and reassured him at the same time: an intrusion upon his peace and the death of the night and all its terrors.
He’d given up on Blightey’s grimoire. There was only so much mumbo jumbo he could take, and what he’d read had unsettled his sleep. It was bad enough surrendering to the little death, as he called it, without being frightened out of his wits by nightmares from the Abyss. He patted his breast pocket and plucked out his cigarette case, all shiny silver and engraved with his initials. A parting gift from Mama before he’d set off for Verusia. He frowned and thought of some numbers to drive away the memories. Sixes and sevens mostly, with the odd nine thrown in for good measure.
He lit a cigarette with his ancient Zippo and relaxed against the leather back-rest of his chair, chunky legs stretched out beneath the desk. He spent a moment eyeing the faded sepia pictures in their tarnished frames. What had happened to the proud young man in the gown and mortar-board clutching the scroll? The boy all in white with the cricket bat kneeling at the front of the team? He knew where the others were—his teammates, his family, his friends. Dust and ashes, like I should be. Back to the elements or lost in the Void. Why did he go through this ritual every morning, clinging onto the memories of the dead? Because I must remember. Because that’s all I am; all that stands between the last wispy threads of my being and oblivion.
He took a long drag on the cigarette, imagining the smoke burning his lungs. They’d long since rotted along with the rest of him, now no more than emphysemic sacks that made every breath a dying gasp. His chin slumped against his chest. All that remained was a crumbling skeleton housing a shriveled heart and the blackened embers of his spirit, if that’s what you could call it. “Will” was a better word, he fancied. The will to endure at all costs.
He puffed out his illusory cheeks and turned his attention back to the book: Meditations on Plenitude by Alphonse La Roche. Funny how it came round so quickly. It seemed only yesterday he’d read the pre-Nousian classic and yet, judging by the hundreds of completed books he’d returned to their precise locations on the shelves, it must have been a century. The eternal ritual, cycling through the entire library, re-reading every word in an effort to preserve more memories than the mind could hold.
It would probably take another century to wade through LaRoche’s turgid prose and metaphysical balderdash. It never got any easier, but it was one of those arduous tasks one simply had to get on with. He just wished the man hadn’t written so much. LaRoche had been writing up until the Reckoning, a sort of last champion of the old superstition that passed for religion until Sektis Gandaw’s technocracy had all but eradicated it. Bloody good job, too, Cadman thought, although the human capacity for self-deception doesn’t die easily. LaRoche had sat out the cataclysm at his Abbey of Pardes in Sahul. His name had vanished over the years, but Cadman had read that he’d reinvented himself as the mysterious Gray Abbot. He’d reputedly helped the Templum drive Otto Blightey back into Verusia, seventy years after the Liche Lord had steered its rebirth from the ashes of the Old World. Blightey had a way of upsetting his allies, it had to be said. Apparently he’d got his claws on some ancient artifact that belonged to the Ipsissimus. It wasn’t the first time he’d clashed with the religious authorities either. The first time they’d burned him for it.
A rustling noise followed by a clash roused him from his brown-study. A bit early for the morning post, surely. Cadman squeezed out of his chair and plodded down the hallway. Someone had shoved a piece of paper through his letter-box. Bloody junk mail. Of all the things that had to survive the Reckoning. If Governor Gen didn’t put a stop to the damned Merchant’s Guild and their intrusive activities soon, Cadman would be voting for the other side come next election. His knees clicked as he stooped to pick it up, a creased and stained flyer announcing some sorry sounding recital at an even sorrier sounding pub out beyond the black stump, as the locals would no doubt say. He was about to screw it up, when a word caught his eye: “Eingana”.
Ash dropped off the cigarette hanging limply from his lips as he read the flyer more carefully:
The Epic of The Reckoning
by Elias Wolf
Venue: The Griffin, Broken Bridge
Hear how the world of the Ancients was destroyed by beasts from the Dreaming. Relive the death of the machines at the hands of the shaman Huntsman wielding the magic of the serpent goddess Eingana.
Performance starts at sundown.
No formal dress required.
Broken Bridge … Broken Bridge… Now where the deuce is that? And Elias Wolf… I’d swear on Mama’s grave I’ve heard that name before? Cadman flicked the flyer with one fat finger and hurried back towards his study—and straight into Shadrak.
“Awake so soon?”
“I heal quick.”
Cadman didn’t doubt it. There was something about the assassin’s appearance that nagged at his overburdened mind. It was in there somewhere; just needed to be dredged up from the depths, filtered out from all the dross and scum of the centuries.
“What do I owe you?”
More than you can afford. Cadman tried not to sneer as Shadrak searched through a pouch for some loose change. He was adorned with pouches, replete with them, all the way around his belt, and two strapped over his shoulders, running alongside the twin baldrics with their gleaming blades and razor stars. The pistol was holstered at one hip, a stiletto sheathed at the other. All kitted out for killing and looking just the part with his deathly complexion and eyes like diluted blood.
“Do you know a place called Broken Bridge?” Cadman made a show of scrutinizing the flyer.
“Shit hole twenty miles south. Why?” Shadrak gave him a look that could have been mistaken for nonchalance by anyone other than Cadman.
“You’ve been there?”
“What’s it to you?”
“Quite, quite.” Twenty miles might not have seemed far, but to Cadman that was the end of the Earth. He’d not left Sarum in decades and got into a panic if he had to go further than the city center. Travel was not something he did anymore, if he could help it, and that created something of a dilemma.
“May I see the wound?” He took a step towards Shadrak but stopped when he caught the look in his eye, the tension in his tiny body.
“Told you I heal quick. Just needed you to get the…”
“Bullet.”
“Whatever. To get the bullet out.”
It came to Cadman like an aneurysm. “Homunculus!”
“What?”
He was sure that was the word. He’d come across it in one of Blightey’s books. The little folk, denizens of Aethir, wasn’t it? The world of the Dreaming. He would have loved to ask questions but doubted Shadrak would be very forthcoming.
“Just thinking aloud. Put the purse away, there are other ways to settle a debt. Do you have any urgent engagements?”
He could see Shadrak didn’t like it. His eyes were darting all over the place, fingers stroking the tops of pouches.
“What you got in mind?”
“Oh, nothing too strenuous. Wouldn’t want to impede your recovery.” Actually, the albino already looked fully healed, and that wasn’t natural. Whatever Shadrak was, Cadman very much doubted he was human. “How do you fancy a trip to Broken Bridge?”
“Who d’you want dead?”
Now there’s a thought. “No one.” At least not right now. “Think of it as more of a reconnaissance; information gathering.” Cadman handed him the flyer. “Go to this recital and come back with everything you can glean about Eingana.”
“That it?”
“That’ll pay for your treatment. If it leads to any more work, I’m sure I could rustle up a denarius or two.”
Shadrak’s pink eyes widened at that.
Avaricious barbarian. Just like the rest of these Sahulian cow-herders and sheep-shaggers: despising everything about Nousia, except for the value of its currency.
“Excellent,” Cadman said. “Every last detail about Eingana, remember. I don’t want you to miss a jot.”



 




STAGE FRIGHT
Elias Wolf had never been a nervous performer. Man, he was too wasted for nerves most of the time. He’d been gigging for so long he reckoned his memories of the old shows must have passed down the crapper of history along with the world of the Ancients.
“I wouldn’t say it’s nerves, as such.” He flicked ash into the mouth of the Statue of Eingana, a black and toothless snake, staring at him like she would have bitten his hand off for the offense; if she’d had anything to bite with. “Reckon it’s more separation anxiety.”
Rhiannon was pissed but doing a good job trying to disguise it, face all pale and serious, eyes with that glazed-over look that turned Elias on. Turned him on with any other woman, that’s to say.
“Do you want a glass with that?”
“Think I’m right.” She took another swig from the bottle, wine staining her lips, giving her the look of a raven-haired queen of the Abyss. She had a sort of undead-ish quality, freshly risen from the grave to sup on the flesh of men.
The thought sent sparrows’ claws hopping up and down Elias’s spine. Cold sparrows, that is, the sort you might find in an arctic tundra, feet all frozen in ice. Wow, he was stoned. Stonedy stone stoned. But the vampire tart thing was cool, though. “Chuck us my notepad.” Bloody good image for a song, that. The sort of thing that needed to be jotted down before it faded like a dream on waking.
Rhiannon swayed as she stood, and for one moment he thought she was going to topple into the rows of instruments standing on display against the peeling, crumbling wall of the studio—his babies.
She threw him his pad and he scribbled some notes about blood-sucking strumpets.
“Now don’t go getting too wrecked on me, gal. This is an historic occasion.” He did the regal voice thing and accompanying flourish. “And finally,” he announced to the invisible crowd, “after year upon year of sweat, toil and… Sweat, toil and what?”
“A ton of bloody weed.” Rhiannon gave him that grin—the broad one that said she was a comedian, and your best friend, and a bitch all at the same time. Elias dug the economy of the girl; reckoned she was a natural. Shame to see her wasted on the Templum. Still, give it time, she’d screw it up. Couldn’t see her cow-towing to Nousian rules of obedience. And chastity—there was just no way.
“Weed. I like that.” He took another drag to emphasize the point. “Once did a gig—years ago.” Centuries, even. “Geezer chucks me a joint, someone else hands me a beer, and this crazy chick dumps a baby on my lap. Thank Ain for guitar stands, I says. Well, actually I didn’t—don’t thank Ain for much, really. You know my thoughts on that.”
Rhiannon brushed the hair out of her face and rolled her eyes. “Don’t start.”
Elias wagged his finger at her. “For you, my darling, I would praise Ain to the heights of Araboth.” But not for anyone else. “Like I was saying, baby, beer and spliff. I says: ‘What am I supposed to do now?’ —meaning, like, how can the gig go on?—when the chick hands me her purse. It’s like she was saying ‘Take the money; it’ll pay for the baby’s keep.’ And no, it wasn’t mine. You have one hell of a smutty mind for a postulant. Anyhow, I open the purse, look inside, turn it upside down and shake it. ‘Empty,’ I says. ‘Like society.’ “
Rhiannon didn’t look much like she was listening. He’d probably told that one before. The grin fell off her face.
“Shit.” She slapped her head, spilling some wine as she set the bottle down. “I bloody swore.”
“I think, my girl, you might have bitten off more than you can chew with this religious thing.”
“It’s the drink, I swear it is. You’re a bad influence.”
“Shit!” Elias jumped up from his stool and stubbed the butt out in Eingana’s mouth. “My scrumpy!”
He tripped over a guitar stand and hurtled into the door, bowling through and landing in a heap next to the stove. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of cinnamon and cloves.
“Pan’s boiled dry,” Rhiannon said, lifting it from the heat and scraping around in the ashes with a spoon. “That’s what I meant by gently heat. No mulled cider for you tonight. Still, there’s plenty of wine.”
“You know me and the ol’ vino.” Elias climbed to his feet and dusted himself down. “Don’t agree with my guts. Bad omen, that—the cider. Doesn’t augur well for the opening night.”
“You’ll be right. Long as you don’t forget your lines like last time.”
“That was hardly the same.” He ushered her back into the studio. “This, my dear, is a masterpiece. Centuries in the making, and every last lyric burned into the ol’ noddle like … like…”
“Like cider into a pan?”
“Funny that. Cider in a pan. Remind me to hug myself in case my sides split. Bugger, what’s the first frickin’ line? Pass me Old Mr. Spud, will you.”
Rhiannon reverently lifted the guitar and blew dust from the headstock. Elias rested it on his lap and gave it a quick tune. “The ol’ mother-o’-pearl’s a little lack luster. Bit of spit and polish’ll sort that out. Sounds beautiful, though, with the new strings.” He strummed an open G and looked up expectantly.
“Lovely.” Rhiannon obviously had no appreciation for the subtle tones of the ol’ phosphor bronzes. She wasn’t alone in that. Backward bleeding world—in a forward sort of a way.
He struck up an alternating bass line with his thumb and plucked away with his fingers, the notes crisp and ringing with the clarity only new strings had—and then only for a day or two, if you were lucky. He closed his eyes, picked out the melody, took in a breath and sang:
”A gift of the Void or a fool’s prophecy,
A tumbling of stars came the Aeonic Three.
The Archon, his sister and brother…”
The worst thing that can happen to a bard. His mind was a blank. He tried again, strummed the intro to see if that helped. It didn’t.
Rhiannon squatted down in front of him. “Is it the weed?”
Elias was as close to panic as he’d ever been. This was not cool. Not cool at all. “Course it’s not the weed. Might have blamed it if I’d not had any—withdrawals an’ all. No, it’s not the bloody weed. Song’s cursed, that’s what.”
“Cursed?”
“Whole frickin’ epic’s cursed. Always has been. Reckon that’s why it took so long to pen.” What had Huntsman said? This one’s not for the world? Something like that, all dressed up with Dreamer heebie jeebies and interspersed with “fellah” and “Sahul says.” Someone might hear, he’d said. Apparently that wasn’t such a good thing. Certainly wasn’t if “someone” was Sektis bleedin’ Gandaw, who the Dreamers seemed to think of as a dark and vengeful god. The last thing Elias wanted was a return to the Global Technocracy that had screwed the world up big time before the Reckoning. Machines telling you when to wake up, spouting shit at you all day long, cooking your dinner, wiping your arse. They even had machines that played guitar, which was the straw that broke the camel’s back, as far as he was concerned. No, the world was better off without Sektis Gandaw and his bloodless utopia. If the shogger hadn’t been killed during the Reckoning, he’d have snuffed it centuries ago in any case, despite what Huntsman seemed to believe. And even if he were still alive, Elias suspected the Technocrat of the Old World had more in common with a cockroach surviving a nuclear winter than with an immortal deity.
“He’s put the signs on me,” Elias said with mock horror. “Doomed me with stage fright.”
“Who?”
“Who do you think? Huntsman, the scary witch doctor geezer. Can’t miss him: bloke with bones and things through his nose and a stinking cloak of feathers. What’s up?”
Rhiannon had one hand covering her lips as if she were going to be sick. She raised the other hand to say she’d be all right, shook her head and lowered herself to a stool.
“Need some more to drink?”
“Yeah.”
He headed back to the kitchen. “Tea? Sober you up?”
“You gotta be kidding.” As quickly as it had come, the change was gone. That big complicated grin slid back across her face. “Beer will see me right, then I’m outta here. Got to see someone before the show.”
“Anyone I know.”
“Just Gaston. Last chance I’ll get before I go.”
“Gaston Rayn? The sorry little shit back for another bite of the cherry now Shader’s out of the way?”
“It’s not like that.” She caught his look. “Didn’t you hear? His dad was killed last night, in the Griffin.”
“No way.” Now that was a seriously bad omen; worse than the cider. Not to mention it might frighten the crowds away. “What happened?”
“Sheriff’s just finished up at the pub, by the looks of things. Expect we’ll know soon enough. They’re saying it was the Sicarii. I heard…” Rhiannon closed her eyes and swallowed. “Heard it was like those murders they had in Sarum way back, you know, just a hole in the head and no sign of what made it.”
“Shadrak the Unseen?” That’s the last thing he needed. The slipperiest, most feared assassin in Western Sahul going about his business just before the debut of the most important performance since Sergeant Sunshine’s gig at the Crypt. On the other hand, there were bound to be hordes of ghoulish thrill-seekers sniffing around the scene of the latest Shadrak murder. Every cloud…
Rhiannon nodded, and then her eyes snapped open. “And besides, I thought you knew me better.”
“I’m saying nothing. I’m sure it’s just a sisterly goodbye before you swan off into the riveting world of contemplation and wiping the arses of the sick.”
They’d been childhood sweethearts. Nothing ever came of it as far as Elias knew, but that wasn’t due to a lack of trying on Gaston’s part. “Is he still playing knights with Barek Thomas and Justin Salace?”
“What do you think?” Rhiannon sighed and shook the empty bottle at him. “They’ve got the whole Order down at the barn. Been there for a week, practicing like mad.”
Elias grabbed a couple of beers, opened them with his teeth, gave one to her and sipped on the other.
“Hoping Shader’ll change his mind?”
Rhiannon shook her head, momentarily letting the mask slip. “No. He’s gone all right. Guess that’s something we have in common. Once we make up our minds, there’s no stopping us.”
“And so the twain will burn for each other with heroic mortifications, he enclosed in Pardes whilst she prays for her soul in Sarum.” It reminded him of something he’d read years ago, way back before the Reckoning. Some bland tale of unrequited love, all for the sake of an imaginary friend in the sky.
“Damn!” The lyrics sailed past on the misty river of his mind. “Almost had it.”
“What’s it about? Besides the Void and the Areolate Three, I mean.”
“Aeonic. I can see you’re keeping abreast of the situation. The Triad of powers that dropped from the Void to grace our dull little cosmos with their divine presence.”
“Hmm.”
Maybe the prose form was still in there. Might jog his memory of the song. “The Aeonic Triad: the Archon, Eingana—” He cocked a thumb at the statue. “—and their brother, the Demiurgos, tumbled out of the darkness, from Ain knows where—or most likely from nowhere.”
Rhiannon mimed a yawn. She’d heard it all before, back when he used to teach her and the rest of the kids of the villages; back before Huntsman had told him to put a sock in it. He was gonna be mightily pissed Elias was going ahead with the performance, not that it was any of his business. It was a free world, with free speech—even if it was sadly lacking in free love these days. He wrinkled his nose at Rhiannon and pressed on.
“They fell, still fighting, the Demiurgos tearing at his sister with tooth and claw, the Archon stabbing at him with a sword. Three gods tussling. The Archon all radiant light, Eingana in the form of a serpent, and their brother, blacker than the Void and just as empty.
“It’s said Eingana fled into the constellations, but the Demiurgos pursued and ravished her. She swelled with his spawn, but couldn’t give birth. The Dreamers say she had a very small…” He indicated his crotch and then flapped his hands at Rhiannon, guessing she’d get his meaning. “The Archon slit her open with his sword and plucked the child from her womb, a monstrous hybrid, part ape, part dog.”
“You’re singing about this tonight? In the Griffin?”
“Yep.”
“You better hope they’ve got a free run on the liquor, mate.”
“You don’t want to hear about the Cynocephalus then?”
She gave him a blank look.
“Eingana’s son—the dog-headed ape.”
“Oh, him.” Rhiannon rose and rubbed her eyes. “Listen, I’ve got to go. Best wake Sammy.”
“One more thing before you leave.” Elias opened his arms. “What do I look like?”
She sucked in her cheeks and chewed on them a minute. “Straggly haired ragamuffin with more patches than trousers on some crazy-arsed fabric called…What’d you call it?”
“Denim.”
“Right. And a jacket of the same stuff spattered with badges saying who knows the heck what? Is that the look you’re shooting for?”
Elias winked and gave a toothy grin. “Groovy, huh?”
She gulped down the last of her beer and flashed him her winningest smile. “Good luck tonight, Elias. Or should I say break a leg?”
Now there was a phrase from the past. She must have got that one from him.
“See you later, Missy Kwane, and don’t be late.”
He swept up Old Mr. Spud again as the door shut behind her, thrashed some chords to clear out the cobwebs, gave a little cough, and tried again.
”A gift of the Void or a fool’s prophecy;
A tumbling of stars came the…”
”Bugger!”
Blank as a Dreamer’s gaze. He knew it was in there somewhere, clawing at the back of his mind. Something beginning with “A”, and it sure as hell wasn’t “Areolate”!



 




RUJALA
Rujala spewed from the Numosian coast in a slurry of rotting seaweed. A wall of roughly mortared boulders hemmed the bay and sprawled across the harbor mouth parallel with the shore. Timber jetties bristled with doggers, barks, dories, and dugouts unloading their catches or preparing to set out to sea. A high-prowed galleon loomed above them, white sails furled upon three massive masts, bowsprit jabbing at the harbor village like an accusation.
Shader squinted at the crumbling buildings standing back from the shoreline, crowds of dark-skinned Numosians teeming around them, voices a muffled wall of sound punctuated by the talking of drums.
The crew of the Aura Placida were throwing their packs to the jetty and jostling to be the first to join the rancid carnival beyond the life of the ship. Coins were counted, and swiftly thrust from sight, curses exchanged and backs slapped as they moved off like rats after refuse.
“Want me to bring you one back?” Sabas’s face was all teeth and jowls as he waddled backwards down the jetty, waving up at Shader. “Numosian whores have the biggest buttocks.” He shook his cheeks and blew air through pursed lips. “And their boobies,” he cupped his own sizeable breasts. “Oh, I can’t wait.”
“Same as the Dolphin, uh?” Captain Podesta leaned on the rail beside Shader, smiling at his men like a doting father.
“Oh, no. That was worse.” Podesta’s crew might have been coarse and hard men, but Diaz’s had been killers, the whole lot of them. The absolute dregs of the world, the scum of virtually every country he’d heard of. All drunkards, gamblers, cutthroats and libertines. The Dolphin had been the only ship leaving Sahul for Nousia at the time; Shader probably would have foregone the tournament had he known she was a privateer.
A trio of white-cloaked soldiers were pushing their way through the throng, chainmail shirts dazzling in the breaking sunshine. Their hands never left the hilts of their longswords, and each bore a kite shield emblazoned with a complex red knot.
“Ahoy there, gentlemen,” Podesta called down to them. “It brings joy to my heart to see Nousian law and order in this pit of depravity. You want to come aboard, uh?”
The soldiers stopped at the foot of the gangplank and touched their foreheads. The man in the middle took a stiff step forwards and clicked the heels of his polished boots together.
“You are the captain of this vessel?”
“Indeed I am. Captain Amidio Podesta at your service, and—” He produced a letter from his inside pocket with a flourish. “—in the employ of His Divinity.”
Shader’s eyes flicked to Podesta and back to the soldiers. If he was bluffing, it was a dangerous game. Pretending to a Templum commission could well get them arrested. The last thing he needed was to have the sword come to light. Ipsissimus Theodore might be a moderate, but the desertion of his newly appointed Keeper might be just what was needed to sway him to the tougher stance advocated by Exemptus Silvanus and the traditionalists.
The lead soldier came closer and Podesta leaned over the side to hand him the document.
“What are you doing?” Shader whispered, but Podesta’s eyes never left the soldier’s, his face fixed in a broad grin, blood-shot eyes twinkling.
“All in order, Captain.” The soldier handed back the letter. “We’re with the Pleroma.” He indicated the galleon, as if there were any possibility of doubting where they had come from. I’m Lieutenant Scorm, serving under Captain Harkyl. I’m obliged to ask, Captain, whether you’ve had sight of a caravel flying the flag of Sahul.”
“Not this far north, surely?” Podesta looked flummoxed.
“Six days we’ve been following reports of it. If there’s any truth in the matter, captain’s a devil of a navigator. Not seen hide nor hair of it, yet we have it on good information she’s been spotted in Nousian waters.”
“Sounds like she’s given you quite the runabout, eh?”
“The men are calling her the Ghost.”
“That’s sailors for you, eh? I’m sorry to disappoint. We’ve seen nothing.”
“Thank you for your time, Captain. Ain be with you.”
Podesta’s arm draped over Shader’s shoulder as he watched the soldiers march back down the jetty.
“Bad times coming, eh, my friend? Hagalle is getting bolder, I think.”
Shader doubted that. The emperor scarcely had control of his own lands. He wasn’t likely to ruffle the Templum’s feathers. “Probably a hoax. Either that or mistaken identity.”
“Stranger things have happened.” Podesta raised his eyebrows in a manner that suggested agreement or a private joke.
“Seems you have friends in high places, Captain.”
Podesta patted his jacket pocket and opened his mouth in mock astonishment. “Even men as blessed as his Divinity sometimes require the services of simple men of fortune. Our business is in Gladelvi, but you will disembark before that and so need not worry yourself further, eh?”
The Emperor Hagalle was famously suspicious of the Nousian community at Gladelvi in the north of Sahul. In fact, he had a reputation for paranoia regarding supposed Aeternam plots. Shader wondered if he’d been too hasty a judge, and if Hagalle had a point after all.
“Now,” Podesta said, making a sweeping gesture towards his cabin, “I am too old for wenching, and I’ve no desire for another case of the pox. You, my friend, are too holy to succumb to the temptations of the flesh, am I right? In which case, I insist that you join me in a bottle of Quilonian red, and who knows, we may even get Elpidio to pour it for us. After all, it’s his family label; a brand soon to pass through my bladder into the piss-pot of history.”
* * *
The flickering of the hanging lantern lent a stuttering animation to Podesta’s bow scraping across the strings of the battered violin. The screeching and grating had softened to a muted melody behind Shader’s muddied thoughts as he lolled in the captain’s chair, vaguely aware he was smiling, the pleasant warmth of wine prickling at his skin.
Elpidio’s head was on the table, one hand idly squeezing the wax of a guttering candle, the other tapping out a rhythm with a spoon. Three empty bottles of the family label stood amongst the orange-smeared bowls and crusts of bread left over from their meal.
Shaking the grogginess from his head, Shader rolled himself out of the chair and took a stumbling step towards the walnut bookcase, running his fingers along the perfectly planed edges whilst squinting at the spines of the books. You could tell a lot about a man from his library, but in Podesta’s case the clues were somewhat conflicting. Nicolau Rama’s Science of the Navigators, and Carracks, Caravels, and Galleons; DuMelo’s Roots of Quilonian Democracy: A Graecian Legacy; Cuello’s Wonders of the Ancients, a somewhat speculative work Shader had read in Aeterna. Cuello had claimed that the Templum jealously guarded the scientific secrets of the Ancients, from time to time opening its archives to keep ahead of its dwindling rivals. If Sahul produced chainmail, it would manufacture plate; if Quilonia had carracks, it would make Galleons. The Templum had never denied holding the repository of Ancient knowledge, but it had always spelled out the dangers of releasing it. The world was not ready for such power; the Ancients had proven that and they had been duly punished. Cuello claimed that the Ancients’ science had not been solely destructive. They had developed cures for many diseases, answers to famine, feats of construction that had enriched people’s lives. He accused the Templum of depriving the world of the good along with the bad, an accusation that had neither been affirmed nor denied.
“What’s this?” He pulled out a dog-eared tome, boards visible through the frayed cloth cover. “Some Early Contemplatives by Alphonse LaRoche,”—a pre-Nousian spiritual classic that had been mandatory reading for new recruits to the Elect. All very dull, as far as he could recall—deicide, suicide, acts of mortification in the name of some greater good. Adeptus Ludo had described it as the fruit of a slave religion, which he claimed formed the basis of much Nousian thought. He reasoned that some of its adherents were the first luminaries—although he suspected LaRoche had called them something else, before the Templum’s Magisterium had edited the term out, along with a lot of other details, in the early days after the Reckoning.
Podesta set down his violin, took a swig from his empty wine glass, frowned, and banged it on the table until Elpidio took the hint and got up to open another bottle.
“Interesting man, LaRoche, no? Makes you wonder how he knows such things, eh? All those characters from before the Reckoning. Hundreds of years before. Either he’s making it up or he has sources that are lost to the rest of us. You see this one?” Podesta swayed from his stool and thumbed along the spines until he found what he was looking for. “LaRoche’s Fall of Otto Blightey. You heard of him? The holy man turned devil. Burned at the stake by the religious authorities of his day.”
“Every Nousian has. It’s a morality story, designed to encourage the virtues and steer clear of the vices.”
“Just a myth, eh?” Podesta tapped the side of his nose with a finger. Lamp light glinted from his eyes, threw wavering shadows across his face.
“More than that,” Shader said. He knew from bitter experience in the forests of Verusia. “But don’t tell anyone I told you.” He imitated Podesta’s nose tapping. “You’re not meant to know about the dark secret at the heart of the Templum.”
Podesta shot a look at Elpidio, who was struggling with the corkscrew. “You all right, boy?”
“Course.”
The captain leaned towards Shader. “What makes a man so, eh? Born bad? Bad choices? Bad friends? Maybe just bad chroniclers. You know, the victors writing history.”
Shader rolled his head from side to side. It was hard to think with all the wine flooding his brain. Aristodeus had said something similar about the Templum’s bogeyman. In the times before the Reckoning, Blightey had been an exemplary contemplative, largely recognized as the holiest man of his generation.
“Some people say he was the conscience of the world.” Hard to believe, having seen what Blightey was capable of at Trajinot.
“A conscience, eh? Good thing we have the Templum to separate out right from wrong, uh? What a mess the world would be in if we were free to act as we pleased; free to choose our leaders and think our own thoughts.”
Elpidio popped the cork from the bottle and filled Podesta’s glass. “We are free in Quilonia. Don’t see why anyone else puts up with it. Don’t know why we don’t just get rid of the bloody Nousians.”
And replace it with what? Mob rule and the elevation of wealth above people? There were always free-thinkers praising the Quilonian model, but Shader felt they were only free-thinkers because the Templum taught them to be so.
“Elpidio, my boy,” Podesta said, “there is a simple reason these things will never come to pass: power.”
“But we’ve got the best navy, the hardest soldiers.”
“Blah, blah, blah. Doesn’t every country say that? Clear the table and I’ll show you.” Podesta reached up to a shelf and pulled down a rolled chart. Elpidio stacked the bowls, but before he could collect the wine bottles Podesta swept them to the floor with a loud crash. Shader helped him unfurl the map and hold down the edges.
“This—” Podesta put an arm around Elpidio’s neck, drawing him close. “—is the whole sphere of the Earth. Flattened out, of course, but you get my meaning, uh?”
“I know what a map is.”
Podesta pointed to a large land mass south of Gallia. “This is Quilonia.”
The lad smiled, clearly missing the point.
“And this is Nousia.” Podesta stabbed at points all over the surface of the map: “Britannia, Gallia, Latia, Graecia in the middle. The Great West, too.” He traced the outline of the huge continent. “And most of Numosia.”—The sprawling land south of Latia.
Elpidio’s face fell.
“Little Quilonia is like a lamb hemmed in by wolves, you see?”
That’s hardly how the Templum would have put it, and neither would Shader. Without the glue of Nousia binding the nations together there would be nothing but petty rivalry and war. You only needed to look at Quilonia’s internal wrangling to see that.
“Whose is this?” Elpidio pointed to a cluster of islands in the far south.
“The big one is Sahul, bigger than Quilonia and even more independent. This—” Podesta indicated a smaller island to the east. “—is New Ithaka, Sahul’s bitterest enemy; and these, to the west, are the Anglesh Isles. We will pass between them on our way to Sahul, and if we are lucky—” He gave a look of feigned horror. “—we’ll not be eaten by the mawgs.”
“Mawgs? Thought you knew a safe route, Captain.”
Podesta let go the boy’s neck and plonked himself on a stool. Wine dripped onto the map as he took a gulp, looked up at the ceiling, and sighed.
“We will be quite safe, my boy.” He caught Shader’s eyes and gave a good impression of a sober look. “The mawgs only raid west, off of Ashanta, these days; ever since Governor Gen built up the Sarum fleet.”
“You ever seen a mawg, Captain?”
“Oh, yes, Elpidio.”
“Me too,” Shader said, seating himself once more.
Podesta shot Shader a look that was part surprise, part respect.
“Tracked a large band of them from Pardes.” The catalyst that led him to abandon the abbey. You could hardly be a contemplative and then grab a sword at the first sign of trouble. Of course, the Gray Abbot had tried to dissuade him from leaving. It seemed to Shader the old monk liked having a sword to hand.
“They were sniffing around the abbey for days, as if they were looking for something; then they seemed to pick up another trail and headed south. The Gray Abbot was worried about what they were doing on Sahulian soil and, knowing my background, sent me after them.”
He’d protested, but that was one of the drawbacks with vows of obedience. No matter how much he tried to be a better man, he’d never been able to outrun the shadows of the past.
“I came upon them outside the village of Oakendale.” He could still feel the jolt along his arm as his sword thudded into a leathery carapace, the beast falling on top of Rhiannon, snarling and aroused. He’d learnt quickly where to aim: a soft patch beneath the jaw where the blade had slid in effortlessly, the mawg’s black blood spilling on the half-naked woman beneath.
“You fought them?” Podesta sat bolt upright, staring straight at him, beads of sweat glistening on his brow.
“Killed them.” He’d been particularly adept at it. That was his problem. He had an aptitude for killing; a gift for all that was opposed to Nous.
Shader lowered his eyes to his wine glass, let the images play across his mind: mawgs engorged on the flesh of the villagers, victims stripped to the bone—right down to the marrow. Row upon row of needle-sharp teeth; feral eyes and spraying blood as he hacked into them. Images of slaughter. There was no point trying to suppress them. Once the seed was planted they took on a life of their own. He doubted he’d sleep much tonight, and the wine only seemed to make the flashbacks stronger.
“What were they like?” Elpidio asked in a voice hushed with awe.
Podesta scratched at his flaking scalp and drew in a deep breath. “Scabrous monsters, all bunched up and knotted. Fur like a wolf’s; scaly hide. Unnatural. Trust me, boy, not something you want to see, eh, my friend?”
Shader continued to stare into his wine. Podesta raised an eyebrow and went on.
“I ran into them, too, a long time ago. I was about your age at the time, Elpidio. It was off the southern coast of Sahul, when I crewed on the Crucible. We were hunting sharks—the big ones that can take a man, eat him whole. The Ashantans pay a fortune for their fins. Make them into soup.
“A mist came up with the dawn, so the captain had us stay put in case we ran into the reef. I was scrubbing the deck—”
Elpidio frowned at that.
“Oh, I’ve not always been a captain, my boy, so there’s hope for you yet, uh? The men started muttering and staring out into the fog, so I gets to my feet and I see this great black ship coming at us out of the gloom. A galleon, by the size of her, fully square-rigged and with a bowsprit set too low in the water. Wasn’t till she hit us that we realized why: big iron ram that cut through our hull and caught us firm.”
Podesta’s eyes seemed focused elsewhere as he blindly poured another drink, most of it running down his fingers and onto the map. Shader was watching him now, pulled in by the rasping timbre of his voice, his stillness upon the stool.
“Captain sent me below and I went, but not before I saw one. Gray it was, all shaggy but for its torso, which was like a molded breast-plate, ridged and leathery. The legs were bent backwards, ending in claws like a bird’s. They had three long fingers, and opposing thumbs that scraped the deck as they loped towards us. Their eyes were like the crescent moon, but the color of piss. Their mouths, though, that was the worst of it.”
Shader grunted his assent. He’d seen what they could do to flesh, muscle, bone; seen how even if you smashed a sword into their teeth, another row slid forward to replace them.
“They are like the teeth of a plant,” Podesta continued. “You know, the ones that eat insects.” He shivered and gulped down his wine.
“I lingered too long on deck. You should always follow the captain’s orders promptly, eh? Got this scar from a claw.” He stuck his boot on the table and rolled up his trouser-leg, twisting the knee to afford them a view of his hamstring. Three puckered white lines crossed the flesh.
“I was lucky. The mawg slipped on blood, and I made it to the hatch. I guess the man behind me wasn’t so lucky.” Podesta winced. “Not judging by his screams, and the ripping, crunching sound that followed me below.”
“How did you beat them?” Shader reached for the bottle and poured himself another.
Podesta sat staring into space, his mustache quivering, the skin beneath his left eye twitching.
“We didn’t.”
Elpidio’s mouth dropped open. “But…”
“The screaming went on for hours. I found a space in the hold, tucked under some nets, and held my breath. I heard men hitting the water. Must have leapt from the decks to get away from the mawgs, but then they started screaming, too. Expect the sharks got them. Doesn’t bear thinking about, eh? Trapped between mawgs and sharks. Reckon I’d take my chances with the mawgs, eh? Especially with our friend Mr. Shader, here, to protect us.”
“But the crew,” Elpidio’s voice was growing shrill. “Why didn’t they fight back?”
“They did.” Podesta eyed Shader. “But it takes an exceptional fighter to take down a mawg, eh, my friend?”
Shader sipped his wine. He’d not considered himself exceptional at the time. He’d assumed anything he could do, others could do equally as well. The mawgs had been ferocious, rabid even, and that had been their weakness. Creatures of rage and instinct in the heat of battle. He’d always found an enraged enemy the easiest to conquer. It was the cold ones you had to watch. They’d been powerful, true enough, and terrifying in a way that would have paralyzed most men. Not Shader, though. When it came to danger, he’d always been blissfully at ease. The difficulties only came when he wasn’t fighting.
Podesta shrugged and rubbed at the wine stains on the map.
“I hid below for days, long after the screaming had stopped. Don’t tell the crew, but I pissed myself. Shit myself even, and just lay there in my own mess. When the coastal patrol found me they put a sack over my head so I couldn’t see the remains of my crewmates on deck. The mawgs hadn’t even taken the ship. Just ate everyone on board and took off again. Like sharks, they are: eating and disgorging so they can kill and eat some more. Evil shoggers, eh?”
Shader set down his glass. His head was swimming, the room starting to shift around him. “You still think we’re taking the best route? Diaz’s might’ve been longer, but it was a sight safer.”
“Trust me, my friend. I know the Anglesh Isles like the back of my hand, and even if we did see a reaver, the Aura Placida isn’t an old wreck like the Crucible. She can outrun any mawg ship, and besides, if they catch us, our crew is mostly Quilonian.” He slapped Elpidio on the back so hard that the boy almost threw up. “None tougher, eh, my boy?”
“Well, gentlemen, I’m about ready for bed.” Shader pushed his way out of the chair and fell face down on the table, the map creasing up beneath him and his wine glass shattering on the floor. He groaned and felt bile rising in his throat, swallowed it back down and tried to stand. He lurched and spread his arms to steady himself. “Have we put back out to sea?”
“I fear it is the strength of Quilonia.” Podesta scrutinized the label on the wine. “Why do you suppose it is, my friend, that you Nousians forego so many of the pleasures of the world, yet make alcohol your bedfellow?”
Shader swooned and would have fallen if Elpidio hadn’t caught him.
“I never drink.” Not strictly true, but near enough for it not to warrant confession.
“Ah, a virgin of the vine. Then I am impressed. We’ll make a sailor of you yet, eh? Elpidio, would you show our guest to his cabin, there’s a good lad.”
The deck was a pitching blur, Shader’s feet disconnected and tripping over each other. He anchored himself on Elpidio’s shoulder, fighting down the urge to vomit. A door bashed against his head as Elpidio bundled him through an opening, sounds of clashing and banging following in their wake. The lad went in front as they stumbled down below to the cool dark and bounced from wall to wall of the corridor until they reached Shader’s cabin door.
“You shouldn’t leave it open,” Elpidio said as he shouldered his way through, half carrying Shader. “Some of the lads ain’t too honest.”
Shader didn’t care right at that moment. He didn’t even mind the clothes and books strewn around the base of the bed, the scabbarded Sword of the Archon poking out from under them. He shook off Elpidio’s grip and took a lunging step towards the bed. There was a rush of sound, the smell of old sweat, and then a hand clamped over his mouth, another holding a blade to his throat.
“Cleto!” Elpidio screeched.
“Shit on you, boy. What you have to come in for?” A hard voice, more growled than spoken, spit spraying into the back of Shader’s neck.
“Captain’ll kill you. Stealing ain’t allowed.”
“Captain ain’t gonna know till it’s too late. Chuck me that sword, boy, and be quick about it.”
Elpidio edged into the room, eyes never leaving Shader’s.
“It’s all right, Elpidio,” Shader tried to say, but it came out as a series of grunts.
“Who the shog asked you?”
Cleto wrenched Shader’s head back, nicked his throat with the blade. There was no pain—just a tickle as blood oozed down his skin.
“Way I see it,” Cleto said, breath hot and rancid on Shader’s face, “I got myself a bit of a quandary. See, I meant to be gone before you’d done with your private party. Now I got to ask myself whether to chance leaving you alive while I head for shore, or whether it’s easier to kill the pair of you.”
Elpidio picked up the sword by the scabbard and held it out to Cleto.
“Here, boy. Closer.” Cleto let go of Shader’s mouth and reached for the hilt. “Don’t you move or I’ll slit you like a pig.”
Shader’s heart was pounding, his muddle-headedness starting to lift. He tried to think of anything but the blade slicing across his throat; tried to let his body go limp. Was this how it was to end? His journey from Elect knight to a monk of Pardes cut short by too much drink and a cowardly piece of scum he could have cut down without thinking face to face.
The hilt of the gladius was a blur between his eyes as Cleto’s fingers curled around it.
“Shit!” Cleto’s hand recoiled as if burned. “Shogging thing’s alive!”
Shader crashed his elbow into Cleto’s ribs, twisted under him, and threw him down hard, keeping a grip on the knife arm. Cleto let out a rush of air and tried to rise, but Shader straightened his elbow and folded back the hand so that he dropped the knife and screamed.
“My arm! You’re breaking my shogging arm!”
Captain Podesta appeared in the doorway, cutlass drawn and looking like he’d never touched a drop of wine.
“You really need to work on your vocabulary, Cleto.”
“Captain! I can explain.”
Podesta sheathed his cutlass and crouched down beside him. Cleto tried to get up but squealed as Shader gave his wrist a sharp tweak. Sweat streaked his pock-marked face and glistened from the sharp stubble covering his chin.
“You are new, Cleto, so I will not feed you to the sharks this time. It is, however, advisable for a crewman to learn something of his captain before he boards a ship. I am known for my gusto, my wit, and my good humor, am I not, Elpidio?”
“Sir.”
“But Captain Amidio Podesta is not a man to be crossed. My crew may be as hard as nails, they may laugh and joke and call me a drunken old sot, but none of them that know me would break the rules of this ship. Am I clear?”
“Clear,” Cleto whimpered.
“Good. Fetch me some rope, boy.”
“Rope?” Cleto’s voice had a tremulous quality now.
“Oh, we’ll forego the hanging this time, but you will need to be kept in the brig until we can organize a flogging. I find that men rarely learn lessons without a good dose of pain. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Shader?”
All Shader could think about was running Cleto through with the sword. Hardly the Nousian way, but nevertheless… “Sounds fair.”
Cleto twisted his neck so that he could glare at Shader with murderous eyes. He had a face lined with permanent scowling, a broken nose, and teeth the color of vomit. His bald head was scarred and cratered, crusted with scabs amidst a downy dusting of hair. As Shader studied the face, keen not to forget it, Cleto forced a smile that was more of a leer.
Some men don’t learn, even with pain, Shader thought. But it was Podesta’s ship, and what he said went. Obedience aboard the Aura Placida didn’t seem quite as negotiable as that in Pardes.



 





THE ANCHORITE
The sun stood high above the sweltering streets of Sarum, turning the council chambers of Arnbrook House into an oven. The windows were thrown wide, but that just made things worse, the hazy air from outside rolling in and daubing its humidity on the oak paneling. The thick-weave Ashantan carpets were moist where they met the skirting, and heavy with the odor of rotting fruit and a something stale, unwashed, like overworked flesh in a brothel.
Lallia tore along corridors and down stairs, white blouse ringed with sweat beneath the arms and clinging to her curves in a way that made one councilor whip off his spectacles and pretend he had something in his eye, and another gawp at her and shake his head in mock disapproval. She pelted across the polished floor of the Great Hall, slipped on a wet patch, and bowled over some robed toff, scattering his papers. Too breathless to say sorry, and in too much of a rush to stop and help, she took the stairs down to the ground floor two at a time and darted through the kitchens, ducking as Borlos the head chef swiped at her with a pan. Her breath came in great heaves, heart pounding with the effort, but she was determined to impress Zara Gen.
Lallia had never seen the governor so excited. Zara Gen was usually a man in complete control of his feelings, always stony-faced, always watching with the patience of a crocodile floating close to the bank, waiting for the roos to drink. In part, it was fear of him that sped her on. Although he had never so much as raised his voice to her, there was something in his bearing that did not suffer tardiness; but she was also stoked by the uncharacteristic and infectious excitement that had animated him. The visitor in reception was either extremely important or a lover, something about which Lallia knew a great deal. She couldn’t quite picture Zara Gen with a woman, or a man for that matter; that would have been way too human. And yet it wasn’t as if he was unattractive. Bit sharp of face perhaps; a bit starchy the way he carried himself: like a lord or even a king, but with a pole shoved up his arse. His sleek black hair, tied in a neat ponytail, drew the scorn of the staff, although Lallia quite liked it. Dressed in his scarlet robes of office, he looked every inch the statesman. Until this morning, Lallia had never imagined there was anything else to him.
As she came hurtling into the reception area she bent double to catch her breath, hair falling in thick chestnut tousles about her face.
“Don’t run!” Martha was slouched at the desk, a haughty look of disdain crossing her bloated face.
“Sorry.” Lallia struggled to get some air in her lungs. “Zara Gen has a…”
“I know, girl. It’s my job. You just need to take the gentleman to Governor Gen’s office, if it’s not too much to ask.”
Lallia gulped down air and straightened up. She ran her fingers through her damp hair, flicked it from her eyes. She was going to ask Martha if she had something to tie it back with, but then thought better of it.
The only other person in the reception was a filthy old swaggie with an off-white beard, a grimy brown habit, and scuffed leather sandals.
“Where…?”
“Are you blind, girl?” Martha shook her head, sighing as she raised a flabby arm. “There!”
Lallia adjusted her skirt and approached the old man, whose eyes were hidden beneath heavy lids. He seemed asleep or lost in some secret reverie. Lallia cleared her throat and one rheumy eye flickered open, quickly followed by the other as his face lit up in mock surprise.
“Well, well, well. Still rushing around, Lallia? Never stopping to hear the birds sing or watch the sun rise.”
Heat flooded Lallia’s cheeks. How did he know her name? “I’m sorry?”
“No need to be.” The old man smiled with such warmth that Lallia felt tears welling in her eyes. “There is very little you need to be sorry for, my dear. Well, maybe one or two matters,” he added as an afterthought. “Come now, lead the way. I believe Zara Gen is anxious to meet me, though goodness knows why. I must be the most sought after Nousian in Sahul. Not anything to boast about, mind you.”
That’s because there weren’t many Nousians in Sahul, which was a bloody good job as far as Lallia was concerned. The emperor might be as mad as a pot-smoking Dreamer, but he was right about the Nousians. It was thanks to Hagalle that Sahul was still free of Templum rule; that and the fact it was on the other side of the world from Aeterna. Lallia didn’t know any Nousians herself, and she’d prefer to keep it that way. She’d heard all about their unnatural practices. It didn’t seem human, all that self-denial and waiting for a better life once this one was over. Flipping stupid idea, if you asked her. When you’re dead you’re dead. Nothing plainer than that, so you might as well make the most of it. That’s how she saw it in any case.
The old man stood with creaky knees, and Lallia led him along the corridors and up the stairwells, heading for the fifth floor. She decided it was best not to speak in case he tried to convert her. He’d get a mouthful if he did, that’s for sure. No poncy priest was going to tell her what she could and couldn’t do. After two floors, though, the silence became unbearable.
“Where’d you say you come from?”
“I didn’t, my dear, but now that you ask, Gladelvi,” he replied.
“Gladelvi! You came by boat, right?”
“And risk the Anglesh mawgs? Oh, no, no, no. I walked.”
“You what?” Walked? At his age? That must have taken weeks. “When’d you leave?”
He shrugged and tucked his hands inside the sleeves of his habit. “Just after breakfast. 9:30, or thereabouts.”
Lallia pulled a face and decided to say no more. The old codger was obviously senile or lying. More than two thousand miles in half an hour! Brains must have been addled by his poxy religion. Maybe the silence wasn’t so bad after all.
Each time she reached the top of a flight of stairs, she waited impatiently as the old man lumbered up behind. Councilor Arkin was due his tipple and it didn’t do to keep him waiting. Gritting her teeth and doing her best not to roll her eyes, she turned on her heel as they reached the fifth floor landing and walked down the corridor, past the gilt-framed paintings of former governors, all robed in red and looking to her like a clutch of devils.
Lallia stopped outside the polished oak door of Zara Gen’s office and knocked. Hopefully the governor had summoned the old fool to tell him to sling his hook along with the rest of his miserable sect. About time, too, what with the Templum having a foothold in the city now, not to mention those shifty bastards out at Pardes.
Zara Gen, robed as usual in crimson velvet, pulled the door wide open, looked adoringly at his visitor, and then threw himself prostrate on the ground at the old man’s feet.
Lallia shuffled from foot to foot, wondering where to put herself, when she realized the governor was sobbing. The old man looked embarrassed as he bent over from the waist and tapped Zara Gen on the shoulder. The governor stood shakily, brushed himself down, then held the door for his visitor. He dabbed at his eyes with a sleeve, gave Lallia a curt nod, and then disappeared inside.
As Lallia headed back down the corridor she heard muttering—the same words repeated over and over: numbers. Someone was counting. Shaking her head, she set off towards the stairs and walked straight into the huge bulk of Dr. Cadman, the governor’s public health advisor. Seemed he was around every corner these days, since that business with the water supply. Sarum had stunk for weeks until Cadman had come up with some fancy solution, and Zara Gen had made his position permanent. Even had his own office in Arnbrook House now, although besides chain-smoking and stuffing his face, Lallia had no idea what he actually did.
“Ah, my dear Lallia.” Cadman beamed at her. “Is Governor Gen busy?” He plucked a silver case from his breast pocket and flipped a cigarette into his mouth.
Lallia took a step back from the fat man standing amiably before her, thumbs tucked into the pockets of his waistcoat. She glanced up at his puffy mustached face. Enquiring, beady eyes peered over wire-framed spectacles. “He’s got a visitor.”
She’d never liked the way Cadman looked at her: it was as if he were forcing himself to maintain eye-contact, but was extremely uncomfortable doing so. There was something sleazy about a man who did that, Lallia reckoned. The old sod was most likely ashamed of what he was thinking; probably imagining what he’d like to do to her. The thought made her sick: all that flab pressing down on her, his slobbering tongue trailing over her neck like a slug, the thick mustache scratching her face and reeking of stale tobacco.
“Ah, of course! Foolish me. Jarmin the Anchorite of Gladelvi.” Cadman pressed his thumb to a metallic device and flame sprang up. He touched it to the end of the cigarette and gave three short puffs. “How could I forget? Oh well, best pop back later.” He tapped the rim of his spectacles. Once, twice, three times.
Lallia watched with revulsion as he waddled away, wondering how anyone could get to be so fat. Say one thing for Cadman, though: at least he wasn’t a Nousian. That would be just a bit too much hypocrisy, even for them.
“Shog! Councilor Arkin.” Realization hit her like a slap in the face. There would be hell to pay. Taking a deep breath, she lurched into a run, cursing the heat and wondering when the day would be over. All she could think of was a cool beer down at the Mermaid, a stroll by the docks, and someone to share her bed for the night.



 





THE STATUE OF EINGANA
Cadman waited until Lallia disappeared down the stairs—all thirteen of them—before stepping back into the corridor. He was hunched over, hands wedged beneath his arm-pits, trying to keep out the cold. He knew it couldn’t really be cold—he could see that from the glare of sunlight through the windows, the damp patches on Lallia’s blouse. He’d once hoped Sahul’s climate would give him some respite from his frozen bones, but it had been a vain hope, like so much else. He’d been in the country for so long now he suspected he’d picked up the accent, which would do nothing for his reputation if he ever returned to civilization. He shuddered, not from the cold, but from the memories lodged beneath the surface of his mind, sharp and dangerous, like a wasp caught in a cobweb. Eight hundred and thirty years since his flight from his former master, Otto Blightey, had finally brought him to Sahul, which as far away as it was humanly possible to get.
Eight hundred and thirty. Cadman rolled the numbers around in his mind, permuting them this way and that: 8-3-0, 0-3-8, 3-8-0; adding them, subtracting them; all part of the ritual. 8 plus 3 made 11, which was one more than 10 and 1 less than 12. Nothing bad there. 8 minus 3, though, that was another matter. That made 5, and 5 was never good. Cadman clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and set his cheeks to wobbling. Of course, he’d survived fives before. When you’d lived as long as he had, fives came up all the time; but they never got any easier. Cadman had a sense of foreboding about this one, as he’d had on every other occasion. Year of the Reckoning 908 was going to be a bad one. You could bet your life on it.
Inside the office, Zara Gen and Jarmin the Anchorite talked for hours. Cadman stood outside all the while, occasionally moving away as councilors or their lackeys passed along the fifth floor. Much of what transpired in the room was too muffled to hear properly, but Cadman caught a few snippets of conversation: Jarmin’s claims to longevity, which seemed to exceed even the legends about him; the flourishing of his Nousian community in Gladelvi, now that the Emperor Hagalle had shifted his attention to the building up of his navy; the campaign to rein in the Eastern Lords; and something that awakened in Cadman a great surge of excitement: mention of a relic that had all but passed from the pages of history into myth.
“The Statue of Eingana?”—Zara Gen’s voice.
A cigarette, a cigarette, a cigarette. Damn. Cadman puffed air through his lips. They’d smell it in the office. He’d just have to wait—something he was rather accomplished at.
Jarmin’s voice rose in response. “That’s what the savages call it. A broken statue, nonetheless, but even in parts it has powers that could only come from Nous.”
You’d expect a Nousian to say that, wouldn’t you? Eingana again. First the demon, then the flyer, and now Jarmin. Do I detect a happy coincidence, or the fruit of manipulation?
If someone (or something, judging by the tentacles) was trying to entice him into action after all these years, they were certainly going about it the right way. The prospect of a “clean” immortality was the perfect carrot to dangle in front of him. If there was one thing Cadman couldn’t stand, it was all the skulking around in basements waiting for his blasted ghouls to bring him sustenance. He knew they always tasted the flesh before it reached him, curse their rotting hides. And besides, the siphoning off of life was such a messy business. He screwed his face up. All those fluids, the stench of ordure. It was enough to make you sick—if you were still capable of such a reflex.
So, the Statue of Eingana was the source of Jarmin’s long life. The rumors put it down to sanctity, but Cadman knew there was no such thing. In his experience, longevity was achieved through decidedly unholy acts.
The inklings of an idea started to form in his mind. He waited for a further hour outside the door, but heard no more mention of the artifact. He then made his way down the five flights of stairs (sixty-five steps in all) until he stood in the chill evening air upon Vanyer Street. His black carriage awaited, the driver poised and impassive. Cadman climbed inside, barked his directions and rapped three times on the window. With a crack of the whip the twin black stallions surged forward and the carriage lurched into motion.
Within minutes, Cadman was flicking through manuscripts in his library, looking for the niggling reference to the Statue of Eingana he’d discovered years ago. He knew the artifact featured prominently in the legends of the Dreamers, but they kept no literary records. Somewhere in the library he’d come across a poem or a saga that made mention of the Statue of Eingana and the mysterious powers it was reputed to possess. And then he had it, a narrative history by Elias Wolf he’d read half a century ago. That name again! Knew I’d heard it before. The bard he’d sent Shadrak off to watch perform. Must be getting on a bit. More to the point, though, how did he know so much about Eingana? Patience, Cadman, patience. Just need to trust Shadrak to do his job. Hah! There’s a thought! Trust a Sicarii? Might just as well trust a virus to behave itself and stop being so damned contagious.
Running his eyes over the text, he noted little he didn’t already know, for it was common knowledge the Dreamers believed the Statue of Eingana had once proven the salvation of their people, and had brought about the time of the Reckoning. Elias Wolf, however, either through fabrication or an undisclosed source, had recounted an earlier phase of the statue’s history. Stabbing his finger against the paragraph in question, Cadman rose from his stool and carried the manuscript over to the oil lamp on his desk. There, in the flickering light, he read the words he’d been searching for:
Sektis Gandaw’s soulless reign rid the Dreaming of hope. Eingana fled before the machines in the form of a serpent, but where there is weakness there is betrayal, and she was given over to the lord of the Perfect Peak by those sworn to protect her.
Bending his implacable will to the mysteries he now held within his hand, the Technocrat sought to scry the very essence of Eingana so that he might harness her powers of life and death. At last he succeeded, and in so doing turned her to stone; a goddess, one of the Aeonic Triad, trapped within a statue.
How was it, young shaman, this mighty Statue of Eingana passed to you for the blighting of the Earth and the ending of the Ancients’ civilization? Was it fear that broke it and cast its pieces far and wide to pour their life-giving gifts upon their happy guardians?
Was Jarmin a guardian? It would explain a great deal. Like how he was able to travel all the way from Gladelvi to Sarum without running afoul of imperial troops, never mind the Sicarii. Everyone knew that Hagalle employed the assassins to prevent the spread of Nousians beyond the community Jarmin had built up in the north. Nevertheless, Sarum’s Templum of the Knot had miraculously escaped persecution. Indeed, Cadman had heard rumors that Zara Gen had forbidden it. The only other community he could think of was the Abbey of Pardes, which had been there since before the Reckoning. Elsewhere in Sahul, Nousian communities had been brutally suppressed, which was no bad thing as far as Cadman was concerned.
His mind was a whir of numbers—page numbers, dates, the number of his breaths. This was too much of a coincidence, and he didn’t like coincidences: there was devilry in them. The ice in his bones crawled at the thought of the demon that had invaded his dreams. He wasn’t sure if he was more frightened of its threats or its promises. Curse your stupid curiosity, Ernst, it’ll be the death of you. He felt like a fish swimming into a very wide net.
There was some intrigue afoot that Cadman didn’t understand. Why would an experienced and calculating statesman of the stature of Zara Gen invite a well-known holy man to Sarum at the risk of angering Hagalle? Zara Gen was up to something. Was he in league with Jarmin and his Templum master? Were they planning an uprising? Cadman doubted it. Aeterna had no interest in distant Sahul, whatever the paranoid emperor might have thought. The man was an imbecile. Always seeing threats from afar and failing to notice the ones closer to home.
Cadman told himself to ignore what he’d heard. It was always better not to get involved. He already regretted sending Shadrak to the performance. No matter what he might learn, nothing good could come of it. Cadman had only survived all these centuries due to his old friends, anonymity and caution. Damn that demon for planting the seeds of hope in him. “Those who hope find but despair.” Who was that? La Roche? Can’t be—too cynical. Must have been Blightey. And yet he couldn’t quite suppress the nagging voice that told him he might just be lucky. What if there was a chance of finding the Statue of Eingana, a chance for immortality without parasitism? He hated what he was, hated what he had to do to endure. But he feared oblivion that much more.



 




THE GIG
Barek Thomas perched on a bench alongside his brother knights from the White Order. The pub was jammed full of strangers from Sarum and the regulars from Oakendale and Broken Bridge. Gaston, the new head, had refused to come, claiming Elias Wolf was at best a heretic and at worst a pagan. Weren’t the real reason he didn’t come, Barek reckoned, but he’d never say it to his face. Real reason was Gaston’s dad was killed last night, right here in this very room. The thought sent shivers up and down Barek’s spine. He took a slurp from his glass, more froth than beer. Best not to think about it.
After the hard yakka of sword practice over at Shader’s barn, Barek had needed to hit the turps down at the Griffin. Most of the Order had gone back to the makeshift quarters Shader had erected on the grounds of the Old Mint four years ago, shortly after his battle with the mawgs.
The flickering oil lamps, the glow of the open fire, the smell of pipe-smoke and beer added to the mood as the bard sang his epic to the accompaniment of an old six string guitar. Barek couldn’t think of a better place for the story of the Reckoning. Couldn’t think of a better place to spend the evening either, despite what’d happened last night. The Griffin had always been a second home to him. Its jarra wood floors, rough hewn tables, and long bar carved out of the trunk of a colossal karri tree had soaked up their fair share of his tears and laughter, vomit, and even blood over the years. Probably a ton more of everyone else’s, too, in the eight centuries or so it had been standing. Damn sight more of poor ol’ Bovis Rayn’s, that’s for sure.
Barek’s eyes were drawn to a flash of color out of place. Someone had thrown a rug over a patch of floor by the hearth. Probably hadn’t had time to get the stain up. On the mantelpiece, the framed Charter of the Sahulian League had a hole in the glass, fracture lines making a jagged jigsaw. Hard to believe the founding fathers had forged their alliances here more than three hundred years ago. The spear of Ishgar, the first Sahulian emperor, had been propped in a corner, its haft speckled with red. The wall where it had hung was still discolored, but at least it now looked like damp rather than blood. Ishgar was probably turning in his grave. He’d celebrated his victory over the Eastern Lords here at the Griffin, back when the port city of Sarum was still the capital of Western Sahul. And it was here, just last night, that Bovis had met his messy end at the hands of Shadrak the Unseen. No doubt about it, folk were saying. Hole in the center of his forehead gave it away. One straight through the glass of the Charter did, too. All just ‘cause he was a preacher.
Made Barek nervous to be a Nousian; kind of wished he hadn’t converted, but that had been the deal when they joined the White Order. Hardly seemed worth the risk now Shader had gone. The village council was already making noises about a bunch of Nousian knights running amok in the villages, and Sheriff Halligan had poked his head in a couple of times. Poor bastard didn’t look like he had a clue what to do about it, either. You’d have thought it was the knights the Sicarii would have come for, not a pacifist like Bovis. Barek couldn’t believe he was gone; none of the lads could. He might have preached against the Order, told them they were on a sure path to the Abyss, but Barek had known him all his life. He’d practically lived at the Rayns’ place when he and Gaston had been joined at the hip. Even that had changed with all the Nousian stuff. The moment Bovis had fallen under the sway of Soror Agna from Sarum he’d been a different man. Barek’s dad no longer wanted anything more to do with him, even warned him something like this would happen; and he hadn’t been alone in that. Pretty much everyone thought he was a loony, or a do-gooding pain in the arse. How would they feel now he was dead?
Gaston said he didn’t care, said there was no love lost between him and his dad, but Barek knew him better than that. Least he hoped he did.
Barek looked away, tried to focus on the performance. Were it not for the spellbinding awe of his music, the straggly haired bard would have cut a ridiculous figure in his patchwork trousers and rabbit-skin coat. Most of the onlookers appeared too rapt, or too pissed, to notice. As for Elias, he appeared totally consumed in his song, lost in the story of history’s passage to the present.
Barek felt drawn to the bard’s fingers, plucking away at the strings. The words swirled around him like the cries of distant birds spiraling on the thermals. He swooned and felt the room pitch. His pint forgotten, Barek was helpless before the wave of images and sounds that washed over him. The Griffin gave way to an ocean of red dust, as he began to see through the eyes of Elias’s protagonist, the mythical Dreamer shaman who had instigated the fall of the Ancients.
* * *
The Homestead burst from the desert like a blister, an island mountain bathed in the blood of the fleeing sun. It was during the red light at the close of the day that Adoni always heard the whispering and saw movement in the Dreaming. He’d been told that he writhed like a snake and foamed at the mouth during the visions. Jirra said that he pissed himself and he’d made sure that Ekala knew. That’s why she was no longer his one-day-mate; why she no longer held his hand.
“You ready, boy?” the Wapar Man picked between his teeth with a curling thumbnail. His black skin was streaked with white, like the bleached bones of the dead who’d been taken by the bush. Crystals glinted from ropey hair and bones pierced his lips.
Adoni turned to look at the Barraiya People spread out behind, a hundred eyes staring his spirit down. The children stood at the front, parents’ hands on their shoulders. He caught Jirra smirking but the others may as well have worn masks. Ekala’s eyes shone brighter than the rest, but there was no expression on her face, not even repulsion. Looking up at the Wapar Man, he nodded.
The Wapar Man jabbed a long finger at a man in the crowd, weaved it through the air and pointed at another. The two men stepped forward, sweat streaking through the dust on their skin. The Wapar Man studied them and made little growling noises deep in his throat. He shook his gourd rattle and the men took hold of Adoni by the shoulders, spears upright in their free hands.
“Don’t look back,” the Wapar Man called as they walked him towards a fissure in the sandstone. “All is Dreaming now. Listen for the gods. Maybe they take you.”
They hadn’t taken the last boy. Adoni remembered the Wapar Man leaning into the opening then pulling back, covering his nose and mouth. That’s what always happened, Adoni’s father told him. The last person the gods had taken was the Wapar Man himself, and no one could remember when that was.
Something stabbed at the back of his neck. He thought it might be a fingernail.
“See through the dark.” The Wapar Man’s breath was on his cheek. “You come to the core of the Dreaming.”
The maggot-ridden heart of Eingana. Adoni nodded and drew in a deep breath.
The Wapar Man leaned across him to draw a line in the sand with his staff. “You cross back over this line without the blessing of the gods and…” The Wapar Man made a sharp clicking noise. “… the sinew will snap. Understand?”
“I will fall from Eingana?”
“You will die.”
He felt the Wapar Man withdraw. The hands holding him were hot and slick, stiff with anticipation. The men on either side tensed and then threw him forward into the opening.
* * *
Shadrak winced and pulled the stiletto out of his thigh, wiping the blood on his cloak before sheathing it. Pain seemed to do the trick, though. Cut through the fug. Frickin’ bard was still thumbing an alternating bass like a heartbeat, fingers picking a beguiling melody. Sang low and sonorous, voice carrying effortlessly to every corner of the bar. More sorcery, no doubt. Shadrak stroked the weapons in his baldrics. Shogger’s rabbit-skin coat was thick enough to offer some protection against a blade or club, but the neck was too exposed. Best options would be either a head-shot or a razor star to the jugular. If killing had been his mission.
Shadrak felt the tug of the music once more and scratched at the skin of his forearm. The wound in his thigh was already healing, no more than a dull ache. The story had washed over him, drenched him with emotions he didn’t care for, made him passive. The part of his mind that always remained outside, watching, commenting, assessing, had slept. ‘Cept for the tiniest spark that screeched its silent warning, told him what to do to bring himself back. He focused it now on the bard’s techniques. If he could work it out, expose the illusion, the charm would lose its hold on him. If he was right, he’d be free to glean information rather than wallow in sentiment.
The words, that was where he’d start. Separate them out, analyze their meaning, root out any mention of Eingana. He’d always had an analytical mind, always been able to out-think his opponents, observe their behavior and predict their movements. Principle was the same.
The bass-line thumped at the back of his mind: di dum, di dum, di dum.
Shadrak’s vision started to blur. Images danced before his drooping eyelids.
Di dum, di dum.
He shook his head and fixed his eyes on the posters plastering the wall behind the bard—line drawings of angular people, all cylinders and squares; a pointed tube soaring skywards with smoke spewing from its tail; symbols, slogans:
”NO MORE GLOBAL-TECH!”
“IT’S YOUR GARDEN, MAN!”
“SEKTIS GANDAW, GLOBAL-TECH WHORE!”
Shadrak slapped himself on the cheek, trying to drive the grogginess from his head. What was the bard saying? Listen to the words. That was the way to break the spell.
“Adoni’s breathing became fast and shallow, and he felt as though the walls and ceiling were moving in to crush him.”
Di dum, di dum, di dum, di dum.
Shadrak reached for the stiletto, sluggish fingers coiling around the hilt.
“Sticks, or something else, cracked beneath his feet, and he occasionally stumbled over small rocks.”
Di dum, di dum, di dum.
Shadrak tried to focus on the nook beside the empty fireplace, the high round table with its vacant stools. Saw Bovis Rayn sitting there after closing, a Nousian Liber on the table before him. The idiot was smiling, thinking no doubt he’d made a convert, and never realizing he’d made a mistake.
Di dum, di dum. Shadrak had played the freak card, used his sickly pallor and dwarfishness to arouse sympathy. Bovis had lent a fatherly ear, promised confidentiality. Said he was tight with the landlord at the Griffin, could meet him there after hours. No one would see them coming or going. He’d still been beaming with sickening benevolence just before his skin mottled and black drool trickled from his mouth.
Di dum. Shadrak tried to summon the feeling of tightening the cord around his throat, splitting the skin and half severing the head. Wasn’t how it happened, but that had been the plan—keep ‘em guessing; save himself some—what was it that fat bastard had called them? Bullets. He was sure Albert’s toxin would’ve done the trick by itself. Hadn’t earned his reputation as the guild’s master poisoner for no good reason, but it never paid to take chances.
Di dum, di dum. Bovis flung the table over. They wrestled, thunder-shot went off, glass cracked.
Di dum. Fired again—Shadrak swooned at the remembered pain.
Di. Hit Bovis with a backhander.
Dum. Leveled the thunder-shot at the shogger’s head…
Numbness seeped into Shadrak’s fingers; his arm hung limp. He bit down on his bottom lip, tasted salty blood. If he could just focus on the words…
* * *
Adoni could see nothing. He shuffled sideways along the passageway, face scraping against stone. Every footfall was marked with a crunch or a snap, occasionally a squelch. The air grew thinner the deeper he went, clogged with dust and the stench of something rotten. He slipped and fell, jarring his ankle. Steadying himself with his hands against the walls, Adoni tested the floor with his toes, found a ledge and gingerly lowered his foot. Finding solid floor, he stepped down and repeated the action, each time descending, turning and twisting deeper into the darkness.
The passageway widened and leveled off, his heart racing as he could no longer feel the left wall. Stumbling forwards, fingers stroking the rocky surface to his right, Adoni became aware of the faintest of glows at an unknowable distance. Letting go of the security of the wall, he took a faltering step towards it. Fixing his eyes on the light, scarcely daring to blink in case it vanished, he crept further into the gloom. He calmed himself by mumbling the name of Eingana and drawing in the stale air with long, deep breaths.
The glow came from a niche in the far wall, spilling amber radiance upon a bowl and cup set on the floor. Adoni crouched down, the light revealing a carpet of bones studded with empty-eyed skulls staring at him like messengers from the Void. Grubs wriggled in the bowl. He snatched up a handful and crammed them into his mouth, savoring their moist meatiness. Picking up the cup, his nostrils flared at the pungent odor that burned all the way to his brain, but not unpleasantly. He touched his lips to the fluid, which was sweet and thick like honey. Draining the cup, he fell back on his haunches and started to twitch and shake, warmth coursing through his veins, effusing from his skin and radiating outwards. A reddish glow washed across the floor and painted the walls and ceiling of a cave pocked with holes and scarred with fissures.
“Would it like to see more?” a voice grated from somewhere to his left.
Startled, Adoni dared not breathe.
“Is it hungry? Does it thirst?” asked another voice, reedy and croaking.
Adoni had the heart of a startled brolga. He shot looks all around but saw no one.
“Would it like to see more?” repeated the first voice.
“Yes,” Adoni whispered.
He shielded his eyes as the amber glow from the niche flared, catching dust motes in its beams.
“Many have come here.” The grating voice again, this time from behind. “We have spoken to all. Most screamed, tried to flee, but others outside stopped them leaving. Many lost their minds and attacked us with rocks and lengths of bone. How is it that you talk instead?”
Adoni turned around and froze. Before him stood a gigantic naked man with a brown muscular body and the head of a crocodile. Tawny eyes with slits for pupils fixed him with a hungry stare.
There was a rush of movement to his right and Adoni spun to face another man-like creature, this one squat and dwarfish, with a bloated belly and the head of a toad. Its long tongue darted out. Adoni threw his hands up and recoiled.
With one eye on Crocodile-head, the other on Toad, Adoni said, “I do not know. Maybe I am too scared to scream.”
Crocodile-head nodded.
Toad sucked his tongue back in and hunkered down, thighs bulging, ready to spring. “Funny fellah, you are. Too scared to scream!”
Crocodile-head eyed Toad for a second. “This one is different. He has power, like the Wapar Man.”
“What is your name?” asked Toad, his eyes popping.
“I am called Adoni.”
“Sunset,” Toad said. The creatures looked at each other.
“Sahul gave it to my father on the dream quest.”
“End of the day.” Toad’s tongue snapped out at an invisible fly. “Last of the light. Blood light. Sahul has not spoken to you? Given you a soul name?”
“No.”
“Come with us,” said Crocodile-head, plucking a glowing sack from the niche. A section of the wall dissolved, revealing a rough-hewn stairwell wending its way into the depths of the earth. With Crocodile-head before him and Toad behind, Adoni started to descend into the darkness, guided by the amber glow from the sack.
He was led downwards for an eternity, knees burning, heart rattling like the Wapar Man’s gourd. Finally they came into a vast cavern with scores of tributary tunnels. Great dusty cobwebs draped from the ceiling a hundred feet above, many still holding their victims: large bats, the occasional human, and mottled skeletons with legs like an emu’s, dangling arms, and wolfish skulls.
A shadow moved across one of the larger tunnels, sending a twinge through Adoni’s guts. At a gesture from Crocodile-head he crept closer, and away from the illumination offered by the sack. Something massive waited in the mouth of the corridor.
“Welcome, my child,” a voice sounded in his head.
He went to it willingly, heart leaping with joy. Something brushed against him, tugged him towards a bulbous body. Silky strands stuck to his flesh as he was twirled and wrapped. Rows of eyes glinted; mandibles clicked, dripping fluid into his mouth. It burned as he swallowed, but tasted good.
“What do you hear?” The mandibles moved in time with the voice.
Only Adoni’s head protruded from the casing; he had lost all sensation below the neck. For the first time he could remember, he felt at peace. He closed his eyes and drifted.
“What do you hear?” the voice asked again.
“Whispering. A word spoken over and over. A name.”
“Sahul’s gift to you. What is the name?”
“Huntsman.”
* * *
Barek rubbed his eyes open, stifled a yawn, and stretched out his dead legs. It looked like everyone else was still out of it, seated unnaturally stiff as the music washed over them. His gaze fell on a midget in a dark cloak, face shrouded by a cavernous hood. Barek looked away. He could have sworn the bloke had red eyes. He shuddered and checked to see if he was being watched. The midget was facing the stage, apparently as entranced as everyone else.
Even now, with the charm broken, Barek could feel the bard’s words tugging at the back of his mind, beckoning him, lulling him into passivity. He made his way to the bar, but there was no service. Sneaky Nigel was gaping at the stage, a thin trail of drool running from the corner of his mouth, half-filled jug poised beneath the pump. Checking that no one was looking, Barek pried Sneaky Nigel’s fingers from the handle, took a gulp of warm beer, and plopped down onto a bar-stool.
He shook the sleep from his head, trying to focus on anything but the music. No word of a lie, it was a good tale, but Barek liked to keep his wits about him. Always had, ever since the beating he’d taken from Gaston when they’d both had a gutful of piss. Gaston was like that with beer: he’d be all smiles and laughter, and then the eyes would go and the violence would start. Barek just fell asleep mostly.
He scanned the captive audience, shaking his head at his brother knights listening like awe-struck kids. Rhiannon Kwane was sat by herself, obviously bored out of her mind, and drinking like a fish. She’d been doing that a lot lately. Drowning her sorrows, Barek reckoned. He couldn’t blame her. They’d all been hit hard by Shader leaving, and her most of all.
He looked away, but not quite fast enough, and took another swig. There was a loud thud and when he looked back Rhiannon was slumped over the table in a pool of her own vomit, the half empty pitcher beside her head. For a moment Barek was tempted to go and grab it, but then he thought she might’ve chundered in the beer. Rhiannon shook her head and pushed her chair back with a sound like nails on a chalkboard that cut across the music. Bouncing from person to person, and with no one seeming to mind, she stumbled out of the door and let it slam behind her.
The midget watched her go and then glared at Barek as if to make the point he knew he was being observed. Blood was pooling on the floor beneath his chair, and he made rhythmic stabbing motions with his hand, the fingers rigid, closed around something … a blade?
Stab, drip, drip. Stab, drip, drip…
“Crikey, it’s hot in here,” Barek muttered under his breath, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. His eyelids felt heavy, wouldn’t stay open, and visions of stark bushland and unforgiving skies insinuated their way into his dreams.
* * *
Huntsman’s knees clicked as he crouched at the base of the Homestead and held out a hand. Jirra shuffled closer, skin daubed white, gray hair framing a face like fruit that had been left too long in the sun. He handed the bundle to Huntsman and stepped back amongst the Barraiya People, all streaked with white, arms smeared with their own blood, looking like ghouls of the desert. Ekala was watching him with rheumy eyes, one hand on her daughter Cardinia’s shoulder, the other hugging her granddaughter close. Huntsman peeled back the paper-bark securing the bundle and held out the contents for all to see: the ochre-stained bones of the Wapar Man.
“See what is left of our Kadji.” He lifted the skull and the people covered their eyes to protect their souls. “See what is left of our Clever Man.” He moved the skull through the air, causing the people to bow and moan. “Walu the Sun Woman has taken his flesh, and now we must give his bones to the Homestead.” Huntsman turned his back on them and stooped to place the Wapar Man’s skull in the opening. Something grabbed it and whisked it away inside the rock. He pushed the rest of the Wapar Man’s remains inside, nodding as they were snatched. Shaking off the last dust of his Kadji, Huntsman waved the paper-bark before the people and let it fall to the ground.
“The Wapar Man has gone to the gods of the Dreaming. May he watch over the Barraiya People. May he…”
The droning of a thousand bees filled his ears, punctuated by a thwop, thwop, thwop, and the roar of a waterfall. Huntsman stared to the north where black dots spewed into the sky. Birds, maybe, but he’d never seen so many. The people turned to follow his gaze, looking from the sky to Huntsman as if they expected him to know what was happening. He was the Clever Man now, he was the Kadji. The Wapar Man would have known what to do, but Huntsman could only stand and watch as the shapes drew nearer, silver glinting in the failing sun.
“Kutji spirits!” Jirra cried and looked to Huntsman. “The Clever Man knows what to do. He will steal their power, make it his own.”
Huntsman stared blankly at Jirra, and his hands began to shake. Even if they had been Kutji, he wouldn’t have known what to do; the Wapar Man had never shown him. Jirra blew air through his lips and turned away, then the people began to scatter.
Huntsman pressed himself against the face of the Homestead, fingers fumbling inside the sack hanging at his hip. The flying things fanned out, great metal beasts with flashing blades and wings as wide as twenty men. Thunder rolled, and smoke spewed from their maws, striking the earth and bathing the people in flames. A group turned back, sprinting towards him, hands outstretched as if he could save them. Huntsman’s fingers tightened around the object in the sack, stroked along its curves, heart pounding, thoughts racing. Is this the time? Should he open the sack after all these years? “You will know when the time comes,” the Great Spider had said. “Do not uncover it until then. He must not find it. Keep it hidden.”
A blast ripped into the runners, spraying him with their blood. One woman kept stumbling forward, screaming his name, hands reaching for him. Ekala. Huntsman took a faltering step towards her and then ducked as a shadow closed in from above and a deafening roar filled his ears. There was a staccato peal of thunder, a whimper, and a dull thud. When he lifted his hands from his eyes, Ekala lay sprawled out before him, blood pooling from a score of wounds. The earth shook, and flames licked at the sky. Clusters of Barraiya People swarmed towards the Homestead, for there was no other cover in the bush. A flock of metal birds swooped above them, dropping silver eggs the size of boulders. Upon striking the ground, the eggs split open, the metal within warping and twisting, sprouting legs, arms, and domed heads, each with a single glaring eye. Huntsman started to climb, fingers and toes searching out holds in the sandstone. He glanced over his shoulder at the Barraiya People huddling together with no hope of escape, but swiftly turned away before the metal men were upon them. He struggled on towards the summit, tears stinging his eyes, the death-cries of his people carried on the breeze.
Forcing himself to the flat surface of the Homestead, Huntsman opened the sack, amber rays drawing the metal beasts like moths to the flame. The summit began to explode as he reached inside and pulled out the contents.
“Eingana,” he whispered at the radiant amber statue of a serpent poised to strike, eyes aflame, and fangs like lightning. “The power of life and death,” the Great Spider had told him. “The Mother of the Dreaming.”
Blast after blast pounded all around, showering him with rock and throwing up twisting plumes of smoke. Huntsman settled into the waking-sleep, his mind awash with all manner of wondrous beings that flew, scuttled, crawled, and slithered. The creatures of the Dreaming writhed and reproduced endlessly, his mind full to bursting. His left hand reached for the knife in his belt, his body incandescent with the power streaming from the statue. Taking hold of the bone hilt, he raised the blade and plunged it through his heart.



 





CHILDHOOD SWEETHEARTS
Gaston squinted and looked up from the page. A moth fluttered into the lantern twirling above the porch, fizzed and popped, then went still. He rocked back in the chair, flicked the hair out of his face and scratched his itching scalp. Time for the annual trip to the barber’s, he reckoned. Long hair was a bloody pain in the summer. Shame, though. Always was when he had his locks trimmed, Mom used to say, back when they were still talking. She’d told him the girls would love his long blond hair, and she’d been right. Dad used to say he looked like a… But that was before he’d met Soror Agna; before he became a preacher. Doubtful he’d say it now, even if he still thought it. Wouldn’t be saying anything ever again. Not after last night. Gaston blinked back the tears. Hadn’t let them fall yet and wasn’t about to start now. Weren’t exactly on speaking terms when the ol’ man was alive. Dying wasn’t gonna change that any.
Girls. Mom hadn’t been wrong there. They’d flocked to him right enough—all but the one that really mattered. Not that he wanted their attention these days. Bad for the soul, Shader had said. Nothing like the lure of the flesh to lead a man from Ain. That and fighting, if Dad had his way. Never approved of the White Order. Said he was disappointed…
Gaston reclined in the easy chair, wrenched his focus back to the open book in his lap. The muffled music from the Griffin drifted beneath the chatter of the cicadas. Barek would be there along with Elgin, Sol and Justin. He smiled at that. They’d all been farm boys until Shader offered them a new life. Called it the true resurrection, the renewing power of Nous. Dad said pretty much the same thing, only he reckoned Shader had it all wrong. Can’t serve Nous and live by the sword, he used to say. Try telling that to the Templum Elect. Try telling it to the Ipsissimus. He supposed Justin would be there, too, no doubt white-anting Gaston and blowing his own trumpet. He’d have to be dealt with, sooner or later. A cut or two during a duel should shut him up. Justin was a decent swordsman, but Gaston knew he was better.
Flipping the book over, he stifled a yawn and forced himself to read. Shader had lent it to him, said it was required reading for the Elect. Training in fortitude, he’d called it. Hundreds of pages of mind-numbing theology, most of it written before the Reckoning. Alphonse LaRoche might have been the last great Pater of the Old Faith, but he was still a boring bastard.
He’d finished the chapter where the Aeonic powers, the Archon, Eingana and the Demiurgos fell through the Void from the Supernal Realm. Children of Nous, according to LaRoche. Shader said it was a metaphor, and Gaston was just starting to grasp what that meant. Children of Nous and grandchildren of Ain. That was the part he couldn’t get his head around. If Ain was nothing—or rather, “no thing”, as LaRoche claimed—how could he have a child? Shader had tried to explain it using the analogy of a mirror: Ain’s boundless love overflowing into a perfect self-image. Gaston’s head started hurting whenever he thought about it. Nothing reflected is still nothing, as far as he could tell, and he had no idea what Shader meant by the “realm of negative existence”.
Maybe the book would get easier the further he got into it. He frowned at the title of the next chapter and doubted that would be the case. “The Rape of Eingana.” Bound to be uplifting, that one.
He looked up as the gate banged shut. Someone was stumbling up the garden path, hands held wide clutching two bottles of wine. Gaston closed the book and smiled.
“Elias lost his touch, Rhiannon? Didn’t reckon to see you again so soon. Must’ve been all of ten hours.” He’d not expected to see her ever again, truth be told. She’d already said her goodbyes this morning, ahead of moving to Sarum to join the novitiate.
“Music lost its power after the second pitcher.” She stepped into the light of the lantern, her face sharp with shadows, big grin stretching her lips. “Everyone else in the Griffin’s stiff as corpses.” She put her hand over her mouth. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”
It felt like she’d sliced a knife up his chest. Gaston forced his best “no worries” smile before the tip plunged deeper. “Those for sharing?” He wasn’t supposed to be drinking, not now he was the leader.
“That’s the idea. Wanna go inside? Flaming gnats are eating me alive.”
Gaston rocked out of the chair and opened the door for her. He lit a couple of candles as she settled onto the couch, kicking off her shoes.
“Make yourself at home.”
“Ah, you know me, Gaston.”
He certainly did. He’d known her since childhood. They’d been inseparable until he’d tried to kiss her. She’d forgiven him, but things had never been the same since. She seemed all right now, though. Maybe she could tell he’d changed. Changed herself too, he reckoned. Must have if the Templum of the Knot had accepted her.
“What you reading?”
“Oh, some theological crap Shader lent me.”
Her face dropped at that. It was no secret there’d been something between her and Shader. She’d denied it to him, but Gaston could tell. He’d seen the way Shader behaved around her—almost boyish. Always giggling, making jokes.
“What did he say before he left?”
Gaston shrugged. “Said he had doubts. About the Order mostly. Said he’d always had trouble marrying the sword and the Monas and didn’t feel good about leading the rest of us down that path.”
“So why’d he start it?”
“Mawgs I guess. Someone needed to do something to make sure they didn’t come back.”
Rhiannon winced, probably remembering. She’d been an inch away from being torn apart, devoured and disgorged. If it hadn’t been for Shader…
“So it’s over then? The White Order.”
Shader had told him to disband it, but the lads had objected. Couldn’t say he blamed them. All that training, all that discipline, and for what? Just so they could go back to being farmers scraping a living from the harsh soil of Sahul?
“No, it’s not over. Don’t reckon I share his conflicts. Sometimes you can dig too deeply into this stuff.” He slung the book on the floor. “Better to keep it simple. Clear rules, hard discipline.”
“Your dad, Gaston…”
“Was a bloody heretic. Would’ve told the Ipsissimus and all the Exempti they were wrong if he had half the—”
“No, not that. I mean about last night.”
“What about it?”
She shifted on the couch, looked him in the eye, serious all of a sudden. “You ready to talk now?”
Gaston sucked on his top lip, wished he had a drink in his hand. “Nothing to say. The ol’ man practically disowned me, and Mom went along with it, like she always does. He made his choices and I made mine. Reckon that’s an end to the matter.”
“Your choice, mate, but if you ever want to—Shog me!” Rhiannon glanced at the bottles still in her hands. “I’m bloody sober.”
“Well that can’t be good. You’ll have way too much time for that when you get to Sarum.”
He grabbed the bottles from her and wandered into the kitchen to open them. Rhiannon followed him, still a little unsteady despite what she said.
“What happened between us, Gaston, is it OK now?”
“Forgotten,” he said. “I was wrong and you set me straight.”
“Same thing happened with Shader.”
Gaston felt his cheek twitching and set to work on the cork. “That why he left?”
Rhiannon sighed. “Maybe.”
Couldn’t take the rejection? Or the shame of people knowing he wasn’t quite so holy after all? Made a certain kind of sense.
“Shog Shader.” Gaston poured some wine and offered it to Rhiannon.
“Shog him.” She grinned, raising the glass. There was no answering sparkle in her eyes, though.
She threw back her head and downed the wine. Gaston poured himself one, spilling some in his hurry to catch up with Rhiannon, red veins trickling across the table and dripping to the floor. He knocked his back and poured them both another, opened the second bottle and tucked it under his arm as they returned to the living room.
“Bit flaming spartan, isn’t it?” Rhiannon was frowning at the bare walls, giant shadows sprawling across them, animated by the flickering candles.
“Guess I don’t need much.” Gaston gulped down some wine. “Keeps me focused on the inside.”
Rhiannon nodded vacantly, took a sip and faced him. Gaston couldn’t be sure in the gloom, but he thought she’d been crying.
“Gaston, are we still mates?”
He took a step towards her, but she held up a hand, shut her eyes.
“Can I still talk to you? Tell you everything?”
Gaston sat on the edge of the couch, leaving space for her to do the same. She hesitated and then dropped down beside him, head pressed into the cushions. She reached out, missed his hand and then found it, gave it a pat. A giggle escaped her and she hiccupped.
“Drink something.” Gaston topped her up.
“Gaston.” She turned her bleary eyes on him, doing her best to look sincere, lips slightly parted, pupils dilated. “Huntsman came to see me.”
The Dreamers’ witch doctor? No one had seen him for years. “What the heck did he want?”
Gaston finished the wine in his glass and gave himself a refill. Rhiannon seemed to be slowing down, but he was just getting started. He felt an urge to brush her face with his fingers; managed to resist. It made him think of the last time, when she’d given him a black eye. He’d stayed home until it had gone, scared someone would see.
“He asked me to turn down Shader.”
Dump him? Did that mean…?
Rhiannon was studying his face, her eyes black in the dim light. “Sha… Deacon proposed to me.” She spluttered out laughter and snot, wiped her face, and sobbed, all in an instant.
“But…”
“I know. He’s consecrated. Vows in Aeterna and more vows at Pardes. We went through all that. In spite of it all, he wanted me.”
More than Nous? More than the Elect? What did that say about the White Order? Where did that leave him and Barek, Justin, Elgin and the others? Rhiannon seemed to know what he was thinking.
“He loved you, Gaston. Loved you all. He would have stayed too, if I’d said yes. Oh, rules would have to be changed, but what the shog. Rules are meant to be broken.”
“What’s that got to do with Huntsman?”
“Destiny.” Rhiannon rolled her eyes. “Matters beyond my puny mind and selfish desires.”
“He said that?”
“Not exactly, but that’s what he meant. Even reminded me about going into the novitiate, though how the heck he knew about that I’ll never know.”
“You told him where to go, right?”
Rhiannon lowered her head and stared into her glass. “He told me things. Things about powers that were older than the Reckoning.” She sniffed and took a sip.
Gaston did the same, starting to feel the warmth pricking at his skin, the easing of self-consciousness.
“Remember those stories Elias used to tell?” Rhiannon said. “The Archon, the Demiurgos, and Eingana?”
“Falling from the Void? Eingana is raped by her brother, the Demiurgos, has some weird baby…”
“The Cynocephalus.”
“That’s it. Dog-headed ape or some shit. You listened to this?”
“And a whole crock more.” She shuffled closer to him and rested her hand on his knee. “There are powers behind everything, Huntsman said. Even the Templum. Shader is caught up in it. Wouldn’t say how, but he said he had a role to play, and that I’d prevent him fulfilling his destiny.”
“What did Shader say about it?”
“I didn’t tell him.”
So, she just dumped him like she’d dumped Gaston. Bet she didn’t give him a shiner, though.
Gaston emptied his glass and looked at Rhiannon’s face. She didn’t look away like he’d expected. There was wine on her lips, and her tongue rolled across them. The candlelight picked out her teeth, unnaturally white it seemed to him. Virginal. He leaned in to steady her glass before she spilled it, risked a touch of her hand. When she didn’t pull away, he grew bolder, stroking her fingers, her wrist, her forearm. He sucked in a gulp of air, head dizzy with the scent of her. He felt a swelling in his groin, brought his knees up so she’d not notice. His fingers were in her hair, lifting it away from her neck. He slid his face in closer, felt her breath on his skin. Their cheeks brushed and he shuddered. He pressed his lips to hers seeking an opening with his tongue.
“What the—?”
Her fist cracked into his nose, white-hot needles lancing into his brain. His hands flew to his face, glass shattering, wine splashing.
Rhiannon reached out, eyes wide, mouth open. “Gaston, I’m sorry. I… I—”
He punched her square in her jaw, sent her sprawling. She tried to wriggle backwards, but he caught her ankle. Her other foot kicked him in the chin, jolted his head back, blurred his vision. He threw his weight on top of her and hit her again—this time in the mouth. She gasped and sobbed, spitting out blood. Gaston cursed himself for an idiot. His knuckles had ripped on her teeth. Should have hit her in the eye, see how she liked that. She screamed and clawed at his face.
“Shogging bitch,” he snarled, thumping her again, splitting the skin around her eye before starting to throttle her. She was gonna get it this time, shogging whore. Make up for what she did to him before.
Pressing down on her neck with one hand, he stuck the other between her legs, tugged at cloth, felt something tear, forced a finger inside. She screamed again and struggled furiously. He threw his head back and crashed it into her face. There was a sound like the splitting of a melon and she went limp. Ripping away her skirt, he tugged open his pants, guided himself with his hand, and thrust into her. She moaned something, head lolling to one side, blood running from her nose. Pulling her shirt open, he dug his nails into her breasts, alternately scratching and biting, marking her, drawing blood. He lifted her hips, pounding into her, grunting, cursing, spitting. Shog his dad, shog Shader, shog her. All the rage bubbled up his spine and hit his brain. He shuddered, groaned, flopped on top of her.
“Shogging bitch,” he growled. “Filthy, shogging, shogging, filthy…” He stared open-mouthed at her rag doll body, all ripped and ruined. He started to whimper, delicately rubbing her face, dabbing away the blood. Dabbing, dabbing. “I-I-It wasn’t me. Rhiannon. It w-w-wasn’t me.” Over and over again, stammering like he always used to.
She stirred and started to slide from under him. He raised himself on one arm and let her. She rolled to the floor and waited there a moment, panting on her knees.
“R-R-Rhiannon. It wasn’t—”
“Shog … you … scut.”
He winced, fumbled with his pants, pushing his back into the couch so he could pull them up.
“Listen t-t-to me. The wine. You h-h-hit me first. I was in s-s-shock.” What if she told someone? She wouldn’t even need to. Ain, what had he done to her face? “N-N-Not me, n-not me, not me.”
Rhiannon stood, wrapping the remains of her clothes about her.
“Don’t g-g-go. Please wait. Someone will see.”
She stumbled towards the door.
Gaston leapt up and got in front of her, palms raised. “Wait, Rhiannon. P-P-Please. I can—oooph!”
Her knee caught him in the nuts, doubling him up, the air blasting from his lungs. The door clicked open and slammed.
Gaston fell on his arse, clutching his balls, gasping for breath. He noticed the book Shader had lent him, tossed carelessly on the floor: LaRoche’s Foundations of Holiness lying there like an accusation.
“Shog you!” Gaston kicked the book, crying out as he felt a sharp pain in his groin. Moaning, he rolled onto his side and sobbed like a baby. “Dad…You can’t be… Dad!”



 





AFTER THE SHOW
The dreams of the Cynocephalus burst through the veil between the worlds, drawn by the statue in Huntsman’s hands. Cities burned before mighty dragons; blood-drinkers prowled the streets; creeping forests smothered towns and villages; mountains spewed forth lava, and leviathans rose from the deep.
The immolated Dreamer watched from the eye of the storm as nightmare became reality and the great civilizations fell. His heart thumped to a new beat, his flesh tempered by the power of a goddess.
Here and there people survived, as they always do. The dream power softened over the millennia, but a magic had now entered the world that some would learn to adapt to, most would come to ignore, and a few would hunger after like flies on a corpse. The residue of the Reckoning drew evil from the shadows; creatures whose half-lives had dragged on interminably since before the time of the Ancients. These were the deceived, the duped of the Abyss, the ones who probed too far and could no longer turn back.
* * *
The music ceased. Barek looked about the pub as if it were an alien world. Others stood, disorientated, but then started to make their way to the bar, talking in hushed voices at first, until within a minute or so the Griffin had returned to its usual hubbub. Besides the puddle of blood on the floor, he could see no sign of the cloaked midget, which was something of a relief.
Barek approached Elias, who was putting his guitar back in its case.
“What happened to Huntsman?” he asked. “Surely he didn’t die.” Otherwise how come folk had seen him?
The bard paused for a moment, looking intently into Barek’s eyes.
“What is this Order of yours about, Barek?”
“Shader founded it to make sure we’re ready if the mawgs come back.”
“And the Nousian stuff? Is that to make the mawgs sick, or to piss off Hagalle?”
Barek looked away. There was no point getting into an argument over this. Everyone knew what Elias’s opinions were about the Templum. Hagalle might have hated the Ipsissimus, feared him even, but Elias Wolf was a much more dangerous opponent: a mocker, a scorner, and what’s worse, a satirist. The Nousian foothold in Sahul might survive the persecutions of the emperor, but Barek doubted it could last long against the jibes of the most famous bard in the region. Nor could his own faith, Barek had to admit. Oh, he was attracted to it all right, but in all honesty, if you put a knife to his throat and asked him what he truly believed, he wasn’t so sure.
“Huntsman was changed by the Reckoning,” Elias continued to fasten shut his guitar case, “but he didn’t croak it. The serpent statue broke into pieces, presumably to lessen the chances of its full power falling into the wrong hands.”
“The spider warned him that others might notice if it was used,” Barek said.
“Exactly. And the Reckoning packed one hell of a wallop. Be hard not to notice, even if you were looking the wrong way with a bag over your head.”
“But why would the statue want to prevent someone else finding it?”
“Huntsman thought it was trying to protect something; perhaps the spider and her dreamy-weamy mates. Don’t think he really had a clue where it came from, what it really was. Oh, he had his tribal legends. Said it was the spirit-body of a goddess petrified by magic, which I must admit makes for a groovy tale. Gray magic, he called it. Poor geezer had no word for science.” Elias bent closer so that he could whisper. “Did I ever tell you about Sektis Gandaw? You see, it was his bloody Technocracy that led to the massacre of the Dreamers that ultimately brought about the Reckoning. But not only that, ol’ Sektis and snaky lady have a history that goes way back, but it’s sketchy, to say the least. Must admit, I’ve been guilty of making bits of it up, you know, dramatic license and that sort of thing. Huntsman only knows what his gods tell him, and to be honest, they sound about as talkative as a dead parrot.”
Barek frowned, not getting it, but he’d heard a lot of this stuff before—probably when Elias used to tell stories to them as children. Barek, Gaston, Justin and Rhiannon. Back in the days before the mawgs had come, with Shader close on their heels. He’d often wondered what had been worse, the flesh-eating beasts or the man who’d driven them away, and then remained, telling them they could be better than they were. They’d believed him, too. Who wouldn’t? Anything had to be better than wringing a living from the arid soil of Sahul, and life in the villages had been as appealing as horse dung. So they’d believed him, sure enough. Right up until the moment he’d left.
“Eh-in-gar-na.” Didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. “The goddess was the statue all along?”
Elias’s face lit up. “So, you were listening. The Dreamers say she’s an enormous snake. There’s a huge likeness of her painted on the Cradle Cliffs near Gladelvi. If you ever get chance to head up north you should take a gander. One big eye, like a saucer, stares at you from every angle. Huntsman always said she was fleeing something—that shifty bleeding Demiurgos, most likely. And if not him, then everyone’s favorite megalomaniac, Sektis Gandaw.”
“But how do you know all this? How do you know what Huntsman thought?”
“We’re mates.” Elias grinned. “I may be a bit of a fogey, but I’m connected. And now, if I may, I bid you adieu. Toodle pip.”
Barek frowned as the bard struggled out of the bar, guitar case knocking tables and bashing against the door. He gasped as a hand clapped down on his shoulder.
“Pay up or it’s Mr. Bash for you,” growled Sneaky Nigel, brandishing his infamous club. “Don’t think I didn’t see you. I might have been under the spell like the rest of ‘em, but ol’ Sneaky always keeps one eye on the bar.”
“Right you are.” Barek coughed up the money. “I was going to settle with you on the way out.”
“Course you were.” Sneaky Nigel’s lips opened like a gash, his two remaining teeth jagged and yellow. “See you again, boy.” He slapped Barek on the back and slouched over to the bar.
“Barek,” hollered Justin Salace, raising his jug. “Come and join us.”
Elgin Fallow was slumped over the table, a dozen or so of the other knights sitting around Justin like he was some mythical king. What would Gaston reckon to that?
Barek waved his apology. “Not tonight, mate. I’m bushed.”
He pushed through the door out into the heavy night air. The wind was picking up and it was starting to rain. He could feel Justin’s eyes stabbing him in the back. He’d not looked pleased at Barek’s refusal, but that was just the drink. Let him sleep it off; he’d be right in the morning.
Barek tucked his thumbs in his belt and ambled towards home, humming the bard’s tune and replaying the scenes that had swamped his mind.
Two blokes were in heated discussion by the side of the road. One was Elias Wolf, leaning on his guitar case and sounding like a defensive child on the receiving end of a scolding. Barek averted his gaze lest he was caught looking. The other was scrawny, like a bird, and mad as a cut snake. His skin was dark and leathery, and a sharp nose studded with bones ruptured his face between two feral eyes. Barek picked up his pace, keeping his head down. Didn’t need telling who that was. No one had seen sight nor sound of him for years, far as Barek knew, but he’d swear a bloody oath that was the Dreamer Huntsman.
* * *
Rhiannon stumbled through the rain, violent gusts punching at her face, one hand hugging her shirt tight, the other pressing the skirt between her legs as if it could wipe away her shame. She could barely see through one eye, the swelling throbbing and burning. Sharp pains lanced up her nose to her skull and her head felt on fire. Every time she moved her jaw something clicked and salty blood seeped between her teeth. She could still feel Gaston’s thumbs pressing into her throat, her heart pounding as she struggled to breathe. She coughed and winced. Felt like she’d swallowed a stone.
“Almost there, almost there, almost there.”
There was nowhere else to go. She couldn’t face home yet—the questions, the worry, the disappointment. Oh, they’d do their best to disguise it, but she knew her parents better than they thought they knew her. They might say all the right things, but secretly they’d be wondering if she asked for it. It’d only confirm what they already thought about her going into the Templum. She could see it now: the shared looks, the suppressed sighs; sending Sammy to his room so he didn’t see his sister like this. A sob escaped her and she was almost sick, swallowing it back down and wrinkling her face.
The rain drummed on the corrugated roof of the porch like applause. Now that she’d made it, she couldn’t bring herself to knock. She was about to lower herself into Elias’s rocking chair when the door opened. She turned, ready to hug the bard, but instead took a step back. A face like a vulture’s jutted towards her, ropes of hair braided with crystal and bone falling over a feathered cloak.
“Huntsman.”
There were bones through his nose and lips, deep creases gouged into the dark skin of his face.
Elias appeared behind him, gasped, and put a hand to his mouth.
Huntsman’s bloodshot eyes held hers longer than was comfortable. The pupils bored into her, seemed to peer right into her marrow. He raised a hand, as if he were going to touch her face, and then drew it back. “You stay here. Not go back to Oakendale.” He looked to make sure Elias was listening. “A path has opened for you. Very bad path.”
Elias was nodding like an idiot. Huntsman turned back to Rhiannon.
“I am sorry for you. Already you give up so much for Sahul. For more than Sahul. She weeps for you, this land. She shows me Dreaming. Two paths you have now. You go to Sarum, like you told me?”
She couldn’t find any words, but managed to nod.
“This is right, I think. The path home is now dark.”
“Mom, Dad, Sammy?”
Huntsman closed his eyes. “Boy is bright with Sahul. A white of Dreaming. I see no more. Do not go home.”
“Why? I’ve done nothing.” Suddenly she needed them, knew she’d judged them too harshly. They’d understand what’d happened. They’d make Gaston pay. Dad would cut his frickin’ balls off and shove them down his throat.
“Death one way, life other. Fruits of Eingana. Sahul’s gift to you is warning. I see no more.” Huntsman ducked out into the storm and melted from view.
Elias crept towards her as if he were worried she might shatter. His mouth hung open, his eyes wide and damp as he stared at her face.
“How do I look?” She tried to grin, but pain stabbed at her jaw. Deprived of her armor she had no alternative but to cry.
“Rhiannon. What’s happened?” Elias opened his arms to her. She paused, looked at him through her good eye, and then accepted his embrace.
* * *
“What the shog happened to your face, man?” Justin opened the door and Gaston slipped inside.
Place was a wreck, as usual—bottles strewn across the table, curtains still drawn, blankets thrown on the floor where someone had dossed for the night. Sweet musk mingled with the sweat and beer. Justin stepped on something, tried to discreetly slide it behind the door with his foot. Gaston gave him a look but didn’t quite have the inclination to frown. Justin must’ve misread him, in any case.
“Sorry. About the swearing, I mean. I’ll do a round of knots.” He pulled a prayer cord from his pocket.
Gaston waved it away. “Justin, I need to talk.”
“Sure, man. What’s up?” Justin ruffled his red hair and yawned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Get you something?”
“Shut the door.”
“Sure. Man, you look awful. What the heck happened?” Justin pushed the door to and pulled out a chair for Gaston before sliding onto one himself.
“I can trust you to say nothing?”
“Course.” Justin rested his chin on his fists, leaned in a little way.
“Rhiannon—”
“The Kwane bitch did this?”
“Promise me, Justin—knight’s honor—you won’t say anything. Not to anyone. Not Elgin, Barek, no one. Understand?”
Justin sat back, interlaced his fingers like he was about to pray. “OK.”
“She… Rhiannon came to see me last night when you were down the Griffin. She was drunk…”
“I’d say,” Justin laughed. “Had a gutful of piss before the frickin’ song started. That’d explain where she got to. Didn’t stay to the end, huh?”
“You know what happened between me and her before.”
“Long time ago, man. Ancient history.”
“Yeah, well this was like the same. Only this time she started it.” Gaston winced inside. Wasn’t strictly the truth, but it wasn’t quite a lie either.
“What, she came on to you? Good on you, mate. I mean … oh, shit.” Justin tailed off looking at Gaston’s face. “Shogging little prick tease. Am I right?”
“Justin, I did wrong. I need to … need to…” He couldn’t bring himself to say the words. He needed to confess, he needed someone to forgive him. What was he thinking, coming to Justin? They might have been mates, but Justin was about as Nousian as a turd. Most likely went through with it for show, just so he could get to play with swords.
“I know you, man. Right? I know you wouldn’t start it. She was asking for it, like she always does. Thinks she can drink and play with the boys and doesn’t like it when nature takes its course.”
Should have gone to Barek. Maybe he’d have understood.
“Look, man,” Justin was on his feet, edging round the table till Gaston could smell his sour beer breath. “We need a plan. She saying what I think she’s saying?”
Gaston nodded, closed his eyes.
“That what happened? You can tell me, man. Nothing leaves this room. Did you poke her?”
Gaston felt the sick leap up from his stomach, swallowed it down, gave another nod.
“You ain’t done nothing wrong. Don’t you forget it. Things got out of control. Six of one, half a—”
Gaston slid his chair back and stood. “No, Justin, this isn’t what I—”
“You’re upset, man. It’s only natural. Hear me out. I’ve got an idea.”
Gaston lowered himself back down. He knew there was no way out of this, but still he couldn’t help but listen.
“We ride over to her place. Take some of the lads with us. Tell her folks what happened, how she started it and then got pissy when it was over.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Heck, it was.” Justin pressed his face up close. “It was, get it?”
Cold seeped under Gaston’s skin. Maybe Justin was right. No one would understand the truth. No one would give him a chance to make this right, least of all Yeffrik Kwane. If Rhiannon’s dad knew what had really happened, Gaston was a dead man. But Nous would forgive, wouldn’t he? If he amended his ways, made sure it didn’t happen again. Long as he was honest with Nous, a little white lie wouldn’t hurt none.
“What if she’s not there?” Gaston asked. “What if she didn’t go home? You know where she always goes when she’s in trouble?”
“Too right,” Justin said, looking like another idea had just struck him. “So what if she did stay with Elias? Tell ‘em he did it. Everyone thinks he’s shagging her anyway.”
“Yeah, right. And Rhiannon’s really gonna admit to that.”
Justin had a sick grin on his face. “Don’t matter if she does or not. It’s her word against yours. Say you found out about them, tried to talk her out of it and she hit you. Everyone knows what a wild bitch she is. Wouldn’t be the first time she’s got violent.”
Gaston didn’t know. No one would believe him, surely. And he couldn’t just blame someone else.
“Elias has got it coming,” Justin said. “All that crap he spouts about the Templum, the way he put Shader down. Shog, between the pair of ‘em they probably drove Shader away, left us in the shit we’re in today. Trust me, Gaston, it’s the right thing to do.”
* * *
Elias pulled on the reins and the cart rolled to a halt before the wall of shields outside the Kwane household, knights staring him down like he was the enemy.
He glanced at Rhiannon still sleeping in the back amongst the instruments and books, head resting on a sack of weed. Her face was a mass of yellow and black, one eye a puffy slit. Brownish blood was crusted in streaks beneath her nose and there were angry welts around her neck. Her breathing was shallow and ragged, mouth slightly open, teeth stained red. He considered waking her then thought better of it. She didn’t need this after all she’d been through. By the looks of things Gaston had already got to her folks and there was nothing but trouble waiting. It seemed Huntsman had been right. Wrong approach with Rhiannon, he reckoned. Like a red rag to a bull warning her off something. And he was just as bad. Seeing her like this had aroused feelings he’d not had for a long time.
Elias jumped down from the cart, moving alongside ol’ Hector and giving the shire horse a reassuring pat. He felt his face flushing with anger, hand tightening around the Statue of Eingana in his pocket.
The shield wall parted and Gaston strode towards him, Yeffrik and Jessy Kwane trailing behind, little Sammy just visible sitting on the doorstep. Gaston’s nose was purple and swollen, his cheeks raked with scratches. His long blond hair was tied back tightly, giving away center-stage to his arse of a face. Elias had never realized what a small chin he had. Almost no chin at all. He was dressed like the rest of the knights in the white surcoat and red Monas that Shader had paid for with the council’s money. The chainmail too, no doubt brought in from Jorakum at considerable expense—all in the name of religion; though where they’d got the money for it was anyone’s guess. The council certainly wouldn’t have forked out that much, even if they could have.
“You see.” Gaston waited for Rhiannon’s folks to come alongside. “Screwing the bard.” He spat the words and narrowed his eyes at Elias. “And this is what I get for trying to stop her.” He jabbed a finger at his misshapen nose.
Yeffrik looked like a man who’d been told the Earth went round the Sun, having always believed the opposite. He hunched his massive shoulders and bit his lip. “Elias?”
“What? No. It was him. Look at her!” He backed away to the cart. “Just look at what this holy little shit did. To your daughter!”
Jessy tugged on Yeffrik’s sleeve. “See, I told you we should’ve had Sheriff Halligan come over.”
“What would be the point?” Elias said. Halligan hated his guts. Had done ever since he busted Elias for possession of pituri. Bastard confiscated the whole stash, too. And besides, what could a lone sheriff do against so many armed men? “Halligan’s scared shitless of these thugs. Didn’t I say this would happen if Shader got his way and started training the local boys? Fascist. The bloke with the most swords always rules the roost, and right now—” He glared at Gaston. “—that’s everyone’s favorite son of a preacher man.”
Rhiannon mumbled something and pushed herself up on one arm. “Dad?” she rasped, turning her head to look through her good eye.
Yeffrik’s jaw dropped and he stiffened, fists clenched, arms shaking. Jessy brushed past him and covered her mouth with her hands.
“Mom.” Rhiannon started to sob.
Elias looked along the line of knights, shields locked together like they were expecting to meet a charge. He recognized Barek, sandy hair poking from beneath a bascinet, blinking rapidly and licking his lips. Elgin Fallow was beside him, looking like the playground bully, desperate for someone to thump. Justin Salace was there, too, a thin smile upon his lips; and Solomon Jonas staring blankly ahead as if none of this were happening. There were twenty at least, all local lads he’d once told tales to or taught music. Most were friends of Rhiannon, he didn’t doubt. She really needed to make better choices.
“Who … did … this?” Yeffrik finally found the words.
“She attacked me.” Gaston had a hand on the hilt of his sword. “I was trying to help.”
“And you hit her?” Jessy’s face twisted into a snarl.
“That wasn’t me!” Gaston glared at Elias. “It was him!”
“Now wait a minute.” Elias looked from Rhiannon to Yeffrik to Jessy. “Surely you don’t believe him?”
Rhiannon was panting hard, shaking her head as if she couldn’t understand something. “What the shog are you talking about?” She pointed straight between Gaston’s eyes. “It was this piece of shit!”
“Lies!” Gaston had his sword half drawn as Yeffrik’s fist crunched into his nose, splitting it like a ripe melon.
Gaston went down hard, the big man kneeling astride him, clubbing away at his face. Justin shoulder-charged Yeffrik, sent him sprawling to the dirt. He tried to rise, but Gaston was up in a flash and ran his sword through Yeffrik’s chest. Rhiannon screamed, and Elias began to shake. Jessy ran towards her husband, but Justin caught her and flung her to the ground. She got straight back up, but Elgin smashed his pommel into her head. Her eyes rolled and her legs folded under her. With a sickening thud, she hit the ground, blood trickling from her lips.
A door slammed, but Elias couldn’t see the house as the shield wall came towards him. He tripped over the step of the cart, trying to scramble up. Rhiannon’s screaming shredded his thoughts. He was vaguely aware of the Statue of Eingana cutting into his fingers where he gripped it so tightly.
Gaston lunged at him, sword aimed at his face. Elias tumbled out of the way, the statue starting to singe his skin. More screaming—not Rhiannon this time, but a muffled wailing from a dark place. Something thrashed and cowered behind his vision: a shaggy ape with the head of a dog. Shapes spilled from its eyes, hideous, contorted, all teeth and talons, boiling flesh, and lashing limbs. The images swelled until his mind burst, spewing them forth.
Shrill cries tore through him as the knights blocked their ears and clawed at their eyes. Shields clattered to the ground, swords clashing on top of them. White knights, swaying knights, screaming knights; froth bubbling from gaping mouths, eyes like saucers staring at invisible horrors.
Elias climbed into the driving seat, dropped the statue beside him and cracked the reins. Hector lurched forward swatting a knight aside with his great head. He turned the cart towards the road and leaned forward to slap the horse into a run. As they rolled onto the gravel, Elias cast a look over his shoulder. The knights were all down, writhing on the ground next to the bodies of Yeffrik and Jessy. Rhiannon’s head hung over the side of the cart, wailing and sobbing. Elias caught a glimpse of a small boy running for the woods. Sammy. He should stop; go back. But the cart kept on moving, the house falling behind them. The White Knights were climbing to their feet, Gaston yelling orders and slashing the air with his sword.



 





WHERE NOUSIA ENDS
The stars looked different in Sahul, fell in different patterns. Pinpricks in the pall of night, a thousand openings to a silvery hereafter.
Shader uncrossed his legs, rubbing and patting them to encourage the blood to flow. He rolled to his knees and sat back on his haunches.
“Ain’t you finished yet?” Elpidio stomped up the steps to the aftcastle. “Captain says we’re nearly there.”
Shader closed the Liber and returned it to his coat pocket. “He’s got better eyes than me then.”
“You can see the moon, can’t you?”
It hardly needed pointing out, but Elpidio did so all the same: a sickle-blade of silver low down on the horizon.
“You can navigate by the moon?”
Elpidio leaned over the prow resting his chin in his hands. “Captain can. Guess anyone could with a chart and a thingy.”
“A sextant. You forget already, eh?” Podesta climbed up to join them. “What are you doing kneeling? I’m not the Ipsissimus, you know.”
Shader stood, grimacing as the blood pooled towards his feet. “I thought we were running blind to avoid the mawgs. Didn’t realize you knew where we were heading.”
Podesta put his hands on Elpidio’s shoulders and stared out into the blackness. “There’s a monster of a reef just north of here. Dreamers call it the Makara. Running blind would likely leave us holed. Don’t want to be swimming for it in these waters, eh, boy? Sharks here are as big as horses. I’ll let you into a secret. The reason the mawgs never catch us is that they can’t navigate by night. That’s why we can take the Anglesh route. It’s good, eh? All you need is a sextant—” He clapped Elpidio on the head. “—some charts, and an almanac. Easy. I should show you, eh?”
“What’s that?” Elpidio pointed out the black outlines of what appeared to be a forest on the sea.
“Port Sarum. It seems Hagalle has been busy, eh? That’s a lot of masts and most of ‘em galleons or my name’s not Amidio Podesta. Maybe he’s going to invade Ashanta, uh?”
“Doesn’t have the strength,” Shader said. “He’s more likely to use them to ferry his troops round the coast to give the Eastern Lords a bit of a reminder.”
Podesta smacked his lips. “Maybe. It would be easier than a march across the interior. It’s a lot of new ships to just sit there, eh?”
The Aura Placida slipped into the harbor, gentle waves sloshing against the prow, sailors nattering in the rigging, smoking on the deck. Podesta did his rounds, patting as many men as he could on the back, spreading good cheer. Shader watched the first hints of red appear on the horizon, the skyline of Sarum starting to emerge, jutting towers and arched bridges, the benign glow of lamplight from the sprawl of awakening houses. Far off to the north, he could see the bell-tower of Pardes, stark and lonely, set amidst the limestone monoliths of the “petrified forest”. He wondered if the Gray Abbot was perched atop the tower awaiting his return, waiting for the doors to close behind him with the finality of the tomb.
“Now what do you make of that, my friend?” Podesta sprang up the steps and guided him by the shoulder.
They were passing alongside a smaller vessel with a shallow keel and four masts.
“Isn’t that the Dolphin?”
“Must have left Aeterna just after we did.” Podesta shook his head. “Impossible Diaz should have got here first.”
“She’s a fast ship.”
“Not that fast.” Podesta clicked his fingers. “He must have taken our route. The spineless bastard finally struck up the nerve to try the Anglesh Isles, eh?”
Shader couldn’t imagine Captain Diaz taking unnecessary risks. He was a calculating man, hard and unscrupulous, but he’d never take the chance of running into mawgs. Unless…
“Someone must be paying him big money, eh?” Podesta said. “Maybe the Templum?”
The Dolphin retreated from view as they found their berth and Podesta gave orders for the lowering of the gangplank. Shader retrieved the Sword of the Archon from his cabin, said a quick prayer of thanks, and headed for dry land with the eagerness of a drunk for a bottle.
“Good luck, my friend,” Podesta called from the forecastle.
Shader made a visor of his hand and squinted up at the captain’s silhouette against the rising sun. “Not staying in Sarum?”
“Maybe a day or two. We’ve got business up in Gladelvi.” He touched a finger to his lips. “Big Templum contract. Don’t tell Hagalle.”
“Templum? But…”
“Medicines, supplies. You know the sort of thing, uh?”
A crewman bumped into Shader and muttered a curse. With a will of its own, Shader’s hand flew to the pommel of the gladius. Blood crisscrossed the back of the man’s shirt, evidence of a recent flogging. Cleto. If ever there was a man to bear a grudge.
Shader waved goodbye to Podesta and then caught sight of Elpidio staring out at Sarum as if it were a fairy tale castle, just as he had himself the first time he’d seen the impossibly tall towers left over from the fall of the Old World. Sabas emerged from the galley and gave him a meaty grin, and then Shader was off down the gangplank and back on Sahulian soil.
* * *
Shader stamped red sand from his boots, pulled his broad-brimmed hat off and held it to his chest. Squinting at the pink and purple sky, he ran his fingers through sweat-drenched hair. Dawn broke in a matter of heartbeats in Sahul, the sun always in a hurry to scorch everything in sight without mercy. He had perhaps an hour before it reached its zenith and no further progress could be made. That was the time for lazing beside the waters of the Delling, praying for the cooling breeze to blow in from the ocean. When you needed to lay down weapons and grab a pint at the Griffin. Pretty much the only opportunities for practice were at the beginning and end of the day.
Not that he’d be doing much of that now.
Gaston had taken it hardest. Shader had told him on the eve of his trip to Aeterna. He’d returned to the barracks while the lads were training and Gaston had thought he’d come back to them. Best to end it then, he’d thought, and then to finally end his inner struggles at the tournament. One last victory, prove things to himself, and then give it all up. Gaston had pleaded with Shader to take him to Aeterna, to not make any decision about the White Order until they returned. It was all he had, and Shader wished he could do something about it. The chance to be someone, to be a knight of the White Order, had been the making of him. Or at least it would have been had Shader remained in Oakendale.
The lad had never got over the conversion of his father. Bovis had become more Nousian than the Ipsissimus, more intolerant than Exemptus Silvanus. More intolerant than Shader himself. Bovis said it like it was. Couldn’t be a Nousian and a killer. He’d seen the Elect as an aberration, denounced Shader as a heretic. Funny thing was, Shader agreed with him. He just couldn’t quite let go. The White Order had only served to fuel his own personal war between Nous and the sword. Between his mother and father, Ignatius had always said.
Much as he didn’t want to admit it, though, Shader knew it was all just excuses. The real reason he couldn’t go on with life in Oakendale was much simpler, much more human. The real reason was Rhiannon.
Tugging off his coat, he began to fold it, but then caught sight of something moving in the hazy distance. A dark smudge shimmering in the heat, heedless of the sun, just as he’d been when he’d first arrived in Sahul.
The figure came into focus the way that a sharp slap can shake the grog of drunkenness from you. A tall hat, sunlight glinting from a buckle at the front. Long black coat—not dissimilar to Shader’s, and totally unsuited to the Sahulian summer. The man stopped twenty yards from him, one hand on the hilt of a rapier, the other clutching a heavy book. He tilted the hat to show his face—a lean face with sunken eyes, a triangle of a beard flecked with gray.
“Deacon Shader?”
Shader dropped his coat, letting the man see the swords scabbarded at his hips, the hint of mail beneath his surcoat. He flipped his hat back into place, pulling down the brim to keep the sun from his eyes.
“Yes, I see that you are.” The words were quietly spoken, precise and clipped, covering the distance between them like an actor’s up into the gods. “I have had more trouble finding you than I would have liked, but I am not one to complain. Do what must be done, Ain willing.”
“You’re from Aeterna?” Shader was surprised they’d found him so soon. After all, Sahul was a long way from Latia.
“Bardol Shin. Investigator Shin of the Templum Judiciary. You know, of course, why I have come.” Shin’s expression remained neutral. He didn’t even show the slightest discomfort at the rivulets of sweat running down his face from beneath his hat.
“The Ipsissimus noticed his new Keeper was missing? Sent you to bring me home?”
No trace of a smile. He may have sighed, but if he did it must have been a small one. There was the slightest shrug of his shoulders, a movement of his coat. “His Divinity has absolute trust in the Judiciary. I doubt he is even aware of my mission. Anything he needs to know will be conveyed to him by Exemptus Silvanus, and in your case, I’m sure His Divinity would have much sympathy.”
Unlike Silvanus. The Prefect of the Judiciary was a notorious conservative, utterly puritanical and widely favored to be the next Ipsissimus. With the backing of his henchmen in the Judiciary, Shader couldn’t see it being any other way.
“I have been at sea for six weeks. Six weeks with the scum of the earth. Privateers, I’ll warrant, under a certain Captain Diaz.” Shin enunciated the name with great precision, as if he were dredging it from a carefully organized mental archive. “You are familiar with the name?”
“I think you know the answer to that.” How could he forget the outward bound trip to Aeterna on board the Dolphin? “That how you found me?”
“Diaz said he had never heard of you. He was lying of course. I can always smell a rat. He seemed to have a plan to get me drunk, but the trouble with such scheming is that—”
“You don’t drink.”
“Precisely.”
“You’re not likely to go down well in Sahul, then.”
Shin took a step closer. “Going down well in Sahul is hardly top of my list of desires. I am a simple man, Shader. Simple and down to earth. All I desire is to do Ain’s will, but as he speaks only through his most reverent servants, I am bound to do the exemptus’s. You will not, I take it, return without a fight?”
“And land myself in the Judiciary’s dungeons? Hardly proportionate to the crime of wanting to be left alone.”
Shin bent over from the waist to lay his book on the ground. “If you wanted to be left alone, you should not have taken solemn vows. There is no place in the Elect for deserters and no room in Nousia for lapsed consecrated knights.”
“Then perhaps you’ve not noticed. Sahul isn’t part of Nousia.”
Shin may have wrinkled his nose at that, but it was such a small reaction as to be almost indiscernible. “It is the people who make the kingdom.”
There was the faintest of rasps as he drew his rapier. Shader’s blades leapt clear of their scabbards, his father’s longsword and the Sword of the Archon.
“I have been to the abbey, you know.” Shin made a couple of practice lunges and held the blade vertically in front of his face. “The Gray Abbot was as tight-lipped as I would have expected, but a certain Frater Elphus was most instructive. He said you had not been cut out for monastic life. Said you had caused a spot of bother in the city. He also mentioned your exploits in the village of Oakendale.” Again the careful pronunciation, as if he’d committed the name to memory along with Ain knows how many others, all filed away for some undisclosed day of retribution. “Establishing an order of religious knights, even if only a poor parody of the Elect, is about as serious a crime as you can commit. Besides reneging on your vows, that is. I am afraid they will have to be dealt with once I have finished with you.”
“You may want to examine your conscience, Investigator. Thought I detected a note of pride there.”
Shin frowned—just for a moment. “Confidence in one’s divinely bestowed abilities is not the same thing as pride. If Ain has blessed me with the finest fencing skills in Nousia, who am I to deny it?”
“Such a pity we’re in Sahul.”
Shader sprang to the attack with the suddenness of thought, longsword thrusting, gladius arcing in a vicious swing. Shin spun away from the onslaught with the grace of a dancer, the tip of his rapier darting for Shader’s unprotected heart. With a turn of the wrist, the longsword parried it and slid down its length to the basket-guard. Shin snatched the blade away and skipped back in a tight semicircle.
“Good eyes, I will grant you. Sharp reflexes too. I see the rumors amongst your confreres were not exaggerated.”
Shin was good himself. More than good. Shader could tell from his poise, his balance, that he was a master swordsman, and he was swift as a striking serpent with it.
“I am a little surprised you showed no recognition of my name.” Shin circled him, sword point lowered. “I have quite the reputation back home.”
“With the ladies? Or for being the life and soul of the party?”
One of Shin’s cheeks began to twitch, and his eyes narrowed. Shader tracked them, scarcely daring to blink. There! The tiniest glance to the left gave the game away. Shin lunged with bewildering speed. Shader swayed out of the way and felt the hot spray of blood on his forearm as the gladius found its mark in the investigator’s throat. Shin’s eyes bulged, his lips moving, nothing but pink froth coming out. The rapier dropped to the ground, his knees buckled, and he fell on top of it.
Shader picked up Shin’s Liber and opened it upon his corpse. He wiped the gladius on Shin’s coat, and sheathed both swords. Shin should have caught up with him in Aeterna, spared himself six weeks aboard the Dolphin. Ain knows what that would have done for his soul. Shader knelt beside his body and thumbed through the pages until he came to the Rite for the Dead. A single drop of rain spat upon the page before he’d mouthed the first word of prayer. The sun vanished behind a smudge of cloud that had crept in from the ocean unnoticed. That was Sahulian weather for you. Shader picked up his coat as the rain pattered on the Liber and splashed ripples in the blood pooling upon the thirsty ground.



 





THE CAT’S OUT OF THE BAG
Cadman frowned at the blood smeared across his cellar wall, whilst still keeping count of the blows at the back of his mind. Thirteen lashes of the cat-o’-nine-tails, and already Jarmin was blathering for all he was worth.
Shadrak drew back his arm for another crack of the whip and then paused to peel a strip of skin from one of the barbs. His white face was speckled with Jarmin’s blood, pink eyes glinting with rather too much enjoyment for Cadman’s liking. Do a thing with gusto, by all means, but please let’s not debase ourselves. The irony wasn’t lost on him. He’d been debasing himself for centuries, but there was a world of difference between need and gratuitousness.
“Please,” Jarmin sobbed, the martyr well and truly beaten out of him. “Please. I’ve told you all I know.”
Cadman raised a hand to tell Shadrak to take a rest. The midget threw the whip aside and helped himself to a bottle of Shiraz, pushing the cork in with a slender knife. Only five bottles left on the rack. Cadman winced. Not that he minded Shadrak taking the wine—he’d long since lost the ability to taste anything, and alcohol hadn’t affected him for donkey’s years. It was the nuisance of having to get away from the number five that was so unsettling. Either they’d have to drink another bottle or go out and buy some more. Grinding his teeth with the annoyance of it all, Cadman turned back to Jarmin, who was suspended by his wrists, toes just about reaching the floor. He was naked, not because Cadman took any pleasure from seeing him that way, but because he’d learned long ago—in the castle in Verusia—that nakedness deprives a man of any number of defenses, not the least his dignity.
“How does it work?” Cadman held up the piece of amber. It was a little shorter than his finger, and half as thick. One end tapered to a point. He was sure the thing was vibrating. Maybe just fanciful thinking.
“I promised not to use it.” Jarmin’s head dropped. He must have known that was the wrong answer by now.
“I gave no such promise.” Cadman tried to sound amiable. The fat face and big mustache had always made that easier, he found. People seemed to trust him.
Shadrak set down the bottle a little harder than necessary and twirled the knife on the tip of his finger. Jarmin’s eyes flitted from the blade to Cadman, the anticipation of what was to come clearly evident on his face.
“What if I close my eyes?” Cadman did so. “And focus my will through the … fang, would you call it?”
Nothing happened.
“Hmm. Disappointing. I don’t know about you, Jarmin, but I’m getting rather tired of this. How about you, Shadrak?”
“Bored as shog.” He took a step towards Jarmin. “Want me to cut an eye out?”
Jarmin squealed like a girl and yellow piss sprayed down his leg, pooling on the stone floor.
Cadman turned his nose up and let out an enormous sigh. “Shadrak here enjoyed a performance at Broken Bridge last night. All about the Statue of Eingana, it was.”
Shadrak pressed his face right up to Jarmin’s and slowly moved the tip of his knife towards an eye.
Jarmin began to shake and whimper. “Please. Please.”
“Shadrak tells me there are five pieces of the Statue of Eingana. Two eyes, two fangs, and the body.” Five blasted pieces. Or could you count the body as separate? Still led to four and one, in any case. “Nod if you agree.”
Jarmin nodded frantically.
“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. Huntsman gave a fang to you, which you’ve done a good job of guarding, up until now.” Cadman flipped the amber into the air and caught it in a chubby hand. “Who has the other pieces?”
Jarmin squeezed his eyes shut, face all puckered up like a sphincter, knees knocking together.
“One name, then. That’s all it’ll take, and then you can go free.”
Jarmin looked up, blinking in disbelief. “I can go? You won’t kill me?”
“Why would I? We’re not animals, you know. Give me what I want and I will be more than happy. Your death would be of no benefit to me, and Shadrak here has probably had a surfeit of killing.” Actually, he’s probably working out how to do away with both of us once we’re finished. Cadman shot a glance at the shadows gathered in the alcove by the entrance and swallowed as he saw one move.
Jarmin took a deep breath, tongue moistening his lips.
“The Gray Abbot has an eye.”
“Really? Now who’d have thought it? The eye of a Dreamer goddess and one of her fangs entrusted to two of the Templum’s holiest Luminaries.”
“Can I go now?”
“Indeed.” Cadman held up the amber fang between thumb and forefinger. “Before you do, though, I wonder if you’d mind witnessing this. You see, I think I’ve worked out how to use it. Visualization. Am I right?”
Cadman closed his eyes and tightened his grip on the fang. He formed a picture of Jarmin’s flesh being ripped apart, felt the amber throb, and heard a sound like the pulping of ripe fruit. Something wet splashed his face and he opened his eyes.
A bloody mess hung from the ceiling. Shadrak was peering at it with more curiosity than disgust. The fang felt warm in Cadman’s hand. He uncurled his fingers and frowned. The amber had dulled considerably, and veins of green and brown had spread across the surface. Somewhere in the distance a bird cried out. Cadman suddenly felt uneasy, like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He cocked his head to one side and listened but heard nothing else. Silly, Cadman, you paranoid old sod. He caught Shadrak watching him and gave a shrug.
“Might take a bit of practice, eh?” He thrust the fang into his jacket pocket. “So, the Gray Abbot. I don’t suppose you fancy a trip to Pardes?”
“Reckon I’ve paid my debt. There’s plenty o’ work back at the guild, and besides, I’ve got a score to settle with my previous employers.”
Cadman chewed the end of his mustache. He’d not been expecting that. “I take it you’re all right about me knowing who you are.” He felt a rush of trepidation. “You being Shadrak the Unseen and all that.”
“If you can keep your mouth shut, you’ve nothing to fear from me.”
“Quite. Quite. And thank you. What are you doing?”
Shadrak pried open the grill on the cellar floor and lowered himself into the opening.
“You’re not going down there?”
“Best way to see the city.”
“What about the wine?”
“You finish it.”
Shadrak slid the grill back into place and dropped from sight.
A shadow detached itself from the wall and drifted to Cadman’s side.
“Thank you, Callixus, but it seems you weren’t needed after all.”
The wraith hovered over him, adding its chillness to the cold he already felt.
Cadman scrabbled about in his pocket for a cigarette. “Can you make the journey to Pardes?”
“You want me to kill the Gray Abbot?”
“Only if you must. Bring me his piece of the Statue of Eingana. Who knows, with two segments I may have double the power.” Then again he might just be getting deeper into something than he ought to. What on earth was he doing? He thought about the tentacled nightmare that had invaded his bedroom and shattered the illusion of safety.
The cat’s out of the bag, Cadman. Either you see this through or get as far away from here as possible. But anywhere that wasn’t Sahul was that much closer to Verusia, and the last thing he needed was to come to the attention of his old master, Otto Blightey.



 




THE SCENT OF POWER
Sektis Gandaw’s breath was a solar wind, streaming particles into empty space. Arterial fluids chilled, hardening flesh, slowing thoughts. The sloshing beats of his prosthetic heart grew further apart—he counted the seconds between them like a child anticipating the next peal of thunder. Red pulsed in his peripheral vision, no more than a hazy acknowledgement pushed to the extremities of awareness by the burgeoning silence.
He waited for the patterns of the Unweaving.
Perfectly on cue, light swirled from the metal vambrace on his forearm, settling into streams and arcs, circles and squares, all present and correct, as he knew they would be. Next came the polygons, dancing with numbers. Once they would have triggered a migraine; now they were a symphony rising to rapture. But even in ecstasy, the niggling continued. Without adequate power, all this was just a light show, an exercise in algebra, a set of calculations so vast it was like cramming the cosmos into his skull and trusting his head not to explode.
If only he’d not made the dwarves… The whirling display flickered, and daggers jabbed Gandaw’s brain. If only he still had the energy of the so-called goddess, Eingana… Red light flashed; the hissing crackle of white noise. If only—
“Breakout … Breakout…” The grating voice of a sentroid, distorting through his aural implants.
The shapes and numbers swirled into a maelstrom and then zipped back into the vambrace. A ripple ran through Gandaw’s tunic as the exoskeleton beneath reactivated and a thousand pinpricks pierced his skin. His regenerated flesh suffused with warmth, arteries thawed, and the mechanical heart resumed its bracing tattoo.
With a tap of a button on the vambrace, he stimulated the phosphorescence of the green veins that fractured the black scarolite walls. He stood and switched on the vambrace’s com-screen, his plastic stool melting away into the floor.
“Mephesch, I’m trying to work.”
The homunculus’s face was pressed too close to the camera, just those inscrutable eyes set in sockets like calderas.
“Apologies, Technocrat. It’s Skeyr Magnus,” Mephesch said. “He’s found a way out. Taken the rest of them with him.”
“Show me.”
The image changed: a sentroid’s aerial shot of the mountain’s perfectly symmetrical peak. There was a rupture near the summit through which scores of lizard-men were pouring. The display cut to another sentroid’s camera, further back: the scarolite mountain stark against the bleached dust of the Dead Lands.
“There,” Gandaw said. “That’s him.”
The sentroid moved in for the kill, Skeyr Magnus scampering away on reptilian legs that were never designed for speed. Gandaw should have aborted the lizard-men long ago. They had shown themselves good for nothing. Another failed experiment—just like the dwarves.
“Wait,” he spoke into the vambrace. “What’s that on his hand?”
The sentroid zoomed in.
“Is that one of my gauntlets?”
Blue tongues of flame licked across the black glove on the lizard-man’s right hand. Gandaw squinted in order to focus his optics. The projection gauntlet? Skeyr Magnus, nothing but an engineered brute, had a projection gauntlet?
“It’s how they got out, Technocrat,” Mephesch said through the aural implants. “Punched a hole in the top of the mountain. Nothing else could do that to scarolite.”
“But the shields—”
“Only work—”
“—from the outside,” Gandaw finished. “Then seal the breach and exterminate them in the Dead Lands.”
A throng of lizard-men formed around Skeyr Magnus, moving in unison like a single organism. Gandaw rubbed his chin, admiring his handiwork. Perhaps they hadn’t been an unmitigated disaster after all. They were maximizing their chances of survival by protecting the individual with the most power.
Blue fire streaked towards the sentroid’s camera and the screen went dark.
“Switching to another sentroid,” Mephesch said.
Gandaw shook his head. What would be the point? The lizard-men were too close to the edge of the Dead Lands, the limits of the sentroids’ range.
“Let them go. They’ll never make it out of the Sour Marsh.”
“Point taken,” Mephesch said. “I’ll mobilize a team to repair the breach, and I’ll see to it that the gauntlet is replicated. Sorry for the interruption, Technocrat. I’ll try not to disturb you again.”
“Too late for that. I’m coming down.”
* * *
Sektis Gandaw stepped from the elevator into the cathedral cavern at the heart of the mountain. The intolerable escape of the lizard-men had already been rendered tolerable by chemicals. Just how he liked it: everything back to normal. Perfect homeostasis.
His gaze flicked across the screens that studded the walls. Images assailed him from every angle: long-shots, close ups, heat residues and fractals, all beamed from a network of satellites so ancient as to be unsuspected by the people of Earth—ungrateful insects. Each screen had a seat of molded plastic before it and its own dedicated kryeh, eyes wired into the receivers, bat wings folded behind shriveled female bodies.
He made an efficient sweep of the monitoring stations that spiraled up from the ground in concentric tiers to terminate in the single round eye of screen 55 on the ceiling, trained perpetually on the Void. He’d stared out at the worlds for centuries, and the worlds always glared back at him, insolent in their elliptical orbits. Utterly predictable, but imperfect nevertheless.
Same routine, same place, same time. Upon the hour, every hour, every tardy Aethirean day. He cocked an eyebrow, only slightly, and more as an extension of his will than an unconscious expression. In spite of the irritating excitement generated by the breakout, he was succumbing to the tedium again. He acknowledged the boredom before shutting it off behind a curtain of steel. That would be an admission of complicity with someone else’s universe, someone else’s creation. He would have scoffed if he hadn’t possessed such flawless self-control. He elected, instead, to stab the buttons on his vambrace with the tip of a bloodless finger.
Someone else’s universe. To think there were still people who believed in a divine architect responsible for the mess out there. More of a petulant child, strewing its playthings chaotically about the crib before falling asleep and forgetting all about them. Not even that. Simply chance, blind and unaware. Chaos begotten from nothing with no need for supernatural explanations. It was all in the math, just as he’d demonstrated back on Earth. The problem was, no one had wanted to know.
Gandaw’s optics whirred into focus on the digits racing across the vambrace’s screen. He read them off with the partition of his mind assigned to such things.
The homunculus, Mephesch, was running his checks, scurrying from station to station, testing the connections with the kryeh, all of whom remained taut with anticipation, staring blankly at the images in front of them. They might as well have been carved out of the rock of the mountain, dead things crafted from the same scarolite ore Gandaw had created the dwarves to mine following his flight from Earth a millennium ago.
Gandaw spared a few moments observing Mephesch, making sure he did exactly as he’d been instructed. He was certain the creature meant to betray him, it was in his nature. After all, the homunculi claimed to be the spawn of the Demiurgos, the supposed god reputedly trapped at the center of the Void. Utter nonsense, of course, but the thing that really annoyed him was that, no matter how diligently he sifted through the life forms of Aethir and Earth, no matter how much he scrutinized and distilled the basic energies and elements of the cosmos, he could not account for the existence of the homunculi.
His optics zoomed in on Mephesch, dressed like Gandaw himself in a dull gray tunic, gray trousers, and black shoes that never needed polishing. The homunculus was barely three feet tall, craggy faced, with plastinated dark hair—again like Gandaw’s, which never required cutting. Mephesch’s eyes were like black pebbles peering mockingly from beneath ledge-like brows. Not Gandaw’s design at all. The homunculi were more like fairy tale gnomes than the evolutionary dead-end he’d first suspected. That had always been the problem with Aethir, he mused, ruing the day of the Reckoning when he’d been forced to return to the world of his previous exile in a planeship: it was so chaotic. Creatures sprang up from Qlippoth, Aethir’s dark side, like phantoms from nightmare, and his early attempts to subjugate the region had ended in disaster. The best he could do was to station sentroids along the borders of the Dead Lands surrounding his mountain base, and continue with his experiments in Malkuth, the so-called Light Side of Aethir.
Qlippoth, along with the crevasses leading to the pit of Gehenna, and the homunculi themselves, were intolerable exceptions to Gandaw’s meticulously charted map of creation. They stood outside his paradigm and either had to be eradicated or ignored. He was incapable of the latter, but could only achieve the former if he could recommence the Unweaving. He’d come close once before, but then he’d been betrayed by his own creation, the dwarves. Ever since, he’d kept his eyes fixed on the worlds, watching for the barest glimmer of energy from that which he’d lost, the power source that would fuel his un-creation: the Statue of Eingana.
His optics were drawn inexorably to screen 55. A familiar knotting started in his stomach as he stared into the swirling black of the Void, feeling it tugging at the core of his being. Nothing but a singularity, he told himself as the biostat kicked in to relax him. Needles delivered their sedatives, and equilibrium was resumed as quickly as it had been lost.
Definitely a black hole, but that didn’t account for the gaseous tendrils crisscrossing the Void like the webbing of a cosmic spider, the slenderest threads here and there touching Aethir’s underground realm of Gehenna. The superstitious called it the Abyss. His former master, Otto Blightey, had been trapped there once and had reached across the stars with his prodigious will to request Gandaw’s aid. All that so-called magic, but in the end it had been science that had brought Blightey home, science that had found a foothold in the nebulous reality covering the mouth of the Void. It had also been science that had stood up to Blightey’s subsequent machinations and driven him into hiding. Unfortunately, the same science had yet to offer a viable hypothesis for the Abyss, and that was something that Gandaw simply couldn’t abide.
No matter, he thought, even the imponderables of the universe would be unwoven with the rest of creation, leaving him free to start from first principles with his own elements and his own precise imprint of perfection.
He almost sighed with boredom as he once more scanned the stationary kryeh monitoring the screens.
One of you make a sound. Anything to end the interminable silence. Anything to—
“Caw.”
Gandaw stopped mid-thought, ears buzzing as the aural implants filtered out the humming of machinery and homed in on the frequencies of the sound just emitted … by one of the kryeh.
Mephesch was watching him, head to one side, black eyes glinting with either excitement or mischief. In response to Gandaw’s unasked question, Mephesch indicated the kryeh stationed at screen 37 on the second tier. The circle of flooring beneath Gandaw’s shiny shoes detached itself and bore him upwards until he levitated just behind the creature. Mephesch seemed to merge with the wall and then reappeared beside the offending kryeh. Gandaw shook his head. How did he do that?
The satellite was aimed at the northwest coast of Sahul, the troublesome last refuge of opposition to his Global Technocracy on Earth in the days before the Reckoning. The image was unfocused, showing only a blurry, indistinguishable landmass. A node pushed through Gandaw’s scalp, microfilaments whipping out like the tentacles of a fluorescent jellyfish and inserting into receptors on the edge of the screen. He zoomed in upon a city tucked away within the northern jungle, attenuated his trackers and expanded a section of the road leading south along the coast. There was a momentary flare of amber light.
“Caw,” screeched the kryeh, a little louder this time. It opened its razor-lined jaw to squawk again and then clamped it shut. The light had vanished.
Mephesch shrugged.
Gandaw became aware that he was gritting his teeth and he once more felt the calming fluids entering his body. He glared at the screen.
“Where does that road lead?” His voice sounded cold and indifferent, just the way he liked it.
Mephesch punched keys on a console and threw a look over his shoulder. “The city of Sarum.”
Gandaw retracted his microfilaments and threw up a map on his vambrace, the terrain etched in sharp green lines, the data overlaid in red.
Sarum was the largest city in the Midwest, and virtually on top of the last place to register a reading: the village of Oakendale. He’d sent mawgs to investigate that one, but before they’d located the source, they’d been driven back by some religious maniac wielding a sword. After that, he’d lost all trace of the emission.
“This is a different piece,” Mephesch said, running some calculations on the keypad.
Two pieces in such close proximity? Someone was being careless. Either that, or the savage, Huntsman, was growing weaker. In any case, this was too good an opportunity to miss. With two pieces of the Statue of Eingana, Gandaw might be able to use them to locate the others. He glanced at Mephesch, but the homunculus was oblivious, still tapping out numbers. An indicator winked on Gandaw’s vambrace. His heart rate was ever-so-slightly elevated, but not for long.
“Get me Krylyrd,” he said in a voice of utmost calm.
Mephesch hit some more keys and the images on all the screens merged into one enormous picture of a rough amphitheater hewn from dried mud.
The mawg stepped into view, hunched and tuberous, part wolf, part reptile, a string of skulls adorning its sinewy neck. Krylryd’s image loomed from the walls, yellow eyes feverous, black lips curling away from the rows upon rows of needle-sharp teeth lining its jutting maw and extending all the way to its gullet. If Gandaw recollected correctly, that was the result of throwing in the genes of some carnivorous plant or other. The mawgs had also been imbued with a semblance of the collective intelligence he’d observed in ants. He’d never have created such a mixed bag these days, but back then he was still learning, and besides, the mawgs had proven a valuable tool. With the disappearance of the last planeship, they were his sole presence on Earth—his hands and feet, you might say, complementing the eyes and ears he had orbiting the planet.
“Krylyrd.” He loathed addressing the gibbering creature.
The mawg threw itself on the ground and started contorting and foaming at the mouth, obviously convinced it was entering some mystical state from which to commune with a god. Either that or it was just putting on a show for the rest of the hive, ensuring they were awestruck enough to accept its leadership rather than devouring its flesh and then, as was their custom, disgorging it.
“Someone has used the power of Eingana. Send scouts to the city of Sarum in Sahul. Tell them, if they find the statue they will be infinitely rewarded.”
Actually, he’d un-create them along with the rest of the imperfect universe, but Krylyrd didn’t need to know that.
The mawg’s jaws parted in an exultant roar, and in the background, Gandaw could hear the howls of the hive growing to a frenzy in the anticipation of blood.



 




THE ORPHAN
One of the knights heard something and held back. The others pressed on, a staggered line sweeping through the trees with the subtlety of stampeding cattle. Huntsman scuttled along the branch and lowered himself by a silken thread. He hung above the knight’s sandy hair, watched him turn in response to a sniffle from the undergrowth. Huntsman swung back and forth then sprang as the knight set off towards the sound. He landed lightly on the back of a white tunic that covered silver mail. The knight ducked under branches, crashed through ferns with no recognition that he had a passenger.
The boy, Sammy, scampered out of a thicket, mud-stained and miserable, squealing like a spitted pig. The knight lunged at him, caught hold of his shirt and ripped it away, sending Sammy sprawling on his face.
“Stay away, stay away!” the boy cried, crawling on hands and knees.
“Sammy, it’s me, Barek.” The knight held up his hands and inched forward.
Huntsman dropped to the forest floor, spindly legs retracting, flesh boiling, twisting, growing until he stood as a man behind the knight. Barek’s hand went to his sword and he turned, gaping like a pituri chewer. Huntsman curled his lips back to show the stubs of his teeth, rolled his eyes up into their lids, and hooked his fingers like the fangs of a death adder.
“Barek!” Huntsman sprayed him with spittle. The knight staggered back with his arm across his face, but Huntsman advanced, sticking out his jaw, hissing, and flicking his tongue. “I have your name, white fellah.” He clenched his fists and ground them together.
Barek tripped and fell on top of the boy. He rolled away and backed towards the nearest trunk. “I’m not going to harm him!” His body shuddered and froth spilled from his mouth.
“First your name, then your breath; last your heart.” Huntsman started to pull his fists apart, stretching Eingana’s invisible sinew, tauter, tauter, tauter…
“Please!” Barek shrieked. “I’ve done nothing. Do it to Gaston!”
Sammy looked from Huntsman to the knight, head shaking, tears cutting trails through the dirt on his face. The boy frowned at Barek, winced and tapped his temples as if he couldn’t understand something. In that instant, Huntsman’s focus shifted and the knight fled through the trees.
“Mommy!” Sammy wailed. “Mommy!”
Huntsman stepped towards him, but the boy screamed.
“Shh! Bad men will hear you.”
Sammy screamed even louder, eyes and nose streaming, limbs shaking. Huntsman scooped out some maban dust from his medicine bag and blew it in the child’s face. Sammy gasped, inhaled the powdered crystal, stiffened, and dropped like a stone. Huntsman lifted the boy to his shoulders, scented the air, and slipped into the undergrowth, which parted before him and sprung back when he passed.
He carried the child beyond the forest and deep into the bush along trails that would have been invisible to any but a Dreamer. The knights wouldn’t follow him into the open where there was no shade from the blazing torch of Walu the Sun-Woman. He set the boy down on the ochre earth, covering him with the cloak of feathers. Huntsman balanced on one leg like a brolga and stilled his breathing until he could feel the heartbeat of Sahul. It throbbed beneath his sole, pulsed through his veins, pounded in his head and brought him emptiness. Slowly, the web began to spread out from his calm center, strands of ghostly light creeping to the horizon, sensing, feeling, vibrating. The questing threads recoiled from the north where they touched the dead earth around Sarum. That was nothing unusual, but as he sent them on into the city, Huntsman felt the web sicken like a fish in stagnant water. Breaking the link with Sahul, he let the strands fade and sat upon the earth. There was badness at the heart of Sarum, a poisoning of the breath of Eingana. Her power seeped into the city, but it was not pure. Something warped it, turned it against its nature.
Sammy groaned and pushed the cloak away. A bull-ant danced upon the back of his hand. The boy sat up to peer closely at it, muttering and cocking his head. Huntsman pressed a finger to his lips and wondered. He’d intended to take the child to Rhiannon to atone in part for what he’d put her through. All for the greater good, Aristodeus had said, but Huntsman was no longer sure the philosopher had Sahul’s best interests at heart. He was a pale-skin, after all, and that seldom boded well for the land. He’d said a battle was coming, the end of the Dreaming. Huntsman shook his head. Aristodeus said it had happened before; said he’d been there. Last time he’d failed in some way and all was nearly lost; but this time he was prepared. Huntsman had believed him and gone to Rhiannon, told her to reject Deacon Shader and free him for the destiny Aristodeus had planned.
Watching the boy with the ant gave Huntsman another idea. Perhaps Sahul was trying to tell him something. Perhaps she had plans of her own.
“What does it tell you?” He crouched over the boy.
“Monsters underground.” The boy smacked his lips and pointed to the north. “Heading for the city.”
“What kind of monsters?”
Sammy jumped up and blew the ant away. He thrust his hips back and stooped, letting his arms dangle, knuckles scraping the ground. Baring his teeth, he opened his mouth wide in a snarl.
“Mawgs are coming?”
The boy nodded, a look of remembered horror passing across his face.
“Statue must be drawing them,” Huntsman thought aloud. “Some fool has been using it.”
Sammy’s eyes filled with tears and he began to shake. “Mommy? Daddy?”
Huntsman raised his hand to strike him; drew it back down. Sahul had spoken to the child, he was certain of it, but now grief had claimed him once more. Patience of the crocodile—that is what was needed now. Let the boy grieve. Sahul had marked him. She would not let him go.
“Come, Sammy.” Huntsman’s mind was made up and he turned his face to the north. “We will go to Sarum and help Eingana.” And maybe find Rhiannon; return her little brother. If that’s what Sahul wanted.
Sammy didn’t complain about the heat or the endless trudging through the red dust. The desert was occasionally broken by a tuft of spiky weed or a skeletal gum tree. The tears had dried as quickly as they had come. Huntsman knew the child had retreated into the Dreaming, where the horror of his losses would not be felt.
He glanced at the boy, noting the empty stare, the silent determination that would see him walk with no particular destination until the heat and the miles finally claimed him. He recognized the symptoms, for they were common among his people, who would wander the bush in pursuit of answers, wisdom, or death. He had undertaken such a journey himself before the Wapar Man had finally caught up with him and taken him to the Homestead.
The midday sun was scorching, and even Huntsman’s enchantments could not keep them from its life-sapping heat. Scanning the hazy horizon, Huntsman spotted a lone and leafless tree in the distance.
The Sun-Woman’s torch harried them until he settled his ward beneath its skeletal limbs, his feathered cloak draped from the branches for shade.
“Why did they kill Mommy and Daddy?” Sammy asked, stretching out beneath the shelter.
Huntsman had asked himself similar questions since the slaughter of his people before the Reckoning.
“Hearts of people have two seeds,” he explained, picking up two small stones and holding them before the boy. “First is bright with life. If it grows, it overflows with light and love so that they take root in others. This is way of things, to join together. Two beasts become one…” Huntsman tailed off and cleared his throat. “Second seed is not from Sahul.”
Sammy looked at him blankly.
Huntsman thought for a moment. He was not used to children. He tried again.
“Everyone has a seed of good and a seed of evil. Life is a fight between these seeds. If evil seed grows stronger than good, people do bad things, things that hurt others.”
“So it was the seeds that killed Mommy and Daddy, not the men?”
“No,” Huntsman said carefully. “Seeds open different paths. It is task of folk to choose between paths, between Sahul and Deceiver.”
“Deceiver?”
“Father of Lies, white folk call him. Demiurgos. He is brother of Eingana, frozen in ice at heart of Abyss.”
Sammy’s forehead wrinkled up like an old man’s. “I know about him. Soror Agna—my sister’s friend—she told me. So good seeds come from Sahul and bad ones come from the Demi … Demiur … Abyss?”
Huntsman laughed. “Barraiya People see signs everywhere.” He swept his arm out to encompass all the land they could see. “Signs from Sahul, like ants talking to children.” Sammy’s face lit up at that. “And evil signs, like Kutji spirits. It is why we have Kadjis to guide us, help us to make right choices.”
“How?”
It was a good question. Huntsman bit his thumb nail off, spat it to the red dust. “With some things choices can be difficult.” He spoke now almost to himself. “Strands of good and evil grow twisted like vines and creepers. Become knotted; each choice has its own dangers.”
Sammy looked even more perplexed.
“Some choices,” Huntsman continued, “are easy. Anything that brings harm cannot come from good seed. By hurting your mother and father, men chose bad path.”
Sammy nodded his understanding. “But what if a person hurts another to stop them doing bad things to someone else?”
Huntsman ruffled the boy’s hair. “Then you must follow voice of your heart, wise little fellah, for there paths have become so tangled it is hard for mind to unravel.”
“So Gaston, Justin and Elgin weren’t really our friends? They are bad? All those knights are evil?”
“What they do makes them so.”
“Can they become good again?”
Huntsman did not answer and looked away into the sprawling red desert. His thoughts were troubled by the statue and whatever was warping its power, sending waves of sickness through the web around Sarum.
Can evil become good? He stroked the boy’s hair, smiling as Sammy closed his eyes, his breathing deepening. Can a poisoned stream regain its purity? Can a thing once changed become what it was before?
He settled down beside the boy, spirit drifting in the timelessness of the Dreaming. He saw himself atop the Homestead plunging the blade into his chest; felt once more the fire of the statue burning away his flesh, re-forming him as something both more and less than human. What did he care for good and evil, for life and death? All these things had ceased to concern him since the moment of the Reckoning. He was one with the Dreaming, bound to Sahul in the spirit. If the land lived, nothing else mattered. Nothing except the statue, for it contained the power of Eingana, mother of the Dreaming. In Huntsman’s hands it had destroyed the power of the Ancients and their Technocrat; but before that, long before the birth of the boy named Adoni, the Technocrat had found a way to enslave Eingana in the Dreaming and turn her power to his own ends. What if the mawgs finally found a piece? What if they returned it to their master? Was this the coming battle that Aristodeus had foretold? After all, he had spoken of Sektis Gandaw and the unweaving of creation.



 




THE MAZE
Shadrak stretched to loosen his muscles, dug his fists into his back until it popped. Even the smell of other people’s shit could be relaxing, if it’s what you were used to. He set off through brick tunnels that were oozing with sludge, covering his face against the stench with his cloak. He guessed that’s what they meant by familiarity breeding contempt. Might feel like home, but it stank worse than a cat’s arse.
Reaching one of the marks he’d carved into the concrete floor, he dropped to his hands and knees and felt around. A small rectangle of concrete shimmered and dissolved, revealing a metal panel studded with buttons. He pressed a combination of numbers and stood back as a circle opened in the floor, silver gleaming down below. Dropping through the hole, he landed with a clang on the burnished metal floor. Couldn’t have been anywhere better. Here he could skulk unnoticed. Here he was unseen, far beneath Sarum’s foundations.
Sinuous steel corridors wound away in each direction, leading to oval chambers via doors that slid open at the touch of a button. Some rooms contained cages of various sizes, many holding the skeletal remains of animals, and some of humans. Shadrak had also found chambers in which chairs like hollowed-out eggs rose from the floor around plinths of lights and mirrors; and some in which pallets of a malleable substance slid from walls, illuminated by soft violet light from an invisible source. He’d also located numerous stores of sealed foodstuffs and a bunch of strange armaments. There were other doors that refused to open, stubbornly resisting all the tools of the trade.
He’d first discovered the Maze as a child—literally fell into it as he fled from a pair of corpse-sucking ghouls. He’d been searching through the bins behind the Green Man and disturbed their meal—some tart fool enough to work the backstreets at night. P’raps, like Shadrak, she hadn’t had much choice. Food was hard to come by back then, ‘specially with Kadee rotting away in bed and Shadrak too young and too freakish to work. One of the hatches leading down from the sewers had been left open. Took him days to figure out the codes to get back out again.
Kadee had been his only redeeming quality: his foster-mother, his opposite in so many ways, not least of all the blackness of her skin compared with his own deathly white; the only person not afraid of him, not repelled by his deformity. She’d seen his dwarfism as a gift, his pink eyes as a blessing from the gods of the Dreaming. What would she have said about the murdering, the torture? Shadrak bit the end from his fingernail and spat it on the floor. Didn’t matter what she thought anymore, not now she’d gone back to the ground with her precious ancestors.
Cold blue lights sprang to life, sharply illuminating another metallic corridor with numerous tributaries. Each had an arched lintel engraved with an identifying numeral. He made a quick calculation and checked it against his mental map. He may have been a devil-eyed midget, but at least he’d been blessed with a perfect memory, and that was the key to his success. Not only did it furnish him with all the twists and turns of the Maze, the openings to the city above, which he could creep from unseen and scurry back into like a rat, but it also ensured he never forgot a face.
Shadrak stiffened as he heard movement up ahead, a barely audible footfall and the merest rustle. Something made a hushing noise. More than one, then. The light from the blue ovals on the ceiling meant there were no shadows to hide in, so he loosened his cloak and reached for the blades in his baldric.
He lay prone, peeking from the hood as three mawgs come into view, sniffing the air, bat-like ears twitching. Dark fur shrouded their faces, and slitty yellow eyes glared above jutting snouts. Daggers wouldn’t do much good against their torsos. They were all knotted and gnarled, rashes of fist-sized warts and carbuncles sprouting from scaly carapaces. The legs were sinewy, bent backwards like a bird’s, ending in curved talons and spiky spurs. Need a cleaver to hack into them. Hook-like fingers with opposable thumbs scraped along the floor at the end of drooping arms. Tough and stringy like the legs. Eyes or the jaws, then, seems the best bet.
The largest of the mawgs curled its black lips, revealing a mouth like a fly-trapping plant’s, row upon row of spiny teeth all the way to the back of its throat. They had the scent of him, nostrils flaring, eyes ravenous. The big mawg growled at the others and they kept back whilst it crouched over Shadrak’s cloak, reaching out with two clawed fingers.
Stab.
Shadrak saw it at the last minute—a soft patch crying out to be a target. Felt the dagger bite. Hot blood, thick and oily, splashed over his hand.
The other two mawgs looked stunned by the sudden seizure that gripped their leader, who then collapsed, the stiletto jutting from its groin. Shadrak sprang from beneath his cloak and hurled daggers at them both. One mawg howled and dropped, a knife through its eye. The other, a blade piercing its throat, charged.
Shadrak threw himself into a backwards flip, simultaneously pulling the Old World weapon from its sheath. The mawg leapt, jaws wide, teeth bristling. Its head exploded the instant before thunder cracked and rolled down the corridor.
One shot. Good. No, more’n good: perfick. Shadrak crouched down to examine the creatures. Ammunition was hard to come by in the Maze. Six rounds left and then he’d need to search for another cartridge to slot into the grip.
Mawgs beneath Sarum would go down like a Nousian at the emperor’s table. According to the guild, they’d recently butchered their way through Gladelvi in the north,•within days of Jarmin leaving to visit Governor Gen. Maybe the mawgs were following the stench of his sandals. Maybe they hated Nousians as much as Hagalle did. As much as Shadrak did, come to think of it. Or maybe it had something to do with that piece of amber Cadman had taken from the Anchorite. Only other option was that it was a coincidence, but that didn’t sit right with Shadrak. Everything happened for a purpose. It was all cause and effect.
Hard to believe this was anything but a recce, the vanguard of thousands of mawgs swarming towards the city, merciless as locusts in a crop of sugarcane. The Sicarii weren’t gonna like it. Bad for business. How could an assassin make a living if the people were already dead, their clothes, flesh and even bones devoured? Better to leave now, cross the desert into Barraiya land and then head for Millius, or take a ship to New Ithaka. If the mawgs had found a way into the city, Sarum was finished.
Shadrak crept to the next intersection, feeling inside a pouch for an exploding globe. As he ducked into the left corridor, blue lights blinked on in succession, receding into the distance. He set off at a jog, clanging footfalls echoing throughout the Maze.
You should tell someone, Kadee’s voice nagged at the back of his mind. Give them a chance.
“Not my problem,” he said out loud, taking a right turn and stopping to check the number etched into the lintel.
People will die. Thousands of people. Children, too.
“I’m a killer. What’s it to me?”
You are my boy, Shadrak. Eingana’s gift to me. The hope of the Dreaming.
All nonsense. An old woman’s fancy, her death-bed comfort. He’d wanted to believe it once, believe that he was special, that his deformity had a purpose, his life a direction and meaning. Kadee had been a little crazy from chewing pituri, but if anyone else had said it he’d have gutted them. She’d sworn a snake-headed man had brought him to her for protection, one of her gods from the Dreaming. As a child, he’d accepted it all without question, but life had taught him some hard lessons, chief amongst them that fantasy was the twin of despair. Kadee was an oddity amongst the Dreamers, choosing to live in squalor on the fringes of Sarum, disowned by her people, ignored by the city-folk. She’d always said she did it for him, for the gods, for the Dreaming, but since she’d gone, it seemed more likely she’d done it all for nothing.
Shog Sarum. It deserved to be destroyed, its people reduced to piles of stinking mawg puke.
He reached a junction and squinted at the lintel. The numbers danced a blurry jig, his head pounding with the effort of focusing.
“Leave me alone,” he said through gritted teeth to the ghostly face forming in his mind.
Kadee’s brown eyes shone with the love of a mother for a child; an only child, a special one. The hint of a smile touched her lips and she gave the slightest of nods before retreating like the sun behind a cloud.
Shadrak felt the warmth of her presence, felt himself smiling and shook his head. She’d done it again. He could never refuse her in life, and in death she was just as persuasive. Turning back the way he’d come, he started to retrace his steps, all the while working out what to tell the guild and what he could safely leave out.
He’d have plenty of time for that, though, ‘cause first he had to make a detour. Still had the little matter of imperial goons coming to his house with the contract to kill Bovis Rayn. Couldn’t have people knowing where he lived, and it was about time he paid them a return visit. Begged the question, though, how they’d found him in the first place, why they’d not gone through the guild. Or maybe they had. Maybe the guild had gone to them, in which case someone was trying to expose him, weaken his position. All part of the constant in-fighting that weeded out the weak from the strong. There was no honor among assassins, which was a good thing. At least when he found out who it was that had betrayed him, there’d be no need to give a warning.



 




RETURN OF THE PRODIGAL
Shader’s coat grew sodden and heavy, his hat lank and misshapen. Clinging clay slurped at his boots, the rain falling in sheets that pocked the track with puddles. Clouds smothered the sky with a roiling black blanket and wind buffeted the grass-trees, their leaves fanning and flapping, anchored by stunted trunks.
Splash, slurp, splash. Splash, slurp, splash: steps like the beating of a diseased heart sloshing bad blood through clogged arteries. The sound took hold like a mantra, drawing him to the still center where the storm was muffled and comforting outside the walls of perception.
The waters of the Soulsong were swollen and dangerous, yet there were tents pitched along the bank, hunched figures running between them, shouts merging with the howling wind. Swinging lanterns cast their eerie glow across the precarious village, half a dozen hemming the platform of a swaying watchtower. To the northeast, Shader could just make out the dark outline of Sarum, the spires of its Old World buildings stabbing the sky in retaliation for the downpour.
A burly spearman struggled towards him, cloak snapping like a lateen, dragging him the other way. Rain pattered against his helm, streamed down the nose-guard and soaked into his beard.
“Corporal Farley, Fifth Regiment, Imperial. Where you heading?”
“Business at the abbey,” Shader shouted above the squall.
“Best tell them to stay away from Sarum. Plague’s hit. No one gets in or out.”
“I’ll let them know.” Not that it was necessary. No one had left Pardes for a very long time. No one, that is, besides Shader.
“Evil bastard of a plague.” Another soldier approached, a captain judging by his epaulets. “Glad I ain’t in there. Captain Janks, Imperial Fifth. Off to the abbey, you say? What business could be so urgent it can’t wait till tomorrow?”
“I was gonna ask him that,” Farley said, ramming the haft of his spear into the mud and doing his best to stand up straight.
The blast of a horn had everyone turning. Soldiers, bent double against the gusting winds, scurried from their tents and ran along the bank in the direction of the ocean.
“What is it?” Shader asked Captain Janks, who was wrapping his cloak about him like a shroud as he headed after the others.
“Mawgs, most likely. Shoggers are getting cocky again. Been driving ‘em off all the way down the coast.”
“Mind if I join you?” The chill of anticipation ran up and down Shader’s spine, fuelled by flashing images of Oakendale’s dead, steaming pools of gore staining the streets.
“You know what you’re asking?”
Shader pulled back his coat a little way to reveal the hilt of his longsword. “I know evil and how to deal with it.”
“Right y’are.” Janks slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t s’pose another pair of hands is gonna hurt any.”
They ducked into the wind to catch up with the group of soldiers gathering at the base of the lookout tower.
Janks cupped his hands and threw his head back. “What is it? Mawgs?”
“No, sir!” the horn-blower yelled back, pointing to the west. “There’s a boat coming up the river.”
Even as he spoke, it drifted into sight, prow low in the water, lone mast supporting a patchwork sail. Mist partially obscured the view, but as the craft approached, Shader spotted a stout figure at the helm. Devilish horns glinted in the lamplight spilling from the mast. As it drew nearer, though, he saw that it was a helmed human, dwarfish and powerfully built, with a great mane of gray hair and a long braided beard. He wore a dark habit beneath a pale cloak embroidered with a red cross. The wind tore at his garments, revealing glimpses of heavy banded armor underneath. The dwarf held a war hammer aloft, the boat seemingly steering itself.
“Shog me,” Janks said. “It’s the Fallen.”
Resounding murmurs came from the soldiers. Shader shrugged and shook his head.
“Maldark the Fallen.” The captain’s voice quavered. “It’s said he’s sailed the waterways of Sahul since the Reckoning.”
“Shall we stop him, sir?” asked Corporal Farley.
“I’m not sure that we could.” Janks turned to watch the boat float silently past in the direction of Sarum.
“What’s he doing here?” Shader thought aloud.
“Who knows?” The captain continued to stare after the boat. “Bit of a coincidence, don’t you think, that the Fallen arrives right on the heels of the plague?”
“Sorcery?” Shader’s fingers curled around the hilt of the gladius.
“Maybe. Maybe not. But one thing’s for sure: wherever the Fallen’s seen, death’s not far behind. Stand down, everyone!” Janks called over the wind. “You need a tent for the night?”
“I’ll press on to the abbey.”
“Suit yourself. Tell me one thing, though, “fore you do. You a Nousian?”
Shader felt his face tighten, his mind racing for the right response. The captain was watching him as if he already knew the answer.
“Don’t worry. We’ve got no orders on that account. Reckon the Sicarii get paid more than enough for that job. You’ll get no trouble from me.” He leaned in closer. “Haven’t the stomach for it. I’m curious, mind, as to what business a fighting man has at the abbey.”
“As am I, Captain. As am I.”
Shader shook Janks’s hand and set off along the bank. He headed west until he came to a wooden bridge, slipping and sliding his way across the Soulsong and into the shelter of Darling Wood. A path through the trees opened upon a scree slope ascending to the lone spire of Pardes.
* * *
The Gray Abbot observed the approach of the figure through the storm. He sat motionless as the gargoyles flanking him atop the tower, wind and rain lashing the parapet, but leaving him dry and unruffled. Idly, he fingered the amber eye of the wooden Monas nestled in the folds of his habit. His thoughts labored through strands of memories clinging like cobwebs heavy with the husks of insects. Images of brothers long since turned to dust; reconstructions of the faces of family and friends that had been erased by the centuries; and something older, just below the surface: the specter of Otto Blightey, invisible, sunken like a crocodile in a muddy creek.
The revered friar had once held sway with the chief powers of Nousia, even the Ipsissimus himself. His influence had extended with his longevity, a perdurance that had been widely seen as the fruit of holiness. The Gray Abbot shuddered at the emerging memory.
Was he so different?
Thoughts of the nefarious friar often dominated his meditations and he’d long since given up trying to banish them. He was astute enough to discern the warnings his unconscious was sending him with increasing frequency. He understood that every soul, no matter how holy, always harbored a shadow side.
“No.” He throttled the thought before it led him where he didn’t want to go. “I am not like Blightey.”
Deep breathing settled his nerves, blunted his fears. It was the instant relief he used to feel upon sipping his first wine of the day. With calm restored, it was easy to assert that the memories need not refer to his shadow side; they could equally be interpreted as a warning against judging Blightey too harshly. Perhaps the connection between the Gray Abbot and this specter from the past lay in the ultimate goodness of their intentions, the only difference being that, for Blightey, the ends had uncompromisingly dictated the means.
He turned at the sound of the door slamming in the wind. Frater Elphus bustled out into the cold, fat fingers tugging his cloak about his ample frame.
“Frater Shader is back, Pater Abbot. Should we let him in?”
The Gray Abbot shifted his focus back to the external world and sighed. Another ghost, this one from the more recent past, began to intrude upon his consciousness.
“Would you leave a brother out in the cold?”
Elphus lowered his eyes and scurried back inside wrestling the door shut. The Gray Abbot sighed again and became aware that he was chewing his bottom lip.
“Ain,” he shivered, rubbing his arms. “It’s freezing.”
Rising from his stony perch, he moved effortlessly against the wind, the door opening for him like a welcoming friend. Back inside the abbey, the weight of the feelings of the brothers bore down upon him and he once more felt his age. Reaching for the rope railing, he made his arduous descent of the spiraling stairs and hobbled along endless corridors under the gaze of statues of the Luminaries and the Dark Mother of Ain until he came to the chapel. He’d occupied the same choir stall for centuries, and it was here that he always returned when he needed guidance. Lowering himself onto the hard wooden pew, he let the words of prayer spill forth of their own accord.
* * *
Shader paused before the wrought iron gates of the abbey. Aeterna seemed suddenly even more remote than the other side of the world. It was as if he had never left Pardes, as if the time at Oakendale, the weeks of travel and the tournament had been a tantalizing dream.
You will live and die here, Frater Trellian had told him when he’d first arrived as a postulant. Pardes is your tomb; here you will be buried with Nous.
The romance of sharing the death of the Son of Ain had carried him through the first few months, but deep down he’d always known it was a temporary arrangement. Simplicity and contemplation drew him like a moth to the flame, but he’d recoiled from the burn.
Lifting the latch with tremulous fingers, he pushed through the gate and closed it behind him. One last trip, he’d told the Gray Abbot; a final expiation, then he could accept the cold hand of Nous. The tournament was supposed to end his life of action, lay to rest the striving for excellence. Reach the heights and then abandon the old life. No regrets, no wondering what he might have achieved.
His feet scuffed against the stone path wending towards the abbey doors. The final steps of Deacon Shader leaving the world of conflict, power and struggle. He walked the way of the luminary one dragging footfall at a time. Resounding steps. Deliberate. Gallows steps.
Maybe he should have stayed at Oakendale. They’d been good times; some of the best. Shader had moved into the Old Mint, which had been disused since the end of the Sarum gold rush. The locals had fed him at the request of the village council, but the initial gratitude of the people towards their liberator had soon worn thin. Resentment surfaced towards the man who lived among them, ate their food, but did no work. He’d meditated upon the advice of Luminary Tajen, for whom work was as crucial as prayer, and determined to earn his keep. He founded the White Order to bring both Ain and security to the village, and to oppose all manner of evil, wherever they should find it. A bit idealistic, maybe, but if you didn’t differentiate between what was for Nous and what was against him early on then you gave the Demiurgos his opportunity. The young of the shire, devoid of hope for a better future, had flocked to him.
The White Order’s numbers quickly swelled like the waters of the Delling in winter. He’d started the recruits off on horsemanship, something the locals already knew a lot about. Next had come sword practice, something they wanted to know a lot about; and then he’d introduced the Liber and the unraveling of knots on the prayer cord. Create a bridge for people to cross, Adeptus Ludo used to say, hook them with what they know, what they desire, and then lead them to Nous as meek as little lambs. This was to be an Order purer than even the renowned Elect, a beacon of holiness in a distant outpost, whose light would be seen from Aeterna like that of a far off star.
Gaston had taken to it like a fish to water. This was a much more palatable approach to his father’s newly acquired religion. Bovis hadn’t approved, though, forced Gaston to make a choice. The lad had put his trust in Shader, dreamed of being like the Elect, of perhaps one day serving in Aeterna. Probably wouldn’t have gone down well with the Ipsissimus—a renegade knight training an unauthorized Order—but Shader never said anything to discourage him. All Gaston’s trust, his hard work and dedication, the loss of his family. Shader sighed. In a few more years the lad would have made a fine knight, but instead, Shader had abandoned him along with all the others. Promised them the life eternal and then left them in the same life of drudgery he’d just saved them from.
Everything had been going according to Ain’s will. Everything, that is, except Rhiannon.
* * *
The Gray Abbot watched Shader remove his rain-drenched hat and coat, revealing a white tunic with an embroidered red Monas over a mail hauberk. The embellished scabbards of two exquisite swords were belted to his waist. Apparently the trip to Aeterna had resolved nothing. A shame, but not a surprise. Some men are born wolves. Even if they suppress their true nature, they seldom make good contemplatives. You only needed to look at Blightey to see that. The human obsession with immortality and control buried beneath the soil of sanctity only to fight its way to the surface as a spray of strangling creepers, weeds that still infected the Templum today.
Shader’s face was gaunt as a skull, cold eyes glinting from shadowy sockets. Black hair framed sunken cheeks, splaying across his shoulders, the barest suggestion of a widow’s peak retreating from a high forehead. His shoulders were square like a swimmer’s, waist narrow, legs long and terminating in knee-length boots of worn leather. White hands ridged with veins hovered defensively over the pommels of both swords, betraying the discomfort that his lips failed to utter.
Shader pivoted with practiced grace and reached up to hang his coat on the peg by the door—an unconscious gesture, no doubt, but further indication that he was not staying. Even here in Pardes, he moved lightly on the balls of his feet, the fruit of years of training that refused to give ground to the disciplines of the abbey.
“Your friend Aristodeus came to see me during your stay in Oakendale,” the Gray Abbot addressed Shader’s back. The knight stood motionless, prompting him to go on. “You are not surprised?”
“He travels a lot.”
The Gray Abbot pressed his palms together beneath his nose. “He struck me as rather paternalistic, mapping out the best path for his son.”
“That’s why my father employed him.”
“Interesting. The guidance of a parent is a mixed blessing, don’t you think? Tajen wrote that it is our duty to obey, irrespective of whether the parent is right or wrong.”
“But that obligation ends with the death of the parent,” Shader finished for him.
“Quite, but was he speaking literally or figuratively? I suppose we’ll never know. What we have, though, is a conflict between heart and duty.”
The Gray Abbot opened the door to the long corridor flanked by the cells of the brothers. He gestured Shader inside and followed him, letting the door slam behind.
“Entrance halls are places of ambivalence,” he explained. “Neither one thing nor the other.” He glanced at Shader for a reaction, but the knight seemed lost in his own thoughts.
“Did Aristodeus say he wanted me here?”
“Not exactly. My guess is that he wanted you to imbibe the sanctity of the abbey. Probably sees it as character building. I am not altogether foolish, my friend. I’ve lived a long time—perhaps even longer than he has. I’ve seen many things, witnessed great events, acts of surpassing goodness and deeds of unimaginable evil. There are those who would take a stronger stand against the wrongs of the world than I have done.”
Shader stopped to lean against the door of a cell. He fixed the Gray Abbot with an intense blue stare. In the flickering torchlight of the corridor he looked spectral, unearthly, a being not quite suited to the world he found himself in.
“If we are the hands and feet of Nous…”
“Why does evil go unpunished? Injustice go unchecked?” The Gray Abbot tried not to appear smug, but the conversation was unfurling just as he’d hoped.
“Pater Abbot, I am a fighter through and through. I cannot stand by whilst the poor are enslaved, children are harmed, women raped.”
“You have seen all this?”
“Some, but that is not my point. The world is full of evil and yet the Templum does nothing, except when the threat’s on its own doorstep. The only reason we were sent against Blightey at Trajinot is because Latia would have been next.”
The Gray Abbot clapped a hand on the knight’s shoulder and they continued their stroll along the rows of cells.
“Luminary Narcus wrote that shame often leads us to criticism of the Templum.” He held his breath, waiting for the explosion he assumed would come. It wouldn’t be the first time. Shader was riddled with the pride that strengthened a warrior, but was deadly to a monk. Surprisingly, he just smiled and shook his head.
“You read me too well, Pater Abbot.”
“Rhiannon?”
Shader shuddered as he drew in a deep breath. “Is it possible to atone for such sin? It feels as if my soul is partway to the Abyss.”
The Gray Abbot laughed—he hoped it was a gentle, well-meaning laugh. “Frater, it is no sin to love a woman. Ain would be a capricious god indeed if that were the case.”
“But the Liber—”
“Says a lot of things that would have Ain blasting the world with lightning—if he were capable of rage, and if he actually wielded destruction like a petulant child.”
Shader’s jaw dropped, but the Gray Abbot pressed on. “Story-book language for little children. And as for sex—” He assumed an expression of grim seriousness. “Things have insinuated their way into the Liber since the time of the Reckoning that would be unrecognizable to the luminaries of old.” Maybe not unrecognizable, he thought to himself, but certainly unorthodox. “The friar, Otto Blightey—”
“The Liche Lord of Verusia?”
“Indeed. Blightey wasn’t always evil. His was once the most hallowed name in Nousia. When the Templum rose from the ashes of the Reckoning, Blightey was the foremost advisor to the Ipsissimus. He gathered the fragments of holy writings that would form the Liber and helped weave them into a system that appealed to the widest range of people. It was the glue that bonded the nations and gave them the strength to emerge from the cataclysm. Once it was finished, all traces of the old scriptures were erased in the name of unity. Not everything in the Liber was orthodox, though. Blightey introduced elements that would have been condemned by the Old Faith. You’ve no doubt been bewildered by the lack of cohesion in the scriptures.”
Shader nodded, a deep frown etched into his forehead.
The Gray Abbot went on. “It doesn’t quite fit together.” That was an understatement. “There are conflicting elements, paradoxes. The Liber is riddled with misprision and traducement. Don’t get me wrong, the truth still resides there, but it is hidden like a diamond in a swamp. You should speak to Frater Gardol about it. He’s spent years identifying the authentic voice of the first Luminaries, tracing a golden thread through the pages of the Liber. His knowledge surpasses even mine, and I was raised with the original scriptures. Unfortunately recollection grows more and more unreliable the longer you live. It’s still not quite the book I was raised with, but it’s a good start. If only I’d had mine copied before it crumbled into dust we could have avoided a lot of confusion—assuming the Ipsissimus would accept it after all this time. But to return to the point about carnal love, its association with sin is a later interpolation. Ain, if Frater Gardol is to be believed, not only tells us it’s a good thing, he positively commands it.”
“But what about us?”
“The consecrated? Celibates? Either we are the blessed or the deluded. Either Ain has set us aside for a special task or we have been deceived—in which case we are the children of the Abyss, not those who fall in love.”
Shader’s face was creased with angst. “I still don’t know what I should do.”
The Gray Abbot sighed and laid a hand upon his shoulder. “I think the tournament clarified one thing.” He eyed the swords buckled at Shader’s waist. “You have established that Pardes is not for you.”
“You won’t have me back?”
“It was not I who bore weapons into the abbey. I would say, my friend, that you have already chosen your path.”
Shader sagged as if he’d received a punch in the stomach. He hung there for a moment, bent over at the waist, hands on hips. The Gray Abbot took hold of his shoulders, afraid he was going to fall. Shader waved him away and slowly straightened up. He nodded, meeting the Gray Abbot’s gaze, tears streaking his cheeks.
“It has been a lie.” Shader’s voice was harsh and grating. “I’ve known all along, but didn’t want to believe it. Tell me, Pater, can a man kill and still love Ain?”
“It’s what the Elect do. It’s what you are: a consecrated knight. A monk of war.”
Shader’s head was shaking vigorously. “I tried, Pater. I tried so hard.”
“I know. I remember the beating you took outside the pub. Faith doesn’t get more heroic than that. But it’s not you. The real you would have fought back, probably killed the whole lot of them. I can only guess at Ain’s reasons, but he has made you for sterner things than the life of a monk. If we are destined to be the hands of Nous, is it so hard to imagine a hand wielding a sword? At the abbey we oppose evil with silence. Perhaps that is not enough.” The Gray Abbot knew that to be the case, knew that some evil could not be defeated with love; which is why Blightey had been hounded into the forests of Verusia by the full might of Aeterna.
“But Rhiannon refused me.”
The Gray Abbot wouldn’t have been surprised to detect the hand of Aristodeus in that as well, or the meddling Huntsman, whom the philosopher had ostensibly come to see.
“She has her own path to discern. If it is Ain’s will, you will be together. In the meantime, Frater, you may stay here. Resume the life of the abbey as best you can and let us see if we can hear the voice of Ain above the din.”



 





THE SICARII
Shadrak dropped from the rooftop, rolled and came up standing in the shadows cast by the Tower of Glass. The monolith reached to the stars, its surface mirroring the night’s blackness and rippling in the moonlight. An old woman hacked and coughed as she tottered past, a heavy basket in each hand. Something about her reminded Shadrak of Kadee—the crook of her back, the chin tucked into her chest, eyes on the ground. He was half a step towards giving her a hand when she coughed again, this time more violently, blood spattering the ground. Shadrak pulled his hood tight over his nose and mouth and waited for her to pass.
Looking about to make sure he wasn’t seen, he sprinted for the shadows cast by the lintel above the doors, which were smooth like the rest of the tower, meeting in the middle with a hairline crack. Pulling on a soft leather glove, he flipped open the cover of a panel and pressed a sequence of buttons. There was a rush of air as the doors parted. Shadrak stepped across the threshold removing the glove, careful not to touch the outside where it had been in contact with the buttons, and flinging it into a cylindrical container in the entrance hall.
Soft light pulsed from long strips set into the ceiling, illuminating the marble stairs leading to the next floor. A red triangle shone above a recess housing a silver door that slid open as he approached. Stepping into the cubicle, he pressed button number 75 and braced himself as the door shut and the cubicle started to shudder. His stomach lurched and he staggered, supporting himself with a hand on the rear wall. The light in the ceiling flickered and a low drone raced towards a shrill whine before the cubicle juddered to a halt. The door hissed open onto a corridor of windows that overlooked the sleeping city from a dizzying height. A covered cart was making its way along Weaver Street towards the monument of Gorkan the Great in the plaza, where bodies were starting to pile up.
Shadrak crept to the door at the far end, opened it enough to slip through, and slunk into the shadows. A black-cloaked figure stood guard at the end of a passageway lined with doors. Shadrak approached, silent as the grave, and pressed the tip of his finger into the guard’s back. The man squealed and raised his hands. Shadrak gave him a friendly pat.
“All right, Tony?”
The assassin turned and looked down at him. “You sneaky little sod. Scared the bleeding life out o’ me! Better go in, they’re waiting.”
The meeting room was a small amphitheater with banks of colored chairs that rotated upon narrow pedestals. Half the seats were occupied by black-cloaked Sicarii journeymen, all eyes upon him as he entered. The guild’s four masters sat below them around a crescent shaped table made of red glass. The windows were shuttered to prevent any spill of the wavering light coming from strips of crystal set into the ceiling.
“Good o’ you to join us, Shadrak.” Master Paldane smiled through thin lips, his good eye bloodshot and blinking, the other milky and blind.
“Don’t leave the Maze much these days, Master.”
“Except on imperial business,” sniped Master Grayling, looking painfully thin, a rash of blisters almost completely covering one side of his face. “Don’t think we didn’t hear about the visit you paid a certain Bovis Rayn.”
“Weren’t by choice, as well you know, Master.” There’d been six smart-dressed men waiting for him when he’d got home that night. Gave him the choice of taking the job or languishing in the imperial dungeons for the crime of being an assassin. Shameless hypocrisy. Would’ve had bright futures, if they’d not been so easy to find. “Someone broke my cover, told ‘em where I lived.” Someone in this room, most likely.
Shadrak scanned the assembled assassins, many of whom looked down, pretending not to be watching him. Only the poisoner, Albert, caught his gaze, piggy eyes flitting from him to the table as he deftly sliced some cheese with a garrote. He looked more like a restaurateur than a paid killer, dressed in a sharp black jacket and pressed trousers in the style of the Ancients. From the neck up he resembled nothing more than a Nousian monk, with the narrow band of dark hair camping out at the base of his shiny scalp.
Master Rabalath looked down his broken nose at Shadrak. “You should be more careful,” he began, the other masters already nodding their agreement. “When people know where you live it’s hard to remain unseen. Whatever you might argue, the only way for a Sicarii to pick up a job is through us. Anything else gets … messy.”
“If the emperor’s men come to my house with a job, I have to assume it’s ‘cause one o’ you shopped me.” There was a rustle of cloaks around the amphitheater “Can’t say I take too kindly to that.” Shadrak made a show of scraping the dirt from beneath his fingernails.
“How’s your old mom, Shadrak?” asked Master Frayn, the youngest of the masters, lean and muscular to the point of vanity, and sporting a thin, oiled mustache. “Must say I found her rather charming, for a Dreamer.”
Muffled giggles and exchanged whispers.
Kadee might not have been his real mother, but she was the best person he’d known. Almost good enough to balance out his darker leanings. But not quite.
“Died last winter.” Speaking the words made it so much more real. If he hadn’t had his anger, he might have shown weakness. “Surprised you didn’t know, intelligence being your strong point and all.”
Frayn stiffened at the slight. A master out of touch was a master in danger of losing the respect of those below him; and the Sicarii were always jostling for position. It was positively encouraged.
Shadrak gave his most malignant grin to Frayn, at the same time imagining what it would feel like to rip that ridiculous mustache from his face along with the skin. “Good of you to ask, though. Makes me feel tingly all over, knowing a master cares about my family. How’s the little nipper coming on, Frayn? He must be, what, two? Three? No better part of the city to raise a child than Charinbrook, wouldn’t you say?”
The blood drained from Frayn’s face, and he glowered whilst tugging the ends of his mustache straight.
“But to answer your concerns, Master Rabalath, the emperor’s men who paid me a visit won’t be doing that again. Took the job, did the bastard, then did the scuts that hired me. Now I’m guessing if anyone else knows where to find me, they must be in this room.” He gave them all a good look, let them know he was memorizing their faces. “As to the matter of freelancing, I find the suggestion … insulting.” He made sure the last word hung heavy in the air.
Albert cocked an eyebrow, but Shadrak tried to keep his face blank. If the guild found out the pair of them had been creaming off some lucrative contracts the past few years, things could turn very nasty. He didn’t doubt Albert had already prepared something suitably deadly in case they were made: an air-born toxin or a contact poison to be daubed on the seats of the latrines; but there were other Sicarii equally as dangerous, and you didn’t get to be a master without knowing how to survive your colleagues whilst having them retired on the quiet.
“Glad to hear it,” Rabalath said, to the nodded agreement of everyone in the room.
“So,” Frayn sneered, back to his pompous-arsed self, “how’s it going in your shitty little kingdom under the city?”
Shadrak stared at Frayn for an uncomfortably long time. The master’s cheek twitched and he began to fiddle with his mustache.
“Found more Ancient-tech weapons?” Paldane sought to ease the tension.
“No.” Shadrak wasn’t about to tell them the truth about that. “Reckon mine’s the only one. But to answer Master Frayn, I’ve spent hours beneath Arnbrook House. Seems the council are a bit jittery about this plague.”
“As are we all,” Rabalath wheezed, coughing into a handkerchief like he was about to drop dead from it.
“Governor’s been spending a lot of time with his public health advisor. Seems they’re trying to reassure Jorakum, get this blasted quarantine lifted.”
“That’ll be my man Cadman.” Frayn sat back with his arms folded across his chest, looking at the other masters like a schoolboy who’d just come top of the class.
“No doubt Hagalle thinks the plague’s punishment for all the missionaries he’s shogged in the arse and sent scarpering back to Nousia,” Grayling said. “Templum curse or some bollocks.”
Frayn frowned and sat upright, stroking his chin and looking all business, as if he were commanding everyone’s attention. As if he were head of the guild and not Rabalath. He opened his mouth to speak—
“Terribly sorry to interrupt,” Albert said around a mouthful of cheese, “but perhaps it is we who should be worried. Hagalle may give the orders, but we’re the ones who give them a good poking, aren’t we Master Rabalath?”
If looks could kill, Albert would have been holding handfuls of his own guts the way Frayn was glaring at him. Rabalath gave a girlish laugh, but it was hard to tell whether it was from nerves or some hidden shame.
“Good point, Albert,” Paldane said with a fawning chuckle, obviously trying to keep in with the poisoner—and who could blame him? “Didn’t you once secrete thorns dipped in scorpion venom in their robes? I heard you even mixed their incense with toxic resin, and wiped out the Nousian community at Delta’s Bluff with a donation of mushroom soup.”
The journeymen burst into laughter and Albert nodded appreciatively, dabbing his lips with a silk handkerchief.
“From what I see,” Shadrak said, “Zara Gen don’t exactly share Hagalle’s penchant for whacking Nousians.”
“The Templum of the Knot?” Paldane rubbed at his eye then examined his finger.
“Nauseating shoggers,” Grayling said, looking up as if he expected applause.
“Yes, how come they’re off limits?” Frayn turned to Rabalath, who simply shrugged and gave a superior flick of his head, as if Frayn were an annoying fly or a splatter of seagull shit.
“The reason I wanted this meeting,”—Shadrak cut through the crap—”was because I ran into mawgs under the city.”
“How many?” Grayling asked, doing his best to look like he wasn’t bricking it.
“Three. All dead now.”
“But how—”
“The Maze is big, Master Grayling, bigger’n the city. No telling how many ways in and out there are. My problem is that if I alert the council they’ll either commandeer it or try to destroy it.”
“Small loss.” Frayn put his feet on the table. “If you hog all the entry codes, it’s no use to the rest of us.”
The idiots had tried for weeks to work out the panels. Problem was they’d grown frustrated tapping out random numbers. None of ‘em had the brains for it. Not like Shadrak. When he’d first stumbled upon the Maze and got locked in, he’d worked through all the combinations in sequence till he found the right one. He later spent weeks doing the same with the other panels and wasn’t about to share the knowledge with his rivals, no matter how much they claimed to be colleagues. He’d shown Albert how to access the outer hatches when they’d started working together, but even he didn’t need to know more than that.
“Nevertheless…” Rabalath drummed his fingers on the table. “…the less the council knows, the better. Let’s see if we can’t deal with the mawgs on the quiet. You never know, Governor Gen might even thank us one day.”
“Mawgs ain’t stupid, Master Rabalath,” Shadrak said. “If there’s more down there, they’ll be wary now.”
“And you can’t deal with them by yourself?” Frayn was loving it, a big smirk crossing his weasely face.
Rabalath closed his eyes and steepled his fingers. “We can’t let the city fall, otherwise who’d pay us?” Some of the brown-nosers amongst the journeymen laughed. “You will take a group of Sicarii, find out where the mawgs are coming from, and seal the tunnel.”
Shadrak nodded. He didn’t like it, but it had to be done. Otherwise Kadee would never let him hear the end of it.
As he left the room with five assassins in tow, he shot Albert a frantic look. He could have done with Albert’s expertise, but instead, he’d been granted a right motley crew who might prove more of a hindrance than a help.
The poisoner shrugged as if it was no big deal. That was the trouble with having assassins for partners: when you needed them most they were just as likely to wrap a cheese-wire around your throat.



 




A BROTHER IN ARMS
The light from a guttering candle danced across Rhiannon’s flesh, her face flicking between paleness and shadow like a ghost on the threshold of the Void. Her grip on Shader’s wrists was tight, but not painful, her thighs hot and slick with sweat. Shader strained towards her lips, but she resisted, tongue brushing her teeth. His hands slid down her back, pulling her closer. She bent down, crushing her breasts against his chest, nuzzling her face into his neck, licking, sucking, biting. Shader sighed, one hand cupping a breast, the other squeezing her buttock in time to their thrusting.
Sweet pain ripped through his throat, warm blood oozing down the skin. Rhiannon lapped at it like a dog, gulping it down and hissing with satisfaction. Her nails raked at his chest, tearing out clumps of hair and flesh. She pressed down harder with her hips, silenced his protests with salty wet lips. Her tongue coiled around his, knotting, wrenching. He gagged and rolled on top, pushing her shoulders into the bed. Her hands latched onto his buttocks, rooting him in her. Her tongue grew more insistent, pulling his face toward her wide open maw, fangs dripping with saliva. He arched away, striking out with the flat of his hand. She gurgled and sighed, humping her hips against his. He hit her again, this time with a fist, battering her head from side to side until the tongue let go.
“Ain’s teeth!” Shader rolled from the bed and snatched up the gladius. “Get back to the Abyss, demon!”
She held her breasts, offering them to him, eyes wide and innocent, black hair tumbling about her shoulders.
“Back succubus! Get out or taste cold steel!”
She purred and crawled towards him, tongue running around her lips.
Shader screamed, the gladius punching through her face and exiting the back of her head.
* * *
“Frater?” Tap, tap, tap. “Frater, are you all right?”
Shader sat up, staring straight at the gilt Monas on the wall of his cell. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and tried to get his bearings.
Tap, tap, tap. “Frater Deacon?”
“I’m fine. A bad dream, that’s all.”
He waited until the footsteps retreated down the corridor before standing. Reaching beneath the bed, he pulled out his swords, strapping them to his waist and frowning at the Monas before heading to the refectory.
Frater Elphus paused in his reading, but failed to meet Shader’s eyes as he entered. All the brothers noted, each in their own way, his carrying of weapons. The Gray Abbot simply played with his porridge.
“Investigator Shin sends his greetings.” Shader leaned across the lectern until his face almost touched Elphus’s. “Said he found you a great help.”
Elphus coughed and fussed with the pages, eyes darting from Shader to the Gray Abbot.
“Leaving so soon?” Frater Alfred asked, liver-spotted head bobbing above his bowl. Alfred’s counsel had all been for nothing: a litany of his own failings as a novice and the suggestion that if he could pull through then so could Shader.
“I am what Ain made me, Frater. Thankfully, you’re made of sterner stuff.”
Frater Trellian, beard like fly-struck fleece, spread his hands. “Given time, you’d settle.”
“Maybe, Frater, but I don’t think so. I find no stillness in prayer. My dreams are all too human, and the only time I feel complete is with this.” He half drew the gladius.
The brothers muttered amongst themselves, heads shaking, spoons clattering against bowls.
“I’m a reluctant swordsman and a restless monk: neither one thing nor the other. May Ain have mercy.”
Frater Elphus coughed. Alfred and Trellian raised their hands in apology. Shader glared.
As Elphus pointedly resumed the reading, Shader slopped porridge into a bowl, sprinkled some salt, and then joined the monks at table. Thirty-two brothers sat down to breakfast; thirty-three if Elphus were to be counted. He would eat later, having taken his turn as lector for the meal. Ten years ago the numbers had been almost double that.
“Hagalle is suspicious of us,” the Gray Abbot said, apparently reading his mind. “Sahul is not kind to Nousians.” The other monks mumbled their agreement. “Sarum is the only city with a Nousian templum, and Pardes remains the sole house for religious.”
“Unless you count Gladelvi,” said Frater Gardol, the librarian, black skin betraying his Dreamer blood.
The Gray Abbot frowned. “Frater Jarmin takes great risks there. Let’s pray it turns out well.”
Elphus coughed again.
“Sahul was the Old Faith’s last refuge before the Reckoning,” Frater Darian said, a glob of porridge clinging to his bony chin. “The only land that would accept the foundation of Pardes.”
“Hagalle’s issue is with Aeterna,” Gardol said. “He sees it as the seat of power in the world, the repository of knowledge that was elsewhere destroyed by Huntsman’s magic.”
At the mention of the Dreamer shaman, many of the monks touched their foreheads. The Gray Abbot pushed his bowl away.
“Hagalle’s eye may be on Aeterna, but he’s not ready for war,” Shader said, recalling the galleons he’d seen under construction at Port Sarum. “He has enough problems at home, I’d say.”
“Really?” Gardol squinted at him with jaundiced eyes. “What would the Keeper of the Archon’s sword advise him to do?”
“Hagalle has a very tenuous grip on his empire. Jorakum is too far removed to be an effective capital, and the western sea routes are clogged with mawgs. Hagalle knows he must raise a large enough fleet to deal with them before he can reassert himself in the East. Aeterna has nothing to fear from Sahul. She dominates the oceans and her legions control the continents.”
“Except for Verusia,” the Gray Abbot said. “And Quilonia.”
“True, but if I were Hagalle I’d be looking to strengthen my position in Sahul before going after Aeterna. Drive the mawgs from our shores and then invade the Anglesh Isles. With control of the seas, he could swiftly bring the Eastern Lords back into line and re-take New Ithaka. Next, I’d turn on Ashanta and use her wealth to re-arm.”
Gardol gave a slow handclap. “Very good. Thank Ain you’re one of us.”
“May I continue, Pater Abbot?” Elphus asked, looking up from the lectern and rolling his eyes.
The Gray Abbot chastised him with a barely perceptible flick of his index finger before returning it to the stroking of his upper lip.
The other monks continued with their breakfasts, clanking spoons against bowls and, it seemed to Shader, slurping their porridge with intentional noisiness.
Elphus resumed the reading through clenched teeth, as looks of mirth passed between the brothers.
* * *
Yesterday’s rain had left a bright sheen on the trees and the grassy tufts poking through the sea of red sand around the abbey. As was the norm for Western Sahul, the weather had reverted swiftly to clear blue skies and a blazing sun. From the parapet, Shader could just about make out the tallest spires of Sarum in the distance, the ground in between flat and featureless, save for the odd gum tree. The woods smudging the hills about Sarum were sparse compared with the forests of Britannia or the mighty Schwarzwald of Trajinot, where he’d led the Seventh Horse on their desperate charge, crushing the ranks of undead and driving them back to the diseased heart of Verusia.
Shader’s thoughts fled to Friston Forest on Britannia’s South Downs, where he’d had a sheltered childhood up until his departure for Aeterna. Friston had been enveloping without being oppressive. Even on gray days, a hint of sunlight bounced off its canopy generating feelings of warmth and belonging.
Had it not been for the mawgs, he probably would have left Pardes anyway and gone home to Britannia. Back then his disillusionment with monastic life had rendered him purposeless, an insidious condition that had gnawed away at his confidence, and more devastatingly, his faith. Funny how such vile creatures could serve as his redeemers. Equally funny, he thought more soberly, how beauty could be the source of his second fall from grace.
Had it all been mapped out for him in advance? And if it had, why would Ain play thus with his soul, offering tantalizing glimpses of certainty and purpose, only to strip them away along with any sense of belief? Other than a stubborn attachment to the teaching of the mystics he had studied in Aeterna: that Ain works through darkness; that faith itself is dark?
Shader’s gaze settled once more on the great monoliths of Sarum protruding from the arid bushland like the death-stiffened fingers of a giant buried by the centuries.
It seemed that, even here, with its mighty towers rendered so small by the distance, Sarum still cast a heavy shadow. Shader recalled how, during his time in the city, the sun had always been at least partially obscured by the buildings, no matter where it stood in the sky. From the abbey, the shadow was of a different kind. He felt it more as a pull, like that of a rusted magnet drawing all manner of decayed and discarded matter towards it.
The cackling-warble of a kookaburra roused him from his reflection. Scanning the woodland to the east of Pardes, he was met with the spectacle of a host of brightly feathered lorikeets launching from the tree tops as a murder of crows descended.
The sun hid itself behind a bank of cloud that surreptitiously crept in from the west, and Shader’s ill humor immediately returned. He went back inside through a trapdoor in the roof and made his way down the spiraling stairs. Darkness followed him, a black cloud settling over the abbey. Hurrying to a window, he glanced outside and was astounded to see that night had fallen, where only moments ago he’d stood in the brightness that follows dawn.
The temperature plummeted. A chill wind whistled from nowhere, rattling doors and disturbing the portraits of deceased brothers. Instinctively, reassuringly, Shader’s left hand closed around the hilt of his shortsword, and then he heard a sickening scream from the refectory.
The Gray Abbot!
* * *
As Frater Elphus continued to drone on, the Gray Abbot noticed a pooling of the newly descended darkness upon the refectory table. A small vortex of misty black thread formed from the cloud smothering the abbey. His eyes fixed upon the burgeoning center as it sucked in the fog and, like a potter’s wheel, gave it form.
The figure that coalesced from the shadow grew tall and sprouted skeletal limbs. A mildewed skull twisted into place, the jaws opening to unleash a rancid rush of air in the face of the Gray Abbot. He tried to rise, clutching at the amber-eyed Monas that had for so long been his power. As he brought the symbol up, the figure took on more clarity: a surcoat of faded white; a rusty mail hauberk, and a time-blackened helm formed around the skull. Ember eyes smoldered through narrow eye-slits; searching eyes, somehow familiar. The Gray Abbot froze as he recognized the apparition.
“Callixus!”
The wraith snatched the Monas from his hand, snapping the chain and hissing in triumph.
“Ain preserve us! Callixus!”
Callixus leaned towards him, lifted his visor, and roared.
The Gray Abbot screamed and turned to his confreres for help, despairing when he saw them cowering on the floor, hands over their ears.
Callixus thrust the Monas into his belt, raised his arms and screeched like a banshee. The windows exploded, the stench of decay filling the room. Rotting limbs fumbled at the window frames, and corpses riddled with shards of glass began to clamber into the refectory.
The Gray Abbot gasped at the sight of Frater Elphus clinging to his lectern with rigid fingers, black veins webbing his face as a cadaver sucked at his mouth. Something crashed behind him, and he turned to see Deacon Shader burst into the room, longsword in one hand, gladius in the other.
“By all that’s holy!” Shader pointed the gladius at Callixus. “Everyone out!”
The monks crawled towards the doorway crying out as cold and cyanosed hands tried to pull them back.
Shader leapt at the wraith. His longsword slashed out at its neck, but simply passed through as if it struck air. In the same fluid motion the gladius stabbed forward, skewering its belly. Callixus emitted a shrill cry as masses of insects and larvae spilled forth from his wound. The vortex whipped up around him, and in an instant he dissolved back into fog and shadow, which melted from the room.
The monks scrambled behind Shader, but the Gray Abbot remained rooted to the spot, mind blank, heart racing. The corpse-creatures continued to lumber towards them, white eyes vacant, flayed limbs groping the air. Shader threw himself among them, his longsword arcing viciously to left and right, the gladius thrusting and impaling. Putrid carcasses fell before him, hacked and decapitated, and yet still they came, piling in upon the lone knight and forcing him back through sheer weight of numbers.
* * *
The press of corpses was so great that Shader could no longer see the Gray Abbot. He continued to hack and thrust, arms weakening, breath burning in his lungs as he tried to break through. The creatures came on inexorably until, with a great surge, they slammed him against the wall, sending his swords clattering to the floor. A mouth rank with decay clamped over his own, fetid breath making him retch. Cold hands held him like iron, the corpse shuddering as it began to suck. Shader’s fists hammered pulpy flesh, splattering pus and gore. Ice crept through his veins, mist fell over his eyes, but just as despair took him the cadaver pulled back, flame erupting from its flesh. It thrashed about in a macabre parody of a dance before collapsing in a pile of smoking ash.
Shader scrabbled about for his swords, fingers stiff and numb. The undead were swaying to a gentle chant that came from somewhere behind them. A corridor opened through their ranks and the Gray Abbot walked towards Shader incanting Aeternam words of prayer.
“…sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris…”
Flame licked dead flesh, flared to the ceiling and left nothing but dust in its wake.
“Et ne nos inducas in tentationem…” The Gray Abbot stopped before Shader, placed a hand on his shoulder and sighed. “Thank you, Frater.”
He had aged alarmingly.
Shader rose to his feet; gripped his arm. He met the Gray Abbot’s gaze and recoiled. The face that had always been a well of peace and wisdom was now a haunted mask that told of nothing but loss and despair.
Shader sheathed his swords, feeling the brothers pressing in around him, looking at him like frightened children with nowhere else to turn. The Gray Abbot moaned, his knees buckling. Shader cradled him to the floor, heart hammering a frantic tattoo, mind a nest of angry hornets stinging with shameful thoughts—bloody thoughts; thoughts teeming with vengeance.



 





THE TEMPLUM OF THE KNOT
Elias drove the cart through the southern suburbs of Sarum, the scarf wrapped about his face offering scant protection from the plague. He was starting to wish he hadn’t used the statue to break through the cordon of imperial troops quarantining the city. Just a gentle use, mind, enough to convince the guards to let them pass. Seemed he was already getting attuned to it, same as he did with any other instrument. Problem was, this time he’d felt a presence, a shadow squatting at the back of his mind. Thought he’d heard something, too: the cry of a bird—but not of any bird he recognized. Perhaps he should have listened. Huntsman had warned him never to use the statue all those centuries ago when Elias had gone searching for the stories of the Dreamers. How did the song go? He plucked a harmonica from his pocket, gave it a good blow to clear the holes. Tunes was the only way he could remember all the old stuff, put himself under the influence just like the punters. Lemons, the lot of them. He hit a lilting melody.
The shaman had been sitting beneath a lone gum tree, laughing as Elias dragged his way into view across the scorching red desert. He’d run out of water hours before and wandered aimlessly as delirium set in. He’d thought he was tripping. Finding someone in the bush was like finding sobriety in a pub. But the old man was real enough, plain as a daisy. Without the shaman’s help he would have snuffed it and his body would have joined the piles of bones bleached by the searing sun.
* * *
“You come to Huntsman for songs, little white fellah?” laughed the Dreamer under the gum tree. “Maybe first you drink.”
With that a fountain sprang up from the barren earth, pooling at Elias’s feet. He threw himself to the ground and drank thirstily.
“Now food.” The shaman clapped his hands.
Seemingly from out of the russet earth, a whole host of near naked brown-skinned Dreamers emerged bearing clay bowls and hemp bags. They set these down next to Elias and began to offer him all manner of roots, shrubs, and grubs (some still moving) that he just crammed into his mouth and swallowed, like it was high tea at granny’s. At last, stuffed to the brim, he sat down with the Dreamers and listened as the shaman told the tale of the Reckoning. Couldn’t get better than that—straight from the horse’s mouth.
The words droned and hummed around Elias, but their meaning escaped him. Strange images, violent, serene, always colorful, flashed before his eyes. At the end of what seemed an eternity, alone once again with the old Dreamer beneath the gum tree, Elias was aware that all the folklore of the Dreamers now resided within him. A library of songs, pictures, experiences—all waiting to be performed, begging to be remembered.
Huntsman produced a package wrapped in paper-bark and opened it, revealing a rearing serpent carved from black rock. It was blind and without fangs. For an instant it was wreathed in amber light, but it faded as he passed it to Elias.
“In return for our gift of song,” the shaman said, fixing Elias with a soul-searching stare, “you keep this for me. Will give you big gifts. Keep it hidden, though. Others hunt its power. One day, many years maybe, I come for it.”
* * *
Rhiannon was sleeping fitfully once more, head rocking with each turn of the cartwheels. Hector clomped down streets of shabby single-story houses and boarded-up shops with signs faded by the sun, paint all cracked and peeling. Rotting food clogged the gutters, where crows pecked voraciously and scavenging rats grew ever more daring. The few people Elias saw were furtive, heads wrapped in scarves. Some of them watched the passing cart with forlorn eyes and others tipped their hats or bowed their heads. A few even approached—too quickly for Elias’s liking—motioning for him to stop. Shifty looking ne’er do wells as far as he was concerned. There was as much chance of him stopping as there was of him taking a swim in shark-infested waters. The only other traffic he saw was the death-carts that made their way slowly from door to door.
Turning into Teledor, a couple of blocks from the city center, Elias was surprised to find more activity. People bustled around a scrappy improvised market, haggling over meager portions of food or the dubious wares of a mountebank in a death’s head mask and black robe. The people here had abandoned the vain protection of scarves over mouths and noses and went about their business with fatalistic indifference. Famine seemed their chief concern, a threat against which they still had the power to act.
Passing a row of two-story buildings marked as the property of the Teledor Agriculturalists’ Guild, Elias could now see the immense spires and lofty towers of Sarum’s central district. There were a dozen such structures, each impossibly high and immeasurably ancient. Some were constructed of smallish, uniform red bricks, but the majority were of metal and glass that reflected the brilliant sky, but cast doleful shadows on the city beneath.
“Sammy!” Rhiannon cried out as they passed onto Wharf Way. “Elias, stop. We left Sammy!”
Elias kept his eyes on the road, shook his head gently. He’d been dreading her waking. All the while she was asleep he could bury his head in the sand, pretend that it hadn’t happened.
“It was too late.” He hated the sniveling tone, but it’s all he had. “Had to get you away. You know how it was. They’d have … you know… You saw what they did.”
He heard her clambering up from the back, felt her hand on his shoulder, and then she was beside him on the seat, face pressed up close—too close. “We can’t just leave him.”
“I know. But what can we do?” Should have done it already. Should have gone back soon as he realized. Nothing but a spineless chicken. It’s what he’d been all these centuries, why he never went anywhere. You’d have thought being ageless would have made you fearless, but he’d always found it had the opposite effect. It was odd how brave mortality made people. Everything hanging in the balance, death hiding around every corner, but you kind of got used to it. It had been so liberating, in a morbid sort of way.
“Turn around. Take me back.”
Elias shook his head more vigorously now. “No, no, no. Can’t do that. There’s guards around the city. Imperial troops. No one gets in or out. I’m sorry, Rhiannon. There’s nothing we can do. Just pray—” Now there was a thought. “Just pray he’s all right. They won’t hurt a child.” Well, he hoped not, anyway. “Someone will—”
“How’d we get in?”
“What?”
“How’d we get in if the city’s guarded? No one gets in or out, you said.”
Bugger. He couldn’t tell her about his use of the statue, how he’d made the guards turn a blind eye. She wouldn’t understand. She’d insist he used it again. But she hadn’t felt what he’d felt. If he wasn’t a coward before, he certainly was now, after feeling that presence, hearing that sound. Sammy would be all right. Made no sense for the knights to harm him.
“I talked my way in. Told them a sob story about you being on your last legs and me—”
“Then talk our way out.” She turned his face to look at her.
Elias blinked back the tears, pulled away. “Can’t. Said they’d let us in on condition we didn’t change our minds. We go back, they’ll fill us with arrows.”
Rhiannon closed her eyes and seemed to be holding her breath. For a moment he thought she was going to explode, shove him off the cart and head back herself. But then her shoulders sagged and she looked at him with her good eye. “I don’t know what to do, Elias.” She put her face in her hands. “I just don’t—”
“I know,” Elias said. He wanted to pat her on the knee, thought better of it. “Me neither. I’m so sorry.”
They headed towards the jetty and the glistening waters of the Soulsong River, which wound its way through the city before meeting the ocean to the west. Rhiannon leaned into Elias, let her head rest on his shoulder and was soon dozing once more.
Hector turned onto the Esplanade, right into Ishgar Terrace and then left into the cobblestoned Domus Tyalae, at the end of which sat the Templum of the Knot.
It was basically a squat rectangle of clay-brick construction, with a bowed roof and a crumbling transept of age-worn stone protruding from either side. To the rear of the templum, a narrow corridor ran off at an angle, connecting it to a long gray building that looked like it had been recently added on. Shrubs skirted the edges of the templum, and a manicured lawn of sickly brown grass fronted it like a badly frayed rug.
“What you about?” An old man in a mud-stained white habit reared up from behind a wheelbarrow, garden shears in hand. “We’re full to bursting with the sick, and Mater Ioana’s not in, if that’s what you’re thinking. Out tending folk in the streets, she is.”
Elias gently lowered Rhiannon’s sleepy head from his shoulder and cocked his finger like one of those things they had back before the Reckoning… Gun, that was the word. The man was hunched with age, but still stocky and strong. His oily gray hair was slicked back over a gnomic face, worn and ruddied, most likely from years of manual work outdoors.
“A fine Nousian welcome to you, too, Frater…”
“Hugues.”
“Frater Hugues,” Elias continued amiably. “I can see the emperor has nothing to fear from your mission. With charm like yours, the Nousian menace will be extinct within a year or two.”
“Now you just watch it,” spluttered Hugues. “I’ve half a mind to call the militia.”
“I suspect you have half a mind for a lot of things,” Elias said, leaping lightly from the cart. “That’s the trouble with you religious types. Half a mind on the spirit, the other on the flesh. Know what I mean?”
“You’re a very rude man,” huffed Hugues, turning on his heel and trudging towards the templum.
Elias trotted beside him, hoping to sound insufferably cheerful. “It’s not that I’m saying religion is a bad thing. Far from it. It’s the application to real life that’s the problem. Take, as an example, the summing up of the Eleven Holy Admonishments by none other than Nous himself. Number one, love Ain with all your heart and follow all his precepts—terminology’s a bit quaint, but what do you expect? Number two—and check out the paradox, or is it a mystery, aha!—do whatever you bloody well like so long as you’re always hospitable. OK, so I’m paraphrasing, but that’s it in a nutshell! The core of Nousian teaching, and yet you can’t even get that right. Not so much as a ‘How you going, young geezer?’, which would be stretching it in view of my age admittedly. Not so much as a ‘What can I do you for, me ol’ mate?’ And not even the merest tad of concern for my friend here who’s just been beaten and raped by some holy bleeding twat not too dissimilar to—”
Frater Hugues slapped him in the face. A heavy slap, quite jolting, actually.
“More of a navvy than a luminary,” Elias said, putting his hands to his head and blinking away the stars. “Fair point, though.”
“Forgive me, brother.” Hugues fussed around him like a terrified mother who’d just dropped her baby on its head. “You went on so. Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Leave him, Hugues.” A woman in white hurried from the templum doorway. A slim, very prim ol’ girl in her late fifties, by the looks of her. She wore enormous glasses that covered most of her face; peered through them with bulging fish eyes. “I’ll see to our guests.”
“Right you are, Velda.” Hugues looked warily one more time at Elias before shuffling off round the back of the building.
“Thank you, Soror.” Elias gave his most theatrical bow. “Your arrival was—”
“Oh, my poor dear, what has happened to you?” Velda walked straight past him to the cart and climbed into the tray to examine Rhiannon.
“She was beaten and raped by…”
“Hush, young man.”
Elias was a little gobsmacked. He hadn’t been called “young man” for … for… Well, since… Not for a long time, in any case. He ran his fingers through his hair and stood by like a naughty child who’d been told off for picking his nose.
Velda held Rhiannon’s head against her breast and cradled her like a mother. Rhiannon stirred and opened her eyes. She let out a sigh and sat up.
“Soror? We’re at the templum, then?”
“You are indeed,” Velda said. “Fret no longer.” She cast a swift glance at Elias. “You will be safe here.”
“This is Elias Wolf…”
“Who, this?” Velda’s fish eyes grew as big as her lenses. “Isn’t that a lovely name? What is it you do, Elias?”
This was the point Elias would normally do a little jig and then give his deepest bow. If he had a hat on he’d invariably roll it up his arm and flip it back into place. “Bard,” he mumbled, without even a shuffle of his shoes.
“A bard? How splendid. Perhaps you’ll sing for us later. Ah, Pater Cadris.”
An immensely fat priest emerged from the templum, fussing at the strands of hair meticulously combed across his barren pate.
“Hugues said there was trouble,” he declaimed with the pomposity of a bad orator.
“Not trouble, Cadris, just friends in need. Make yourself useful and tether this gentleman’s horse, if you please.”
Cadris paused a moment, as if he were going to protest, but then straightened his robe and waddled over to take Hector’s reins. As he led the horse and cart off towards a lean-to at the edge of the templum grounds, he appeared to be muttering under his breath.
“Pater Cadris is our scholar,” Velda explained as the trio made their way into the templum. “Such a gifted writer.”
The interior would have been very difficult to reconcile with the usual idea of a templum, although Elias had only ever seen the shells of ancient ecclesial buildings until now. The nave was a makeshift infirmary, with coughing, sweating, blood-soaked people lying on pews or palettes on the floor. Whole place stank like an abattoir.
“There are fifty-six patients,” Velda pointed out as she led Rhiannon and Elias down the center aisle. “A small token of the plague’s victims, but it’s the best we can do.”
They looked like writhing hunks of bad meat, bodies weeping putrescence, the air thick with the stench of decay. Elias found his hand covering his nose and pulled it away. Could have been construed as a bit rude, that, so he held his breath instead.
An elderly priestess with a head like a mottled skull tufted with gray, and twisted spectacles low on her nose, was hobbling about ministering to the sick and dying.
“Soror Agna!” Rhiannon cried, rushing to embrace the woman.
Elias wagged his fingers in greeting, having met Agna on a couple of occasions when she’d visited Rhiannon in Oakendale.
Agna held Rhiannon out at arm’s length and examined her bruising.
“Oh, my sweet girl, what’s happened?”
Rhiannon lowered her head and began to shake. Agna looked up at Velda who merely nodded her assent. Agna then led Rhiannon off over the sanctuary and through the sacristy door.
“Do you know,” Velda said, “it never occurred to me that this could be Agna’s Rhiannon. I must be getting soft in the head.”
“Rhiannon’s had this thing about joining the Templum since she was a teenager,” Elias said. “Soror Agna used to make the journey to Oakendale every couple of months to speak with her.”
“Yes, yes, the pre-novitiate. Agna spoke of her often. There have been no other candidates, mind.”
“The emperor’s none too keen on Nousians. I imagine the people either share his views or are too scared to go against them. You must be feeling a bit isolated these days. Since the missionaries at Jorakum packed up and scurried on back to Aeterna, and that nasty business at Delta’s Bluff, there’s been just you and the Pardes community.”
“And Gladelvi.” Velda puckered her lips. “I must see to the sick. If you pop outside, Pater Cadris will find you a room.”
Elias gratefully left the mephitic stench of the templum, passing the skulking Frater Hugues in the narthex. He found fat Cadris just leaving Hector under the lean-to, the cart parked in the shade of a copse of black wattles.
“That is a most fine specimen. The equestrian beast, I mean. Robust and strong as a…”
“As a horse, Pater?” offered Elias.
“As strong as a titan, I was about to say. I see you have some books in your cart.”
“And a few instruments. It’s all part of the trade, you know.”
“Quite, quite,” sniffed Cadris.
“Soror Velda said to—”
“A room. Quite, quite. Come along.” And with that Cadris lumbered towards the gray stone house behind the templum, beckoning over his shoulder for Elias to follow.



 




OF EVILS PAST AND PRESENT
Shader found the Gray Abbot at prayer in his cell. He waited in silence, casting his gaze about the tiny room. It was bare but for a mattress, a wooden Monas, a carving of the Dark Mother of Ain, and a vast oil painting depicting fire breathing dragons swooping down upon towers of metal and glass.
“It was quite a spectacle,” the Gray Abbot said, rising to stand before the painting. “Countless millions died that day, and those who survived had their culture, their homes and, most devastatingly, their technology destroyed.”
“By dragons?” Shader moved closer to examine the beasts. Everyone knew the myth, but he’d taken huge parts of it with a pinch of salt.
“The dragons were just one dream of many. The human mind contains so much that is destructive. Why should the Cynocephalus be any different, if the legends are to be believed? Abandoned by his mother, terrified of his father. Not to mention Blightey threatening to drink his soul, then stealing his magical armor so that he could wade through the black river at the heart of the Abyss. Huntsman’s magic unleashed the power of nightmare that lay dormant in the Dreaming, the unconscious fears of the son of Eingana. The great civilizations of the Old World were powerless against it.”
Shader had heard the story of the Reckoning many times before; who had not? Its effects were felt by every nation on Earth, the potency Huntsman had invoked rippling out from Sahul like a colossal tsunami. How had Huntsman harnessed such power? Prior to the Reckoning there had been no magic—save the dark kind Blightey had dredged up from the Abyss. There had only been the accomplishments of the Ancients, which had long-since faded into myth themselves. The Gray Abbot seemed to be following his thoughts.
“Huntsman merely applied the key to the lock. That is how he explained it to me when we met.” The Gray Abbot gazed at the stars outside the window. “The statue, whatever it actually is, was entrusted to him by his ancestral gods beneath the Homestead rock. He didn’t know how they had come by it, but it was ancient even then, over nine hundred years ago, and it had been unimaginably old when his gods had first brought it to Earth.”
“Brought it from where?” Shader was starting to lose interest, his thoughts caught up in this morning’s attack and the snatching of the Gray Abbot’s only cherished possession, the oak-carved Monas, with its polished amber eye.
“I don’t think Huntsman really knew. He merely used to say the Dreaming, with a little bit of a shrug. The power of the Statue of Eingana had unsettled him in some way. When the statue divided itself following the Reckoning, he took great pains to find safe hiding places for each of the pieces. The body of a snake, two fangs, and two eyes. One fang was lost to him. He entrusted an eye to me.”
Shader looked up and the Gray Abbot nodded. “I’ve also seen the other eye; I had a hand in restoring it to its rightful guardian. Oh, it was long before you were born, Frater. Our friend Otto Blightey again. I wonder, do they still tell horror stories about him in Aeterna?”
Shader nodded. He’d heard little else during the Verusian campaign: stories of cruel torture, forests of impaled bodies still gasping for days on end. He’d fought the Liche Lord’s minions at Trajinot, creatures like those that had attacked the abbey.
“He was close to the Ipsissimus,” the Gray Abbot said. “Closer than any one should be. He stole the Ipsissimal Monas with its amber eye and combined its power with forces drawn from the Abyss. Latia and its neighbors were devastated by plague. As for the other pieces, where they are and in whose keeping I have no idea. Maybe even Huntsman no longer knows. It’s possible that, after all these centuries, the segments could have exchanged hands many times.”
Shader wondered at the Gray Abbot’s fate now that he’d lost the power of the amber eye. He’d always appeared incredibly vital, but already he looked haggard, his cheeks sunken, eyes ringed with shadow.
“The creature that attacked you, Pater Abbot, what was it?”
The Gray Abbot studied Shader before replying. “His name is, or was, Callixus.”
“It wore the uniform of the Elect.”
The Gray Abbot nodded. “Callixus was grand master over five hundred years ago. I remember his arrival with the Elect as if it were only yesterday.”
“You knew the Lost?” Their disappearance remained one of the great mysteries of the Order, one of its darkest legends. They had literally given up everything in the name of obedience, and in the best Nousian tradition expected no temporal reward.
“They came to aid the abbey. The emperor had left us at the mercy of the Anglesh mawgs, who terrorized much of what is now the shire of Oakendale. I suspect the creatures had been drawn by my piece of the statue. Huntsman warned me never to use it, but you know how men are. It took months for the Ipsissimus to send us aid, and when it finally arrived…”
The Gray Abbot stared into space, eyes haunted, face pale as a ghost’s.
“I met them from their ships at the Soulsong Estuary. Callixus, a fine warrior and humble with it, led his men towards Sarum where they were to parley with the governor, pledge their swords to purging the mawgs from the Southwest, and then commence with the liberation of the lands around Pardes, which had lain virtually under siege throughout the winter. Governor Travos Gen was accommodating, even in the face of the emperor’s hostility towards Nousian interference. The knights set up camp in one of the western suburbs whilst Travos Gen arranged barracks for them in the inner city. Within two days the entire force had vanished. There has never been a satisfactory explanation for their disappearance.”
“I’ve heard all sorts of theories,” Shader said, “but Aeterna has no official answer to the disappearance. Another contingent was never sent. I believe I’m the only consecrated knight to enter Sahul since.”
“Aeterna was shaken by the incident. The Ipsissimus recommended our recall from Sahul. Most of the other missions took his advice, but we remained. We remained,” he continued whimsically, “at the behest of Huntsman.”
“Because of your piece of the statue?”
The Gray Abbot’s hand went to his chest as if expecting to find the Monas still there. “Huntsman was not clear why it should stay in Sahul. He received feelings, intuitions, but ultimately I think he was as clueless as the rest of us. I once told him the whole business was akin to faith. Can’t say he liked the idea very much. Has quite a temper, you know. When the Lost disappeared, Huntsman dealt with the mawgs himself. Storms of lightning, packs of rabid animals, swarms of insects—none of it terribly Nousian, of course, but it scared the living daylights out of the mawgs.”
The Gray Abbot turned to look once more at the painting of gargantuan winged serpents spewing fire upon the civilization of the Ancients.
“Why should Callixus reappear now, after so many centuries?” Shader asked. “What does he want with the statue?”
“I have no idea.” The Gray Abbot pinched the bridge of his nose, closed his eyes. “But I sense a trail of darkness, like a vein carrying corrupted blood back to the heart. And that heart is Sarum.”
“Could it be Blightey?”
The Gray Abbot shook his head. “Blightey’s not left Verusia for centuries. If he did, the Templum would know about it. No, I doubt even his reach extends to Sahul. This is something else.”
The Gray Abbot coughed and bent double. Shader took hold of his shoulders and guided him onto the edge of the bed.
“Time’s catching up with me,” the Gray Abbot rasped through snatches of breath. “Should have felt this centuries ago.”
“You want me to go after Callixus, Pater Abbot?”
The Gray Abbot spat out some phlegm and dabbed at his mouth with tremulous fingers. “You feel the hand of Ain in this, or the promise of more bloodshed?”
“You think we should do nothing?”
The Gray Abbot raised a hand, shaking his head. “Forgive me, Frater. I’m hardly the one to judge. It’s doubtful the path of peace is still open to us. Maybe it never was. Perhaps you were right all along.”
Shader’s stomach knotted. He felt as if one of the joists supporting reality had just been split. Nausea swirled around him like a maelstrom. Was he dreaming? Remembering? He shook his head and breathed deeply, and as quickly as it had come, the feeling left him. “What’s that supposed to mean, me being right all along?”
“I remember a novice I once sent into Sarum, a reformed man, humble to the point of obsession.”
Shader knew where this was going and turned away.
“He was passing a tavern in one of the rougher districts of the city—the Mermaid, I believe—when he chanced upon a bunch of wharfies setting upon a young man. Oh, the fellow was a merchant or some such, and probably deserved it. I heard later that he’d swindled one of the dockworkers out of his home.”
“I never knew that,” Shader said, his voice a whisper.
“It hardly matters,” the Gray Abbot said. “Except to illustrate that things are often other than they seem. You saw a defenseless man being beaten to death, and despite your calling, you could not simply look on and let it happen.”
Shader winced at the recollection. His first impulse had been to fight, but something had held him back: his love of the Gray Abbot, the example of his life. “I pulled the merchant to his feet and told him to run. Stood in their way, let them hit me instead.”
The Gray Abbot sighed and put a hand on Shader’s shoulder.
“The way of peace,” he said. “Non-violent resistance. I often asked myself afterwards, whilst you were recovering at the Templum of the Knot, if your example had changed any of those involved. I wondered if they ever asked themselves why you didn’t fight back, why you let them nearly kill you. I suppose even someone who’s lived as long as I have can still be naive. I was proud of you, proud of the abbey, proud of Nousians.”
“And then I went back,” Shader said, hunching his shoulders. “I went back and did to them what they did to me. Only I didn’t stop until every last one of them was bleeding out on the street.”
“You went back and you did what was in your nature. Yes, I felt betrayed. Yes, I felt my faith corroded by that bitter reminder of human nature—not just yours, but all of ours. Mine even. I was glad when you left. I needed no further evidence of what we really are; but when you returned, still intent to try, I was forced to confront Nous’s infinite mercy. I even dared to hope again.”
“You thought that if I won the tournament—”
“—you’d excise the violence; become more than human: detached and otherworldly. I know, I know it’s an outmoded theology, but that’s my flaw. Sometimes I wonder why Nous cares, if he cares. I know if I were him, Ain forbid, I’d have turned my back on this world eons ago.”
Shader’s eyes flicked back to the painting. The Ancients: brutal, efficient, and utterly dismissive of life. It had simply been about utility and power for them, and all the peace and love in the world had been seen as a disorder. It was only when the dragons had come, along with every other nightmare from the Dreaming—
“I’m not even clear about what’s at stake,” the Gray Abbot said. “It all depends on what Callixus plans for the statue, and, more importantly I suspect, what the statue plans for itself. My fragment is only one of five. It’s granted me long life and enhanced my ability to heal. Besides that, I still know next to nothing about it.”
“But you said you sensed an evil trail. Surely Callixus intends some mischief.”
The Gray Abbot shuffled fully onto the mattress, leaned back against the wall. The energy leaving him was almost palpable. He seemed to be growing older by the minute. “I must take the blame for the conflict you experienced in Sarum when I last sent you. I doubt much has changed since.”
“I am ready, Pater Abbot. This evil has restored my purpose.”
The Gray Abbot gave him a long searching look. “Callixus was a good man, strong and firm in the faith.”
“And I am not?”
“Maybe this is your calling, Frater Deacon. Set aside past failings, high expectations. Pray often and trust only in Ain. A Monas has been stolen. Return it to me, and in so doing let us hope you retrieve something of your own also. This is either Ain’s work or the Demiurgos’. If you are strong in prayer, there’s nothing to fear from the latter and everything to gain from the former.”



 





THE SHAMAN AND THE IPSISSIMUS
Huntsman’s stubbly legs probed at the base of the door, the hairs on his back sticking up, mandibles tasting the air. Flattening himself, he scuttled through the gap, feeling the floorboards for tell-tale vibrations, listening, watching, scenting. Besides the musk of disuse and the smell of rotting vegetables, there was nothing.
Drumming his limbs on the floor, he shuddered and split, wriggled and grew, the air about him shimmering until he once more stood in the form of a man. He felt his cheeks, touched both arms and rocked from foot to foot. A wave of nausea passed from his stomach to his head. Grimacing, he shook himself and sucked in a gulp of stale air. Satisfied the room was unoccupied, he opened the door and Sammy entered, bleary-eyed and yawning.
Dust lay thick upon the hardwood floor and swirled in moats where light peeked through holes in the curtains. Sammy tugged them open and leaned his chin on the windowsill. Huntsman put his hands on the boy’s shoulders and peered over his head.
A death-cart was being loaded with bodies from the house across the street by heavily cloaked and masked orderlies, whilst an unmasked woman robed in white looked on. Vast towers dominated the distance, and buildings of brick, iron, and wood sprawled in every direction, scabs on the skin of Sahul.
“Why are there so many dead people in Sarum?” Sammy asked.
“Plague. But do not worry, little fellah, it does no harm to children.” He had intuited that much from the distressed cries of the statue—not audible cries, but sensations, ripples deep in the marrow he had felt since the Reckoning when it tore him apart and forged him anew. The polluting of its power by unnatural currents affected the soul before spreading to the body. Like the Kutji spirits, it fed on disorder and impurity. Where those things were not present, it could not take hold.
Sammy looked reassured and sat himself on a wooden pallet strewn with stained blankets. He yawned widely, but refused to give in to sleep. Huntsman smiled at him, seating himself in a decrepit rocking chair by the door. The boy lay down his head and began to hum a tune, his eyelids growing heavier.
“Why is the red rock burning?” Sammy muttered.
Huntsman cast his eyes around the room. “What red…?”
And then he realized. The boy meant the Homestead. Sahul must still be talking to Sammy, showing him the events that scarred her past.
“Long time ago, little fellah. Do not worry now. Red rock is safe.”
Sammy sat bolt upright. “No,” he said. “Not safe. Monsters are coming. Metal monsters and fire. Lots of fire.”
Huntsman rocked forward and forced a smile, hoping he could keep the pain of the past from his eyes. “I was there,” he said in a soothing tone. “I made them go away. It will not happen again.”
Sammy stared right through him, as if he were focused on something else. “You are wrong. The stars run backwards. He comes for them. He comes to start the Unweaving.”
Huntsman felt an icy knot forming in the pit of his stomach. “Sahul tells you this?”
Sammy shook his head. “Not tells. It’s what I see when my eyes are closed.”
“Look now,” Huntsman said. “Describe it to me.”
Sammy shut his eyes and his body immediately went rigid. “Dark. A cave. Under the red rock.” He gasped and half-opened his eyes.
“What is it?”
“A man. A big black man. His head is … is…”
Huntsman leaned out of the chair to place his hands on Sammy’s shoulders. “Head of a snake?”
The boy nodded.
“Do not be afraid. He is a friend. Sahul loves—”
“No,” Sammy cried. “Not afraid of him. Afraid for him. The monsters are coming, all silver and fire.”
Huntsman had the heart of a cornered rabbit. This was no memory of the events of the Reckoning. There had been no attack on the caves beneath the Homestead, and the snake-headed god, Mamba, had not been there.
“All dead,” Sammy whispered, a single tear rolling down his cheek. “Snake-head, toad, crocodile…”
“Dead, how?” Huntsman asked, the chill creeping up his spine.
Sammy’s eyes fixed on his. The boy wept freely now, his bottom lip trembling. “I saw a spider too,” he said. “A big one, all curled up and smoky.”
Huntsman fell back in the chair, his heart thumping so hard he could hear it like a drum.
“He tried before.” Sammy’s voice was reedy and distant. “And now he tries again.”
Huntsman frowned. What nonsense was this?
“Aristodeus had no ward against me,” the unearthly voice continued. “He knows that now, knows what to do, but it is a trap within a trap.”
“Eingana?” Huntsman threw himself out of the chair and started to shake Sammy.
“Sektis Gandaw has the scent. He has not forgiven my grandchildren. Help them, Huntsman. Help my grandchildren. Help me.”
“Eingana? Goddess? Speak to me. Speak!”
“It goes beyond him. Beyond the end of all things.” Sammy coughed and spluttered. His eyes rolled and then he began to scream. Huntsman pulled him into a hug, resting his head on the boy’s shoulder, eyes brimming with tears.
Sammy went limp in his embrace. Huntsman settled him down on the bed and watched as the boy’s breathing grew soft and regular. Covering Sammy with his cloak of feathers, Huntsman sat back in the rocking chair and turned his attention inwards.
Earlier, he had sensed power from the body of the Statue of Eingana—the piece he had entrusted to the bard. It was close by. Closer than it should have been. It seemed the bard was finally on the move. Soon the mawgs would come for it, as they had come for the eye held by the Gray Abbot many lifetimes ago. Most of the custodians had heeded his warnings not to use the power of Eingana, but the Gray Abbot had grown careless and nearly brought about the destruction of his abbey. Huntsman thought he had learned his lesson, but then the Gray Abbot had used the power again for some trifling matter and the mawgs had returned. This time the knight Shader had driven them off, but they’d marauded south to Oakendale, feasting on the white folk. Huntsman couldn’t help wondering if they’d scented the body of the statue even then, before Elias had used it. Perhaps the thought and energy the bard had put into the writing of his epic had been enough to attract them, without quite giving the location away.
And now Elias had succumbed to the temptation to draw upon the statue’s power, even after the scolding Huntsman had given him following the performance. It was a dangerous thing, speaking about the statue. Sektis Gandaw had eyes and ears everywhere. The gods had warned him of this centuries ago.
Two of the pieces were missing: an eye and a fang. The fang had been taken from Jarmin the Anchorite during his visit to Sarum. Huntsman could feel its closeness. It was still somewhere in the city. The second had been wrested from the Gray Abbot, and this time there had been palpable distress from the piece. It had been taken by unnatural forces: forces abhorrent to Eingana.
Huntsman’s eyes narrowed and he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The pieces were together, he could feel that much, and something was using their power. Using it for purposes inimical to the nature of the statue. He could feel its revulsion and already the results could be seen in the streets of Sarum.
He contemplated the now sleeping form of Sammy. The child had endured unbearable suffering and yet had trusted Huntsman like a parent from the moment he had led him from the woods. There was something about the child: Sahul favored him, and her cousin Eingana spoke through him. Maybe it was to balance the demands that had been made on his sister, or maybe Sahul was just being fickle. Huntsman wondered what the Wapar Man would have thought of a pale-skin speaking with ants. Would he have taught the boy the ways of the Dreaming?
Sammy’s breathing softened into that of deep sleep, and Huntsman’s thoughts returned to the present. Three pieces of the Statue of Eingana were somewhere in the city, and another was still accounted for. He’d kept track of their whereabouts for more days and nights than there were grains of sand in a desert. He sometimes lost the trail of a piece for a while, but he would always find it again. The fifth piece, however, had always eluded him. Ever since the Reckoning, when the statue had divided itself, he had not been able to locate the other fang.
He had taken one eye to Ipsissimus Thesarius over nine hundred years ago. He could not explain why, but it is what the statue had wanted. The other three pieces he had scattered the length and breadth of Sahul. One of them, a fang, had changed hands often, sometimes warranting intervention from Huntsman. He had finally reclaimed it from Ogalvy of Makevar and entrusted it to the anchorite of Gladelvi, where it had remained safe for centuries—until Jarmin’s visit to Sarum.
Huntsman was bound to the statue. Since the Reckoning he had felt like its twin. If he took no action, the statue might be powerless to prevent itself falling into the wrong hands, and yet there was no guarantee that any action of his would not make matters worse. He must have done something right, he figured, for in more than nine hundred years the statue had remained hidden from Sektis Gandaw and life had been allowed to continue.
But the gods—Sammy had seen them all dead. He had spoken with the voice of Eingana. It is a trap within a trap. What did he mean by that? Help my children. Whatever threatened them, Huntsman would stop it. He had to: they were his gods, his greatest love.
Rising from the rocking chair, he looked down at Sammy curled up beneath the cloak of feathers, snoring lightly. He could hear the rattling of the death-cart pulling away and glanced out of the window. The white-robed woman was kneeling beside a man who’d collapsed on the street, and behind the towers of the Ancients, Walu the Sun-Woman had entered the tunnels beneath the earth, painting herself with ochre that stained the clouds as she fled.
Matching his breathing to the rocking of the chair, Huntsman settled into the rhythm of the Dreaming and let his spirit soar free.
* * *
Ipsissimus Theodore watched himself kneeling before the Monas in his private chapel in Aeterna. Twin candles cast long shadows on the walls and ceiling. Frankincense burned on the altar, rising like Theodore’s spirit, which drifted above his motionless body.
Thoughts of Nousia, and how best to keep it from the errors of the past that had ultimately led to the Reckoning, dropped away from him. His hacking, wasted body no longer dragged him down, and he felt like a young novice again. He might have rejected the healing offered by the amber eye at the center of his pectoral Monas, but it had granted other gifts nonetheless, gifts that had not required more than a trickle of its power. At least now he could fly free from the tomb of his flesh and feel some respite from the disease eating away at his lungs.
As he rose into the night sky of Aeterna, Theodore felt the joy of unity, a foretaste, he thought, of the bliss awaiting him in Araboth. Clothed in the white light of the spirit, he allowed his soul to float on the tides of emotion swirling about Aeterna until, picked up by an eddy, he was carried gently towards the scriptorium where Exemptus Ricci and Adeptus Dolobro were engaged in a fierce dispute about Ipsissimal succession. No doubt Theodore looked as bad as he felt, but nevertheless, he refused to draw on the healing power of the amber eye. Last time he’d done that, old evil had awoken in Verusia, and something even darker had started probing his dreams. The Elect had contained the Verusian threat, but he had no wish to draw any more attention from the presence he’d felt in his sleep.
Theodore willed himself onwards and upwards, flying high above the night clouds where the scarred and pallid moon glared like a skull amidst the stars.
“I am sorry for pain in your body,” Huntsman said. “Others would have used statue’s power by now.”
Theodore turned towards the shaman’s spirit-form. “Don’t fret about me, old friend. I’m ready for my rightful home.”
“That is good. Many dream of forever, which statue can give. Eye of Eingana—” He indicated the amber set at the center of the Monas’s circular head. “—can heal, yet you choose death.”
“There are better things than to simply endure,” Theodore said.
“Not all Ipsissimi were of same mind. Most used Eingana’s power, caused much trouble, but even so they are back in ground.”
“Whereas you, without a piece of the statue, haven’t aged a day in centuries.” Theodore grew suddenly serious. “Something seeks the eye, always has. We Ipsissimi have lived in fear of it coming in our lifetime. That’s why I haven’t used it. Nothing to do with sanctity.” Well, he supposed it could have been, judging by what others said, but how could he tell? It was difficult to be objective about these matters. Hard to see himself quite as holy as he was supposed to be—had to be, when you looked at it. Sanctity went with the office, each incumbent donning it along with the white robes and biretta.
“Gods of my people have a name for this fear.” Huntsman frowned. “Sektis Gandaw. They say that is why statue broke into pieces, so he not find it whole.”
“Thought he vanished during the Reckoning.” To be remembered only by those with unnaturally long lifespans, or those entrusted with knowledge of the Ancients by the Templum. Sektis Gandaw had passed from history into myth. “Why did you entrust one of Eingana’s eyes to the Ipsissimi?”
“Was where it wished to be.” A mischievous grin spread across Huntsman’s face. “Maybe it was frightened of dark.”
“A Dreamer goddess seeking refuge in the heart of the Templum? I’d find it heart-warming were she not in the form of a serpent.”
Huntsman chuckled. “Snakes sacred to us. Eingana has power over life and death. She gave birth to a child, part ape, part dog. It is his dreams Barraiya People walk with.” A mask of seriousness settled over the shaman’s face. “Two pieces of statue are missing.”
Theodore felt a shudder run through his spirit body.
“My gods say it is not Sektis Gandaw, but if statue’s power continues to be used, he will know of it. Has been a vision.”
Theodore frowned at that, but gestured for Huntsman to go on.
“A boy has seen dark things. My gods burned beneath Homestead. Something is coming. I fear this. Maybe even Sektis Gandaw himself. Maybe unweaving of all things.”
“Can you find the pieces?”
“I have their scent, but others have it, too. Mawgs hunt beneath Sarum and a Nousian seeks piece taken from Gray Abbot.”
“One of the brothers?”
Huntsman shook his head. “One of your Elect.”
“But I have no knights in Sahul. Unless… The Keeper of the Sword of the Archon.” Exemptus Silvanus’s man should have found him by now. “So, Deacon Shader went back to Pardes.” An obvious move and one surely anticipated by Investigator Shin. “But what does this mean? Coincidence? What is he doing back in Sahul?”
Huntsman cocked his wizened head. “I ask this, too. He stayed long time in village. Made boys into knights, gave them swords and armor; trained them like your fellahs.”
Theodore snorted. Hubris. Vanity. It was no wonder… He cut off the train of thought with a silent plea to Ain.
“Bald Clever Man also unhappy about this,” Huntsman said.
“Aristodeus?”
The shaman nodded, his eyes narrowing to slits. “Asked me to speak with Shader’s woman.”
“Woman?” The sooner Shin returned him to Aeterna, and more importantly the sword, the better.
“She … say no to him. Your Shader far too holy. She know that now. She have better life at Templum of Knot in Sarum.”
Theodore didn’t miss the slightly sardonic tone. “What does this have to do with Aristodeus?” The meddling philosopher already carried too much sway in Aeterna. What was he doing popping up in Sahul on the other side of the world?
“Cannot tell.” Huntsman spread his hands. “Aristodeus is mystery. My gods tell me he once walked within Dreaming and fell. Fell long way. They say his heart good, but they fear his pride. He crosses worlds with a thought, but leaves no footprints.”
The man had wormed his way into the Aeternam archives and dined regularly with the exempti. Theodore was starting to wonder who carried more influence in the Templum. “These two missing pieces, couldn’t you use mine to locate them?”
The shaman raised his palms, his spirit form starting to fade. “Power would pass between all three. Sektis Gandaw is not blind. Keep Monas close. Wear it when you sleep. It will speak, if you have ears to listen. I fear time is coming, my friend, when I will need to ask for your help.”
The air shimmered and Huntsman was gone. Silvery motes swirled in his wake for an instant and then they too melted away.
Later that night, Theodore awoke soaked in icy sweat. He rolled painfully from his bed and poured himself a brandy. Something had entered his dreams, something that wouldn’t reveal itself to his surface consciousness, but he could still feel it squatting upon his soul. Somehow, out of the dread came a sense of purpose, a feeling that he had spied upon the machinery of fate and knew what must be done. Looking at the glowing amber set within his Monas, Theodore’s mind threw up images of red desert and brilliant blue skies. Something was communicated between him and the eye of Eingana, though how he couldn’t say. He felt it calling him, leading him to Sahul, pleading with him to confront the end of all things.



 





TO FIGHT FOR AIN
Gaston stood in the stirrups and looked back along the column of knights riding single file across the red dust, chainmail shining, surcoats the virgin white of Nous. Fifty of the best recruits; the most committed; the most accomplished.
They rode well, he nodded his approval; no more slouching in the saddle, no more idle talk. If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought them veterans, professional soldiers and not the impoverished farm-boys he’d grown up with. His father should have been proud. Not just of Gaston leading such an impressive force, but because they wore the Monas, the symbol of Nous; the symbol he’d lost his life for. But he’d have objected, wanted things done his way, same as ever. There’s more than one way to Nous, Shader always said. Takes the sword and the Monas.
Gaston was sure that was why Aristodeus had come to him—because Shader had let the side down. Because Gaston was Bovis Rayn’s son. Because he had zeal for Nous and he knew how to swing a blade. He’d seen the philosopher once with Shader, right after he’d driven off the mawgs. Even so, finding the old man sitting in his darkened living room had been such a shock that, at first, he’d not recognized him. Gaston had turned to run, jumping to the conclusion that Halligan had grown some balls and come to arrest him—arrest him for what he’d done to Rhiannon. To her family. Before he’d reached the door, Aristodeus had laughed—like he knew what had happened; knew and didn’t care. “The sheriff won’t trouble you, Gaston,” he’d said. “Oh, he was going to. He’d even started putting together a posse to confront you, but he’s a reasonable man, and an agreement has been reached. I’m sure the same can be said of you. I’m sure you’re a reasonable man, too.” Gaston hadn’t liked the philosopher’s tone. It was amiable enough, but there was something jarring, an implied threat, and a smug certainty that he had Gaston under his thumb.
Assemble the White Order.
The words were still clear in his mind, the pounding of his heart just as strong.
The Templum of the Knot is in danger. The priests need you. Shader needs you.
He couldn’t face Shader, not now.
Atonement, Gaston. Atonement and forgiveness. I have glimpsed these things, even though they lie ahead. We must respond to the future; shape it.
He still wasn’t sure that was possible; his stomach still tightened when he let the memories surface; his eyes still filled with tears; and he still wanted to hurt himself—only that wasn’t the Nousian way.
Nous will forgive.
It wasn’t just absolution from Nous that he wanted, though, but it didn’t seem likely Rhiannon could ever forgive him when he couldn’t forgive himself.
There’d been one more reason to lead the men to Sarum, one more thing Aristodeus had told him that had fired Gaston’s blood: whatever the threat facing Shader, a Sicarii was involved in it; a man as short as a child; white faced and red eyed, he’d said. A man called Shadrak the Unseen: the man who had killed his father. Unseen no bloody longer, Gaston reckoned. Couldn’t exactly miss a face like that.
“We’re within a mile of the suburbs,” Barek said, riding up alongside, his horse lathered with white sweat. “Imperial troops are stationed along the river between us and the city. They’re letting no one in or out.”
“Is there a way round?”
“None that I could see. Think they know we’re coming?”
Gaston shook his head, wincing at the pain from his swollen nose. The stitches were pulling something terrible; should have got someone other than Justin to sew him up. “How?”
Barek shrugged. “Well, maybe there’s something else going on. Mawgs, perhaps.”
“How did they appear? Ready for battle?”
“Don’t think so. Most were still sleeping, the rest setting fires for breakfast.”
Gaston was only half-listening. Aristodeus’s voice was foremost in his mind, firm, sure, and prophetic.
The Templum needs you.
They couldn’t turn back now. Strong leaders are decisive, Shader always said. Fortune favors the brave.
“Move the column into a diamond.”
“We’re not going to attack?” Barek’s mouth hung open. “Shouldn’t we talk to—”
“Do it!”
Barek stiffened and rode back down the column, barking orders to the men.
“Surely he doesn’t think we can just ride up and ask them nicely to let us in,” Justin said, cantering up from behind.
“What do you think?” Gaston watched over his shoulder as Barek spoke to the men, grasping hands and patting backs. A leader should gain the affection of his men, Shader had said; but where that wasn’t possible he should force their respect.
“I think what you think, man—boss, or whatever we’re supposed to call you. Grand master? General?”
“Gaston will do just fine.” At least until he’d had a chance to earn a title. The last thing he needed was for the men to think him a pompous prat. He knew what these blokes admired. Actions, not words, would win their loyalty. Fancy titles would gain him nothing but coarse Sahulian satire.
Gaston picked at his stitches, trying to think what Shader would have done. He shut his eyes and muttered a swift prayer to Ain. If this was the wrong path, surely there would be a sign, a pang of conscience, some sort of clarity.
The pounding of approaching hooves snapped him back to alertness, and he became aware he was chewing his left knuckle.
Barek drew up and saluted. “The men are in formation. We await your order.”
Do you? Gaston couldn’t bring himself to meet Barek’s gaze. He swiveled in the saddle to take in the men and horses formed up in a tight rhombus, perfectly still, perfectly disciplined. Were they ready? There was no way of telling. They’d had the training, they knew the drills; what they had to learn next was something that couldn’t be taught. Gaston felt his heartbeat hammering away inside his ribcage, his doubts growing. Without further thought, he did what he always did when shitting himself: turned it into rage.
“Advance!” he bellowed, spurring the mare into a gallop and not even checking to see if the others were following.
* * *
Captain Janks was right thankful for the change in the weather. The men were sick of the pissing drizzle, the sullen clouds brooding overhead, gray and unbroken. The sun now blazed nakedly, the sky an empty blue brilliance. And, bloody hell, his mood had perked up with it.
He stopped in his morning tour of the camp to bend down and scratch at a mosquito bite on his ankle, the biggest pain on this mad-arsed assignment. Crackpot bloody emperor sticking his bloody nose in where it’s not bloody wanted. And who always gets the blame? Not him, that’s for sure. Too busy dreaming up more imaginary threats to the empire or jumping at his own shadow on the palace walls. Poor bastard probably couldn’t even take a shit without shoving his head down the pan to look for assassins.
The bulk of Janks’s force was camped between the Soulsong Ford and the Old Sarum Road. Archers were stationed in wooden towers at intervals along the bank, right up as far as the Western Ocean, and anybody coming from the east would have to enter open ground before they could approach the city. They’d be mown down before they reached the gates.
Not that anyone was likely to approach Sarum, Janks thought wryly. The biggest threat was from the poor bleeders fleeing the plague and spreading it beyond the city. Surprisingly few had tried, and those that had were soon persuaded that their chances of survival were greater if they just stayed where they were.
Looking back over the huddle of tents, watching his troops queuing for their beans and rye bread and then lounging on the still damp grass to eat lazily, he chuckled to himself. Ordinarily, he thought, such complacency would be intolerable, but not today. The men deserved a break after the misery of the rain and a job that made them as popular as fly-strike on mutton.
He wandered from the camp, crested a small hill and strolled amongst the trees of Blood Wood, where crimson blossom clung to the gum trees like a cloak of velvet.
Stopping for a piss, he became aware of a distant pounding, gathering pace, rolling towards him like a colossal wave. A dust cloud billowed from the trees. Janks could make out dark figures astride horses, the glint of steel. He buckled his belt, shaking his head at the absurdity of charging a unit through a forest. The riders were close enough for him to see the red symbols on their surcoats, their formation ragged and starting to fan out, more through necessity than design. He was about to step into their path to chastise their leader when he suddenly came to his senses. There were no cavalry this side of Jorakum, and the riders weren’t dressed in imperial black.
By the time he’d started to run back to camp, the riders were upon him. A white-cloaked youngster galloped towards him at full pelt. Janks turned and tugged at his sword, but the scabbard was all twisted up on his belt. Before he had it half drawn, the rider leaned over in the saddle and slashed a blade across his face. At first Janks thought he’d been blinded, but then he realized blood was pouring into his eyes from a gash to his forehead. No matter how much he rubbed them, they wouldn’t clear. The sound of trampling hooves was all around him. He turned to the left, turned right, back to the left again. A hard hit to the shoulder spun him to the ground. He tried to rise, but something crunched into his head…
* * *
Barek spurred his horse on as the imperial troops abandoned their breakfasts and ran for their weapons. Some were better prepared and unleashed a score of arrows into the front riders. A handful of knights dropped from their horses, and one of the beasts fell, its legs folding under it, an arrow lodged in its throat. Barek’s mount swerved to avoid it, but the knight behind crashed into the fallen horse and was thrown headlong from the saddle. Chaos rolled through the following knights and the charge faltered.
What the bloody heck was Gaston doing? Barek had assumed the plan would be to ride east of the encampment before risking a gallop across the open ground towards Sarum. A few men might have fallen to arrow fire, but most would have reached the city, where the soldiers wouldn’t dare follow.
A swordsman ran at Barek, slashing wildly towards his waist. Barek parried the blow, but numbness ran up his arm from its force. He rode on, knocking another man from his feet before following the path Gaston was cutting through the surprised soldiers. The five knights who had speared the charge with him were down, screaming, groaning, crying like babies. Gaston hacked about like an invincible god of war, but his horse was hit bad, lurching drunkenly, blood gushing from its flank.
Gaston leapt from the saddle and snatched up a sword dropped by one of his victims. He stood his ground armed with two weapons as a dozen imperial troops closed in for the kill. Barek glanced back to see their fellow knights still struggling to regain control over their mounts, sorely pressed by fire from a group of archers. An arrow thrummed past his ear, lodged in the throat of one of the lads, red spurting like a geyser. Cramp took hold of Barek’s guts. He looked away, thought he was gonna shit himself.
Gaston roared something, fighting furiously, twin blades a silvery arc clashing against metal or ripping through flesh. He was hopelessly outnumbered, but was just about holding his own. He’d already put down three of the bastards.
Justin rode up alongside Barek, bleeding from half a dozen light wounds, his sword red to the hilt. “Gaston!”
“I’ll go to him,” Barek said. “You help the others.”
Justin heeled his steed towards the archers and Barek muttered a hurried prayer then charged the group surrounding Gaston. His horse reared up, smashing its hooves into a soldier’s head, shattering bone and spraying blood. Barek rolled from the saddle, jarring his knee as he hit the ground. He clambered to his feet, sword-arm hanging limp and useless. Two men sprang at him swinging steel. Switching to his left hand he parried the first and slashed clumsily at the second. The man leapt back, giving Barek time to find his balance. A whisper of movement to his right caused him to spin in time to see another soldier fall, blood pumping from a severed arm.
Gaston slid beside him. “You hurt?” he asked, his eyes never leaving the half dozen opponents still standing.
“Sword arm’s dead.” Barek wrinkled his nose, gave the barest shrug. “But I’m good.”
Gaston grinned, his eyes sparkling. The remaining soldiers made a concerted attack and Gaston sprang to meet them, his blades a glittering blur. Barek swung at a big bloke trying to outflank Gaston, taking him on the back of the legs and sending him crashing headlong into another. Gaston batted a thrust aside and plunged his second blade into his assailant’s belly. The man crumpled, catching a handful of his spilling guts. Seeing the momentary vulnerability, the other soldiers surged in, but Barek threw himself in their path hacking about wildly.
“Shoggers! Shoggers!” He screamed up a storm, every instant expecting a blade through his heart or slicing into his neck. He was dead and he knew it. Too shogging dead to give a—
Gore splashed his face, but it wasn’t his own. Least he thought it wasn’t. A sword thrust towards him, but never made it, the bloke holding it going down in a shower of his own blood. A horse whinnied, and there was Justin cutting down the last of them. Barek had to check himself all over. Hardly a scratch. Holy crap he should have been bleeding out on the ground. A miracle. It was a shogging miracle.
The rest of the knights were among the tents, running down the survivors. A horn sounded to the west and for a moment the fighting ceased. The few remaining soldiers sprinted in the direction of the sound.
“Leave them,” Gaston shouted. “Let them go.” He walked over to his injured mare and remounted.
Barek sheathed his sword and found his horse. With a foot in the stirrup and his good hand clutching a fistful of mane, he half-pulled, half-rolled into the saddle.
“You did well, Barek.” Gaston rode over and slapped him on the shoulder. “You too, Justin.”
Wheeling the mare to face the Old Sarum Road, Gaston stood high in the stirrups, face flushed, eyes blazing.
“Now let’s go let our brothers and sisters in Nous know that Ain has answered their prayers.”
Barek looked about at the carnage, the stench of blood thick in his nostrils. He rubbed his dead arm, twitched the fingers, and winced at the prickling return of circulation. Right now he didn’t reckon the White Order was an answer to anyone’s prayers.
* * *
The Old Sarum Road was little more than a dirt track through the bush. A few hundred yards along it a volley of arrows hissed down, thudding into horses and riders. A shaft glanced from Gaston’s armor as he beat his ailing mare into a gallop that took him beyond the range of the archers. The troop followed, another volley ripping into them and claiming three more riders.
Gaston slowed to a canter as the road merged with another, pock-marked and gray, with glinting studs of silver forming a broken line down its center. The clopping of hooves announced their arrival to the tin-roofed shacks on the fringes of Sarum, but there was no throng to greet them. No reason why there would be, he supposed. Wasn’t as if the city cared a shit about the will of Nous.
Gaston drew rein and watched the column pass, counting the survivors and noting the injured. Thirty-nine knights, many carrying minor wounds. One—Tray Vogen from Broken Bridge—had the flight of an arrow-shaft jutting from his shoulder. Despite the botched charge, Gaston was more than pleased with their performance. Their training had paid off against the imperial troops. Ain had favored his own. You had to see it as vindication.
The column of knights rode swiftly through the southern suburbs, past scatterings of masked and desperate people scavenging amongst the refuse. They crossed the Kaldus Bridge and came to the Arch of Foundation, marking the southern access to the city center. The first and last time Gaston had seen it he’d been a child, clutching his dad’s hand. The memory was sharp as a dagger thrust. Seemed like it had been only yesterday. He could hear Dad’s voice bubbling up from the depths, like it was muffled by fog: This is not the way… Not the way.
A ragged group of militiamen jogged towards them, spears leveled, shields reflecting the glare of the sun. Gaston signaled his knights to stop, Barek and Justin riding alongside him as the militia formed up and locked shields. A stocky man, red-faced and mustached, stepped forwards, chainmail clinking, boots squeaking.
“Captain Harding, City Militia,” he barked in a gruff voice, blinking ten to the dozen. “Will you stand down?”
Gaston leaned over the pommel of his saddle. “Captain, my men are fresh from battle. Are we to take your position as hostile?” He watched the shogger like a hawk. One wrong move, one wrong word and they’d roll over this lot like they did the others.
Barek raised his hand and the knights began to fan out across the street, hooves clattering sharply on stone.
“By order of Governor Gen.” Harding coughed to clear his throat. “By order—” he started again, but Gaston cut him off.
“What’s happening here, Captain? Why do imperial troops surround Sarum?”
Harding spluttered, the blinking intensifying. “You don’t know?”
“All I know is we had to fight our way in. Hardly the sort of welcome we were expecting.”
“Welcome?”
“We’ve come to aid the Templum of the Knot.”
Harding stroked his mustache, frowning at the knights, head bobbing. “I don’t know about this. Templum, you say? Come to help with the plague, have you?”
Gaston sat back in the saddle. “Plague?”
A murmur spread through the men.
“City’s quarantined. It’s why you had trouble getting in.”
Had Aristodeus known about this? Is that what he meant by the Templum needing them? Shader? What could they do? How could they help? Gaston knew next to nothing about healing. Maybe the priests wanted out. Maybe Shader needed them to break the quarantine.
“Can you take us to the templum?”
Harding mopped the sweat from his brow and sucked air through gritted teeth. “I need to speak with the governor, but first we should get your men off the streets, tether your horses.”
They were led deeper and deeper into Sarum along roads flanked by ancient red-brick buildings, and passed beneath immense towers that cast cooling shadows across the city. Finally, Harding stopped them before the iron gates of a large walled enclosure, his men bringing up the rear.
“This used to be the imperial barracks. They left at the first sign of the plague. You’ll find stabling for your horses and food for your men.”
“You want to lock us in?” Gaston’s fingers curled around the hilt of his sword. He wouldn’t stand for it. No shogging city militiaman was going to stop him from … stop him from… Ain, he was tired. No, not tired—confused. Dizzy with it. Bloody images erupted like a pustule behind his eyes: severed limbs, gaping wounds, the soldier holding his own entrails, a bewildered look on his face. What had they done? What had he done? Ain’s will. Just doing Ain’s will. It’s what Shader would have done, wasn’t it?
Harding opened the gates and stood aside. “It would avoid any further misunderstanding. You have my word Governor Gen will hear of this immediately. If your business is with the Templum of the Knot, you won’t find him wholly unsympathetic.”
Gaston shakily waved the knights through the gate. Once the last rider was within the enclosure, he turned to Harding. “Captain, have you heard of Shadrak, the Unseen?”
“Everyone has.”
“Know where to find him?”
Harding looked from side to side before answering in a hushed voice. “Wouldn’t want to if I could. You don’t want to be worrying about the Sicarii. We’ve got enough problems with this blasted plague.”
Gaston nodded and followed the others inside. He felt suddenly anxious and uncertain, a little fish in a big pond. Fear of contagion clamored for his attention, challenging his faith and begging the question: would Ain protect them?
As Harding turned the key in the lock, Rhiannon’s face flashed to mind, scowling with contempt. Gaston swallowed down bile, clutched at his guts. Reeling in the saddle, he fought for control and felt he’d received his answer.



 




THE CHILD IN THE ROAD
Elias scratched his scalp as he rummaged about in the cart. The templum made him feel uneasy, not just all that holier than thou stuff, but the festering patients in the nave. Couldn’t stand all that phlegm and pus. Made him feel so … organic. He had a feeling that the serpent statue would protect him from the plague and yet he couldn’t stop checking his armpits for buboes, and he’d developed a cough he was sure was imaginary.
In the two days he’d spent at the Templum of the Knot he’d been largely on his tod. Rhiannon had fallen in with her old tutor, Agna, and looked certain to be taking holy orders as soon as her bruises had healed. He’d briefly met the superior, Mater Ioana, an industrious woman of broad dimensions who seldom slept and rarely rested from her forays into the city. A strange grizzled man, less than five feet tall and sporting a horned helm, accompanied Ioana on her journeys. He had the look of a Nousian about him, only his discolored white cloak sported a red cross rather than a Monas. Elias introduced himself to the dwarf, but was met with a stony stare from fierce violet eyes. There was no hostility, merely a sense of shame, as if he carried a burden impossible to bear. Fat Cadris told Elias the dwarf was called Maldark, but would say little more. There was no need. Elias knew the name from the songs of the Dreamers, and couldn’t say he was pleased to make the acquaintance. Maldark the Unfaithful; Maldark the Doom of Aethir; Maldark the Fallen.
Soror Velda labored tirelessly in the makeshift infirmary and was seldom available for a chat, which was a shame as she was a sane old bird—or at least as close as you could get to sanity amongst Nousians. Besides the skulking Hugues, who always seemed to be pottering around just within earshot, there was only the sorry figure of Pater Limus, an elderly priest, rotund and white-bearded, who had fallen from a horse the previous winter. Limus could just about recall his own name and repeatedly apologized for not recalling anyone else’s. He became muddled in conversation, and his long pauses in speech invariably resulted in a change of subject that was as frustrating as it was confusing. Nevertheless, Limus was a well-spring of compassion and there was something about him that Elias found authentic, to the extent that he could almost see some value in the Nousian life, but only the way Limus lived it.
As the sun dipped below Sarum’s great towers, Elias dug out his mandola, sat in the driving seat with his feet up and began to strum. Hector chewed hay nonchalantly, soothed by his music.
His first trip to Sarum in half a century and he couldn’t say he was enjoying it. He’d never really liked it, even back before the Reckoning, but anything was preferable to the massacre he’d fled.
It had all been going so well. The Global Garden was bigger than Woodstock—the mythology of which had shaped his childhood—and the message was finally starting to sink in. A bit too much for some, it seemed, as the tank-bots had rolled in and gunships had roared overhead. He’d been lucky to survive, he guessed. A damn sight luckier than Morphic Free-Love, incinerated in the flames of the main stage. Sergeant Sunshine, too, arguably the greatest rock band since Zeppelin, shredded with shrapnel and dropping like crimson bird-shit on their gobsmacked fans.
The busking years in Sarum had paid the rent, but he’d never really settled until he went outback, finally setting up shop in Broken Bridge, performing at functions and fanning the flames of Sahulian folk music, most of which was already dead and buried and needed re-inventing. It was easy enough to do; folk music was all much of a muchness, and no one knew the first thing about tradition in these parts.
Rhiannon had loved his lessons as a child, and she’d stuck by him as a woman, whereas the other locals shunned him as an eccentric. She was the closest thing he had to a friend; blood almost; his daughter even.
Bollocks! He thrashed the strings. He should have been able to protect her, should have saved her family. If he’d used the statue sooner… Even now he could feel its warmth pulsing in his pocket.
“Don’t look so worried, my friend,” Limus said, limping towards him. “No point troubling yourself with past…” There was a pause as Limus sought the right words and then gave up.
“Beautiful evening for music.” He gestured towards the mandola.
Elias smiled and began to pluck a melancholy ballad whilst Limus settled himself on a bench a few yards from the cart. The old priest closed his eyes and swayed gently to the music.
As he finished the song, Elias swung his legs over the edge of the cart, leaving the mandola on the seat. His hand instinctively felt for the statue.
“There is no evil in what you carry.” Limus sounded half asleep.
“What?”
“I sometimes sense these things. Forgive me. Since my accident I can discern the thoughts of… What were you saying?” Limus rubbed at the shiny yellowish patch on his forehead, the scar-tissue from his accident. “You are leaving us, brother…?”
Elias sat beside him, looked off into the distance, not at anything in particular; just replaying scenes—Yeffrik, Jessy, a pang of guilt about little Sammy. Wishing he’d done more. Tearing up over Rhiannon. “Elias, Pater. The Bard of Broken Bridge.”
“That’s right. I won’t remember, though.”
“Yes,” Elias said. “I’m leaving. Off some place new, never time to let the dust settle.” Except he’d traveled nowhere for decades, and the thought of giving up his shack set his heart racing in a way that couldn’t be good. Couldn’t go back, though. Not just the risk, either. He’d never be able to live with himself, with all the reminders.
“You’ll not stay with the girl?”
Elias thought for a moment before shaking his head. “No, Pater; she’ll be safe or she won’t. Nothing I do will alter that.”
“And that thing you carry?”
Elias took out the black statue and showed it to Limus. Its coils rippled with amber radiance and Elias thought he could feel it breathing.
“It’s a … Oh!” Limus shook his head in frustration.
“Snake?”
“Yes, that’s right. One of the children of Nous. There were three you know.”
Elias smiled with good humor. “Who says they’re from Nous?”
Limus appeared not to hear him. “Will you say goodbye to the others?”
“I’m no good with adieus, and besides, the perimeter guards probably won’t let me out. I could be back before you can say ‘neo-capitalist-monomaniac-tech-whore.’ “
Elias vaulted into his cart and snatched up Hector’s reins, squinting at something scuttling over the lip of the tray.
“What is it, brother?” Limus asked.
“Nothing. Just an insect.” Or a spider, he mused; and a large one at that.
Elias drove out onto the Domus Tyalae and turned into Ishgar Terrace. A golden-haired child stood in the road, holding aloft a sliver of glowing amber.
“Sammy?”
The child turned and ran. Elias lashed Hector in pursuit. The boy headed left into Haldegon Road, the cart rattling after, tipping onto two wheels as it took the corner too quickly. Elias swung his weight to one side and the cart crashed back level, bouncing along the cobbles. It seemed, no matter how fast Elias went, the child maintained the same lead. He scampered right into a winding road, forcing Elias to swerve around a heavily laden death-cart. Slowing Hector to take the bends, Elias reached an intersection with a branching sign-post. The child waited on the right, midway between Draco Road and Wharf Way.
Suddenly, he dashed inside a boarded-up house on the other side of the street. Elias pulled up outside and leapt from the driving seat without straightening the cart in the road.
The door to the building was open, the entrance hall beyond unnaturally dark and clogged with thick cobwebs. His heart was pounding, his mind racing with reasons not to enter. Had the child been holding a piece of the Statue of Eingana? One of the fangs? Why show him? Was it a trap? Course it was. Must’ve been. But what if there was a chance…? He thought about Sammy fleeing from the house after the killing of his parents; cringed with shame at his failure to go back. Gripping the statue tightly in his pocket, Elias stepped inside.



 




THE AID OF THE FALLEN
The waters of the Soulsong rippled red in the setting sun as Shader spotted the tents he’d passed on the way to the abbey. Bare-chested soldiers were digging atop a low mound, whilst others bathed at the river’s edge. Fiddling with the knots on his prayer-cord, Shader crossed the bridge towards them.
“Nousian!” bellowed a sentry on the other side.
The soldiers washing their wounds scrambled for weapons, blood still swirling on the surface of the river. The others ceased their digging for the dead, strewn hacked and bloody around the camp, and glared at Shader with hard eyes. He started to fasten the buttons on his coat, then realized it was a bit late for that. They’d already seen the Monas on his surcoat. No point denying what he was. The shame that he’d even considered it was already nagging at the back of his mind. “What happened here?”
The sentry stepped back drawing his sword.
“Put it away.” Shader held up a hand. “I’m not your enemy.”
Half a dozen soldiers ran up to the bridge with weapons ready, a single archer notching an arrow and taking aim.
“Don’t I know you?” said a burly man with a wiry ginger beard. “You spoke with Cap’n Janks when the Fallen passed.”
“Is he here?”
“Buried, along with half our troop.”
“Mawgs?” Even as he said it, Shader knew it hadn’t been mawgs. The bodies were too intact, still recognizable as human.
“Cavalry,” said the sentry he’d first approached, a scrawny youth who’d taken a gash across his cheek, just beneath the eye.
“Evil shogging bunch,” Ginger-beard said. “Nousians by the look of ‘em. Leader wore a white cloak with the same symbol you’ve got on your surcoat; fought like a demon with two swords.”
The chill of recognition touched Shader.
“Plowed right through us as we broke our fast,” the sentry said. “Headed straight for Sarum. With any luck the plague will get ‘em.
“Why would they…?” It was obvious these men wouldn’t know. They looked as bewildered as he felt. Shader tilted his hat back and met Ginger-beard’s eyes. He tried to connect, reassure him, but it wasn’t something he was good at. Ginger-beard must have seen that look others had told Shader about. There was a shift in his demeanor, a widening of the pupils. He didn’t want any more trouble. Might just as well have put his hands up and backed away. “I’ve business there, too. Will you let me pass?”
“What…” Ginger-beard cleared his throat. “What business?”
“Something was stolen from the abbey. I believe it’s been taken to the city.”
“You’ll not get out again. Sure you want to chance it?”
“Don’t see I have much choice.” The Gray Abbot was ailing fast. Without the amber eye set into his Monas he’d be lucky to last out the week. And besides, Callixus needed to be dealt with. Evil like that couldn’t be allowed to roam free.
Shader pulled the Liber from his coat pocket. “But first, may I pray for your dead?”
The soldiers exchanged looks, muttering to one another. Ginger-beard fixed Shader with a sullen stare.
“Best save your breath; don’t reckon they’ll listen.”
* * *
Within the hour, Shader strode through the empty streets of Calphon, Sarum’s northernmost suburb, the weight of recollection heavy upon him. Calphon had been his route into the city the last time the Gray Abbot had sent him. That was when his belief in non-violent resistance had been beaten out of him outside the pub. He could almost feel the fists hammering his face to pulp, the kicks smashing his ribs. He could still taste the vengeance, brutal and demonic, eating at his faith until he’d assuaged it that night in the Mermaid.
The outer suburbs had altered little since the Reckoning: squat buildings, broad avenues, empty plazas. Many of the roads were divided by islands and flanked by colossal metal posts topped with glass globes, some of which glowed orange in the gray dusk. Tawdry eateries, taverns, and stores lined the great concourse leading to the central district, many of them shuttered, some doors daubed with black snakes, the Sahulian symbol of death.
Shader headed for the one place in the city he knew well: the Templum of the Knot.
He walked for perhaps an hour along streets piled with shrouded bodies, passing masked figures lurking in doorways or scavenging like rats.
Just beyond the metal bridge spanning Wharf Way, Shader came to a crossroads. There was a hastily parked cart in Martyr’s Street, lone horse stamping and snorting outside a looming wooden townhouse. The facade was in poor repair, flecks of greenish paint peeling from the timbers. A rusty lantern hung above the open doorway, swathed in cobwebs.
The cart was laden with books and musical instruments. A few hessian sacks had been placed towards the front, the fabric torn and spilling dried herbs and what appeared to be powdered mushroom. Shader stroked the flanks of the cart horse, rubbed its ears.
“Hector?”
Nostrils flaring, eyes wide, the great beast tried to move back from the building, but was restrained by its tether.
What was the Bard of Broken Bridge doing in Sarum? Shader had never known Elias Wolf to travel further than the Griffin.
Moving to the entrance, he became aware of a rhythmic whisper drifting down the hallway like a malignant prayer. He stepped inside, keeping close to the wall, clumps of spiderweb clinging to his coat. A tottering hatstand stood back from the door, a pile of scuffed and filthy shoes at its feet. He inched his way along the narrow corridor, the walls stained with damp, plaster hanging from the ceiling to reveal the slats of floorboards above. The air was thick with sulfur, and dust motes swirled in amber beams spilling from the cracks of a door at the far end.
As Shader crept closer, the susurrus took on more clarity: four words in a language that could have been Aeternam, but accented strangely, repeated without variation, seemingly coming from within his skull. Libera nos a malo. Libera nos a malo. Deliver us from evil. Other sounds came from beyond the door: guttural growling, sharp hissing, and a voice dripping with malice clamored above the urgent calling in his head.
“Leave your clothes, human.”
A mawg—grinding out words ill-suited to its thick tongue. As far as Shader could tell, it was a female.
“We’ll find what we need once we’ve feasted on you.”
Typical mawg. They’d maul their prey, ripping flesh and grinding bone, disgorging anything they couldn’t digest. Once sated, the creatures would search through the regurgitated mess and pick out jewelry, coins, and anything else of value.
Another voice, quavering yet lyrical, sounded from the other side of the door. A voice Shader knew, swiftly cut off.
“Mouth! Shut it! That’s better. Yours is puny magic to a shaman.”
Shader had encountered mawg shamans during his liberation of Oakendale: sorcerers of awesome power, revered by their tribe as avatars, links to their dark and distant god.
Fearing he might already be too late, Shader drew his swords and kicked the door open.
The first thing he saw was Elias Wolf shining like a small sun, amber effusing from his coat. The bard was cowering at the center of a pack of mawgs, lumpy hides tufted with coarse hair, knuckles scraping the floor. A huge female towered above them, long black tussocks braided with gut; bare breasts, flaccid and empty, drooping to her midriff. Her snout was pierced with shards of bone and rusty iron rings.
The mawgs turned snarling to face Shader, the shaman crouching and making strange clutching movements with her hands. Elias fumbled for something in his pocket and then all eyes were back on him as he raised the statue of a snake above his head; it was bursting with amber radiance. The shaman let out a gasp and pointed with a clawed finger. The mawgs pounced but were met by a blast of light that slammed them back. At the same time, Shader heard a chilling caw that seemed to come from another place entirely. Elias must have heard it, too, for he thrust the statue back into his pocket and turned to flee.
The shaman let out a curse and Elias slipped, tumbling in a heap. Baying like wolves, the other mawgs surged towards him. Shader bellowed and charged, his longsword glancing from the back of one creature, the gladius skewering another through the neck. For an instant there was confusion enough to allow Shader to pull Elias to his feet and drag him towards the doorway. The shaman roared dark spells that blurred the entrance hall and filled it with gouts of flame. Elias’s clothes caught fire, but Shader was spared, not even feeling the heat. He lunged at the shaman, striking air as she sped towards the ceiling in the form of a bat.
Elias threw himself to the floor, rolling to smother the flames. Shader took up a position between him and the mawgs.
Ducking beneath a vicious swipe from a claw, Shader spun on his heel and slammed the gladius into a mawg’s belly. Sensing movement behind, he back-slashed with the longsword, which bounced from hide as tough as a cuirass. Enraged, the creature grabbed his coat and wrenched. Shader lost his footing and skidded towards it. In desperation, he rammed the gladius to the hilt in the mawg’s chest. It released its grip, black blood bubbling over Shader’s hand. He regained his feet, hacking down with the longsword and cleaving the creature’s skull. His left hand snaked out, ripping the gladius free.
A quick glance showed him Elias was still alive, eyes glazed with shock, clothes charred and smoldering.
Shader rolled beneath a bludgeoning arm, slicing into flesh and sinew with a back-swing as he passed. Something swooped down, the shaman suddenly reappearing behind the mass of mawgs, weaving her hands through the air and barking strange words. Shader was thrown against the wall by a blow from behind. Another mawg raked at his shoulder, claws bursting the links on his chainmail and gouging the skin beneath. Vision blurred with pain, Shader flailed lamely about with the longsword, the gladius thrusting and cutting with a mind of its own. He was tiring, his shoulder burning as if acid, not blood, gushed from the wound. He’d no idea how many he’d killed, but, undaunted, the others piled on top of him. As he went down, he glimpsed another figure enter the room and pass unhindered through the flames. The shaman froze in mid-spell, and the mawgs fell away from Shader, turning to face the newcomer. Panting for breath, Shader peered through the milling mawgs and saw a short burly warrior in a white cloak, gray hair trailing beneath a horned helm, eyes of violet lightning glaring from his thickly bearded face.
Pushing back his cloak to reveal bands of iron armor underneath a brown habit, the dwarf raised a huge war hammer and brought it crashing down with a clap of thunder. The mawgs broke and fled to the rear of the building. The shaman squatted down and ground her claws together, spitting and hissing. “Curses on you, Fallen. I’d suck the flesh from your bones if that wasn’t what you desired.”
Darkness swirled about her, and then, as a black rat, she scampered away.
A white-robed woman, thick-set and middle aged, moved to stand beside the dwarf.
“See,” he said, “thou shouldst trust thy senses, Mater. Thou art graced.”
Mater Ioana. How could she have—?
Ioana frowned. “Did you not hear it?”
The dwarf tapped the head of his hammer, faced the woman and shrugged. “I am lacking in grace.”
“Mater Ioana,” Elias said. “How did you know?”
Shader approached the trio, swords trailing beside him dripping black blood.
Ioana’s eyes lighted on him even as she replied. “Something called me, bard, but it wasn’t you.”
“Whispering,” Shader said. “Words I should have recognized.”
Ioana pursed her lips and rolled her eyes—it was that old familiar expression that said she didn’t fully understand, but she had an inkling. “Prayer,” she said. “Prayer for deliverance.” She shook her head, brows knitting in a frown. “Deacon Shader. I didn’t expect to see you in Sarum again.”
The dwarf cocked his head to one side and studied Shader. He covered his mouth with a beefy hand, tapping his cheek with one finger. Shader switched his gaze to Elias.
“Something was stolen from the Gray Abbot—an amber eye set into a Monas.”
Elias put his hand in his pocket. “One of the Eyes of Eingana?”
Shader nodded and turned to Maldark. The dwarf was squinting at him, looked like he was going to say something, but gave way as Shader spoke first. “Thank you … Maldark, isn’t it? Maldark the Fallen?”
The dwarf sighed. “So “tis said. I hath borne the epithet a long time.”
Ioana placed a hand on his shoulder.
“A dwarf of the Dreaming—or should I say Aethir, the world dreamed by the Cynocephalus?” Elias circled him as if inspecting a prize bull. He dipped his head and raised his eyebrows for Shader’s benefit. “Funny how much truth there is in myths.”
“Not everything on Aethir was dreamed,” Maldark said.
“Ah,” Elias wagged a finger at him. “Sektis Gandaw. So, tell me, what creatures did he cross to make you lot?”
Maldark’s violet eyes smoldered beneath heavy brows.
“Why were the mawgs afraid of you?” Shader asked.
“I know them of old. I was not the only one to arrive from Aethir.”
“Come,” Ioana said. “Let’s go back to the templum. There is someone there, Frater Deacon, you should meet. What about you, bard, do you still wish to leave?”
“Plague gives me the creeps.” Elias plonked himself down on the body of a mawg. “But mawgs scare the proverbial—Ugh!” He leapt back up and dusted himself down, stepping away from the corpse and wrinkling his nose. “Well, I think I’ve got a phobia. Call me a pusillanimous old codger, if you like, but the sooner I get out of the big smoke the better.”
“You plan to use statue to get past soldiers?” Huntsman appeared where before there had only been cobwebs. “I warned you, music man, not to use its power.”
Elias went white. “It won’t happen again. I’ve got ways and means of my own, you know.”
The Dreamer stood in front of him and held out a hand. “It begins. He comes. Give statue to me.”
“No!” Elias backed away, tripped over the dead mawg and fell flat on his backside.
“Yes!” Huntsman commanded. There was a moment’s resistance and then Elias handed over the black serpent, which was still veined with glowing amber.
“You do not know me, Deacon Shader,” Huntsman said, turning away from the bard, “but I know you. Take this. Eingana wills it.”
A fist-sized lump formed in Shader’s throat. “Why? Why me?”
Huntsman thrust his weazened face towards Shader. “It is what statue wants. Your friend said this would happen—bald meddler. He said statue would choose you. You carry Archon’s sword.”
“Aristodeus? But how—?”
The statue dropped into Shader’s hand. The sibilant voice in his head returned for an instant. Deo gratias. Deo … Wasn’t that one of the forbidden words, a blasphemy punishable in the Judiciary’s dungeons? Shader thrust the statue back as if it were on fire, but Huntsman was nowhere to be seen.
Breathing deeply to calm his nerves, he turned the serpent over, running his fingers along the stony scales. Its mouth gaped wide as if about to strike, but it had no fangs, just dustings of ash that spilled out onto Shader’s coat. Above the mouth there were only empty sockets for eyes.
Something moved in his peripheral vision, and Shader spun to see a large spider scuttling across the floor and squeezing through a crack.
“Great!” Elias said. “Ter-bloody-rific! Without the bleeding statue I’m up shit creak.”
“Thought thou had powers of thine own,” Maldark said.
“Ha shogging ha! Remind me to book you for the panto next Christmas—not that you bloody Philistines would have any idea what a panto was. Nor Christmas, for that matter. Come to think of it, you probably don’t even know what a Philistine is either!”
“Thou wouldst be surprised at what I know.” Maldark’s voice had dropped to a whisper. His shoulders sagged, and some of the fire went from his eyes.
“Well, if you’re not going,” Ioana said, “perhaps you could give us a lift back to the templum. All this excitement has quite worn me out and I’m about ready for bed.”
“And another thing,” Elias said. “How come I’m the only one to get burnt?”
Shader wondered about that, too. Of the three, Elias was the only one not dressed in the white of Nous, though the dwarf’s cross symbol could hardly be described as a Monas. Divine protection? Not likely, he thought.
“Perhaps there’s evil in your heart,” Ioana said, with a cheeky grin. “Or lack of faith.”
“Not evil,” Maldark said, drawing Ioana’s gaze. “That cannot be the answer.” The priestess seemed about to say something, closed her eyes briefly, and patted him on the arm.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Elias asked as Ioana led the dwarf from the room.
“Maybe the power was focused on you.” Shader stood aside to let the bard go first. “Perhaps they saw you as the greatest threat.”
“You think?” Elias said, cocking his head and rubbing his chin.
“Either that, or the mawgs thought you’d be more palatable toasted.”
“Hilarious. No wonder you couldn’t hack it as a knight, copped out of being a monk, and screwed up with Rhiannon.”
Shader glared, fingers tightening around the hilt of the longsword. Elias seemed oblivious, flouncing past as if a sword thrust in the back was the last thing on his mind.
“Ain had it all mapped out from the start.” He waved his hands about in mock awe. “You’re a shogging comedian!”



 




THE BLACK HAND
The Gray Abbot lay curled in the fetal position sobbing like an infant. His cell was a coffin, cramped and airless; the fire depicted in the great painting a foretaste of the Abyss; the dragons malefic demons eyeing his remains. Clumps of white hair came away in arthritic fingers with skin the texture of ancient parchment. If only he’d still had the Monas he could have kept mortality at bay, stopped the disintegration of his body.
He winced as his tongue dislodged another tooth and salty blood oozed from his gums. His eyes blurred with tears. Was this how it would end—the immortal Gray Abbot putrefying in a pool of his own fluids, flesh wasting, bones crumbling?
Panic gnawed at his stomach like rats eating their way out of a corpse. How could he even consider himself the Gray Abbot anymore? That man had perished the moment the Monas was stolen, leaving behind an echo that should have been long-since dead: Alphonse LaRoche, born in the Old Faith ghetto in the South of France—back before the Templum had renamed it Gallia; Alphonse the founder of Pardes in the days leading up to the Reckoning; Alphonse the old man who had watched the cataclysm and would have died in the aftermath had Huntsman not come to him with the eye of Eingana. Alphonse: the seed from which the Gray Abbot had grown; the carcass to which he returned now that time fed inexorably upon its rightful dues.
The brothers took it in turns to stand outside his cell, knocking every few minutes, ostensibly to offer reassurance, but the Gray Abbot knew they were checking whether he was still alive. The decay was progressing with frightening rapidity and he knew he had only hours to live. Almost a thousand years of existence and still he couldn’t face the thought of death. With the Monas, he’d been supremely at ease, the consummate Nousian; but for all its benefits, it had eroded his faith. There had been no need of faith: once he’d achieved immortality, Alphonse La Roche had outgrown his dependence on the unseen god the Templum knew as Ain. The thought had never previously crossed his mind, but now, as the cells of his body returned to their constituent parts, he realized he’d unwittingly lived a godless life since the time of the Reckoning. Since the man, LaRoche, had become his own god. The wiser you were, he thought, the longer you lived, the greater the capacity for self-deception.
“Ain! Ain! Forgive me!” The prayer started as a whimper, but ended as a mental echo.
Ain!
Was it the Gray Abbot who pleaded or Alphonse LaRoche, striking for the surface of his mind like a drowning man? Could Ain hear his distress? Did Ain even care? With a creeping chill inching up his spine he realized with appalling clarity that there was no Ain; and in that instant his loss of faith was joined by the failure of hope, the corrosion of love. All that remained was the Void.
The Gray Abbot let out a long groan of utter hopelessness, prompting the monk outside to knock on the door with renewed vigor.
“I’m all right,” he rasped, adding in a whisper, “Go away, you ignorant fool.”
Reaching out with the last vestiges of strength that remained to his spirit, he sought out the residue of magic that had permeated the world since the Reckoning. He’d been aware of it for centuries; he’d known others to use it; been tempted himself.
The Gray Abbot’s desperation to cling to life guided him, and soon he heard a faint click as his spirit freed itself from the rotting flesh that housed it like a tomb. He soared above Pardes, speeding towards Sarum, spirit eyes darting this way and that searching for a clue that would lead him to the Monas. He would find Callixus, or whatever master he served, and strike a bargain. After all these centuries he’d accumulated much knowledge that would prove beneficial both politically and scientifically. There must be something he could trade in return for the eye of Eingana.
A dark shape rippled in the sky high above Sarum’s steeples, so high in fact that it seemed to seep between the stars. The Gray Abbot sped towards it, his mind racing with the arguments he would use to secure his continued existence. Once he’d done so, he reasoned, he would devote his life to the faith, see if he could find Ain, rediscover the truth between the lines of the Liber—a truth he’d once sworn to preserve, but had allowed to be perverted by misprision and innovation. The prospect of a godless universe, one in which he was prone to annihilation, was too horrifying to contemplate.
He drew closer to the shape and slowed down as he saw what it was: a vast hand, blacker than the night sky, gaseous fingers twitching, grasping, questing.
“Callixus?”
The hand slammed into the Gray Abbot’s spirit body, the pain visceral, as if his physical form had been crushed by a boulder. Cold fingers tightened around him.
“You have basked in the power of Eingana.” There was no emotion in the voice. Barely a trace of inflection. The voice of someone he could not make bargains with.
“The eye was stolen from me.” The Gray Abbot blurted the words out as if telling the truth would make everything all right. “But I can find it for you.”
“No need,” the voice said in a disinterested monotone. “I will dredge the knowledge from your—what shall we call it? Soul?”
Spoken with the same condescension the Gray Abbot had used with the dullest of novices. There was no malice in the voice, no relish; merely dispassion.
As his spirit screamed its last, a peculiar image popped into the Gray Abbot’s mind: a recollection of a school room centuries ago, where he’d stood with other equally curious pupils and watched as the master dissected a cockroach for the purposes of elucidating biology.



 




THE MEETING
Sixty-five, sixty-six, sixty-seven, and break.
Cadman gave a slight shuffle, glancing about to make sure no one had noticed, and resumed his plod along the great corridor that dominated the fourth floor of Arnbrook House like a clogged aorta. Council staff bustled this way and that leaving him feeling like a rock in a fast-flowing stream, clerks and cleaners swirling around him like rapids, nodding and cow-towing with obvious feigned deference.
Arnbrook House. He counted off the letters for the umpteenth time whilst still monitoring the number of his steps within a deeper stratum of his mind, and reaching for his cigarette case with the layer beneath consciousness. A-R-N … seventy, seventy-one…
He emerged from the gaggle of plebs into an antechamber, feeling somewhat like he had as a schoolboy summoned by the headmaster. A young chap slouched on a bench beside the grand oak doors, head in hands, blond locks tumbling about his shoulders and crying out to be trimmed. The lad was armored and wore a white surcoat bearing the Nousian Monas.
Curious. Though it does lend a certain credence to the rumors surrounding our beloved governor.
“Afternoon,” he said, touching his forelock in the absence of a hat to tip.
“G’day.” The youth forced a smile. Looked like he had a broken nose, poor chap.
Cadman bent closer to examine the stitches. Good grief, what did they use, a knitting needle? “Ernst Cadman, public health advisor to Governor Gen. And you are?”
The door opened before the fellow could answer and Lallia slid through the gap. She looked a mess, to say the least, but that was nothing unusual. Her chestnut hair was bundled up on top of her head, presumably because she’d not had time to brush it; and her eyes were set in dark cavities.
“They’re waiting.”
Seventy-seven steps in all. Two sevens are fourteen and one plus four equals…
Cadman flipped the cog on his lighter and sucked on the cigarette. “Who’s in there?”
“Everyone.” Lallia rolled her eyes and opened the door a little wider.
“Everyone? Never a dull moment, eh?”
Lallia shoved the door back for him and held up a hand to the youth who had risen from the bench. “Wait here.”
Oh, the dominance of the woman! Where did Zara Gen find her?
“Governor Gen!” He gave a little bow as he entered the meeting room, one sweep of his eyes taking in the motley crew assembled around the table. “Master Frayn.” He acknowledged the black-clad guildmaster twirling his oiled mustache. “Gentlemen.” He nodded to a red-faced man in chainmail with a much more manly mustache than Frayn’s, and to a stiff, important-looking weasel with a haughty demeanor, dressed in the yellow robes of an imperial herald. He was already thoroughly familiar with the last person he turned to. “Dr. Stoofley.” Cadman gave his most affable smile to the cachexic old idiot hunched over the table beside Master Frayn.
Stoofley inclined his ridiculously large head towards him and attempted a smile that was more of a snarl, tufts of cotton-fine hair sticking up on his liver-spotted pate. “Cadman,” he said before looking away, no doubt shutting his eyes and mentally shaking his head.
Lallia pulled out the chair next to Stoofley and gestured for Cadman to sit.
“Thank you, my dear,” he said, before adding in a whisper, “Late night?”
“Dr. Cadman,” Zara Gen’s voice was all business—clipped and perfectly accentuated like an actor’s. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”
Heads turned at that, but Cadman thought it best to take it in the positive sense in which it wasn’t meant. “Urgent matters require a hasty response. I only wish I could have made it sooner. I assume this meeting concerns the plague?”
Lallia seated herself beside Zara Gen and picked up a pad and pencil.
“Amongst other things,” Frayn said, twanging his mustache with a flourish and doing his utmost to maintain eye contact.
“Quite.” Zara Gen raised a finger. “But the plague is top of my list.”
Frayn nodded rather too enthusiastically. “Absolutely, Governor. The plague is priority number one.”
“Too bloody right!” said the herald. “Some of us have messages to carry to a master who will not brook tardiness.”
“Which is why you have been invited to our emergency meeting, Mr. Torpin. It’s in all our interests to end this plague as soon as possible.” Zara Gen turned to Cadman. “Doctor, this is Dan Torpin, herald to… I’m sorry, who was it again?”
“Duke Farian, second only to the emperor himself.” Torpin touched his hand to his breast.
“Honored to meet you,” Cadman said.
“Likewise, Doctor. Likewise.”
Stoofley splayed his fingers in a gesture that looked part exasperation and part indignation. “If you’ll excuse me, Governor, I fail to see why it is necessary to have two medical experts on this panel when both Dr. Cadman and I are extremely busy with the sick and dying. I’m sure, if the doctor wants to return to his patients, I will be more than able to speak for both of us.”
Zara Gen sighed and twiddled with his ponytail—a sure sign he was fuming, Cadman knew from experience.
“I appreciate your concern, Dr. Stoofley, but there are important differences in the way you two practice that might actually help in this instance.”
Stoofley gave a sullen nod and picked up his pen, fanning the air and coughing delicately.
Cadman held up his cigarette. “My apologies, Doctor. Such a disgusting habit. I would put it out only—”
“Here.” Lallia pushed back her chair and came round the table to snatch the cigarette from him. Cadman thought she was about to stub it out on the carpet, but instead she sauntered over to a window and flicked it outside before returning to her seat with another roll of her eyes.
Obviously didn’t find what she was looking for last night.
“Besides the plague and Master Frayn’s little matter,” said Zara Gen, doing his best to avoid Frayn’s look of affront that said his matter was anything but little, “are there any other issues you’d like to table?”
The ruddy-faced soldier gave a polite cough and leaned forward.
“Captain Harding?”
“Just one matter, Governor. A spot of bother at the Arch of Foundation. Ringleader’s outside. Thought you should see him.”
Zara Gen frowned and took a deep breath. “Thank you, Captain? Anything else? No? Good. Dr. Stoofley, perhaps you could fill everyone in on this blasted plague.”
Stoofley coughed into his fist and knitted his brows, nodding sagaciously. He left a long enough pause to ensure all eyes were upon him, and just when Zara Gen seemed about to prompt him to get on with it, Stoofley spoke. “One hundred and twenty seven dead…” He paused for effect. “…and by my last reckoning, two hundred and sixty-six in the infirmaries. Perhaps Dr. Cadman will correct me if I’m misinformed.”
Cadman beamed at him, reached for another cigarette, caught Lallia’s glare and dropped his hand to his lap. “I have absolute faith in your figures, Doctor.”
Zara Gen put his head in his hands, but only long enough to realize he was doing it. Before the others had noticed, he was leaning forward intently, hawkish face thrust towards Stoofley. “Are we coping?”
Stoofley sat back and spread his hands. “As soon as the infirmaries fill up they empty again, but not because patients are getting better. The death-carts are collecting night and day, and the grave pits are woefully inadequate.”
“Excuse my ignorance,” Cadman said in his most affable voice, “but shouldn’t we be burning the bodies?”
“Correct me if I’m wrong—” Stoofley gave an exaggerated sigh. “—but I was under the impression there was a fire ban. The last thing the governor needs,” he gave a sycophantic nod to Zara Gen, “is a bush fire. We’re already stretched to the limit.”
“Burn them,” Zara Gen said.
“But—”
“Dr. Cadman,” Zara Gen turned away from Stoofley, “what is your opinion of this plague?”
Magic, of course, and if I wasn’t wasting my time at this tedious excuse for a meeting I’d be well on my way to discovering a cure. Not that he was unduly concerned about the victims; the wretches started along the path of decay the moment they were born. Accelerating the process was neither here nor there. But the matter of their dying by the hundreds was turning all eyes towards the source of the pollution—for that’s what it was, not a bacillus. They were like dead fish floating to the surface of a poisoned lake. Sooner or later people would realize the only remedy lay in identifying the contaminant and removing it; and Cadman doubted whether they’d differentiate between the amber pieces of the Statue of Eingana and his own dark craft which they amplified. The side-effects of such a communion had at first been a curiosity, but had now rapidly become a concern. “If Aeterna would open its archives, we’d have it beaten in no time.” That’ll put the cat among the pigeons.
“Absolute rubbish!” Stoofley was on his feet as if he were going to walk out in protest at such idiocy.
“Sit down, Doctor!” Zara Gen’s voice pealed out like thunder.
“But, Governor, must we go through this pointless discussion yet again?” Stoofley said. “It’s utter nonsense; unmitigated madness. There is not the slightest shred of evidence to support the idea that Aeterna has access to the secrets of the Ancients.”
“The emperor believes the rumors.” Dan Torpin interlaced his fingers on the table-top, eyes widening in surprise that anyone could possibly be challenging Hagalle’s judgment.
“I… Well, I mean,” Stoofley spluttered.
“Do you mean to say the emperor has wasted the wealth of Sahul by building up the fleet? Is he responding to a threat that doesn’t exist? Really, Dr. Stoofley, we must deal with this pestilence as quickly as possible so that you can convey the news to him. Perhaps he’ll even allow you to treat his paranoia, if that’s what you think it is.”
Stoofley resumed his seat, eyes darting around the table for any hint of support.
Master Frayn gave a condescending laugh and shook his head, turning to Zara Gen as if he expected to see his response mirrored. The Governor ignored him and used unwavering eye contact to ensure everyone knew that it was Cadman he wanted to hear.
“I must say, gentlemen, I’m a little surprised,” Cadman said. “It’s no secret that I have one or two odds and ends of Aeterna-tech in my surgery. Why, Master Frayn here has seen it put to good use.”
Frayn nodded absently and then sat up, a hard expression coming over his face.
“Governor,” Cadman continued, “do you recall the coughing plague amongst the Barraiya Dreamers? Easily eradicated with a simple potion and thus no need for a—What’s the right word? Cull?”
“Excellent work, for which you’ve been more than rewarded.” Zara Gen swished his ponytail. “But if the solution is as easy this time, why have you done nothing?”
Cadman spread his hands and sighed. “No more potion.”
“This is hardly the same as the coughing plague,” Stoofley faced Zara Gen. “The symptoms are quite different: no fluid-filled lungs, no organ failure. I very much doubt the same formula would work in this case. It is my considered—”
“Do we have the means of procuring the potion?” Zara Gen waved Stoofley to silence.
Cadman stuck out his bottom lip and shook his head. “Without the right technology the potion couldn’t be analyzed. It’s hard to say what constituted it.” Though I could hazard a guess. “If only we had access to Aeterna’s libraries I’m sure we could build instruments with which to study the bacillus and manufacture a cure.”
“If only!” Stoofley threw up his hands. “This is all rather spurious. Technology! Bacilluses! Utter rubbish.”
“Actually, it’s bacilli,” Cadman said. “Don’t they teach Aeternam at med school anymore?”
Dan Torpin guffawed loudly. “If they did they’d soon have their tongues cut out, eh, Master Frayn.”
“Oh yes.” Frayn gave a self-satisfied smile.
“So,” Zara Gen said, “unless we invade Nousia and commandeer the libraries of Aeterna, this idea of a curative potion is about as useful as fairy dust.”
Cadman leaned forward and tapped his nose with his index finger. “Know thine enemy, Governor; that’s the point I’m making. We may not have the potion, but we do know, from our dealings with the coughing plague, that the cure was aimed at a bacillus: a bacillus that spread through water droplets and other bodily fluids. What we need are masks, gloves, and fires to incinerate any materials that may have come into contact with the plague. We need to isolate the victims and cordon off the areas where there’s been an outbreak. The people,”—bless them—”must be educated in hand hygiene, advised to avoid crowds, and made to wear masks or scarves at all times.”
Zara Gen nodded at Lallia to make sure she was getting all this down. “And what if it doesn’t work, Doctor? What do we do next?”
“We burn Sarum, street by street.”
There was a hushed silence as they considered the enormity of what Cadman was suggesting.
The poor fools are so desperate they’ll believe anything.
“Shall we move on to other matters?” Zara Gen said. “Master Frayn?”
Frayn cracked his knuckles and then hid his hands beneath the table at the looks he received. “My superiors asked me to raise the matter of the Templum of the Knot, Governor.” Frayn’s eyes flitted to Dan Torpin and back to Zara Gen. Torpin was sitting bolt upright, apparently much more riveted by this turn of conversation than he’d been by the plague. “They feel that our imperially sanctioned work in this respect is being impeded.”
“Do they now?” Zara Gen scratched underneath his ponytail.
“Actually,” Torpin said, “this was one of the reasons for my visit.”
“Was it, indeed?” Zara Gen said.
“Elsewhere, the Nousian threat has been rooted out,” Torpin said. “The Sicarii have been given free-rein in all the major West Sahulian cities and now, besides a smattering of hermits in the jungles outside Gladelvi, only the Pardes community and your lot remain.”
“My lot?”
“Forgive me, Governor. The Templum of the Knot. My master, Duke Farian, has been commissioned by the emperor to bring this project to a close. His Grace is a little concerned about the tardiness of the Sicarii’s work in Sarum. Upon my arrival—” Torpin exchanged looks with Frayn. “—I met with senior guild-members and discovered that they were being hampered in their task by the City Militia.”
Captain Harding’s face grew a shade redder, but he continued to sit like a statue as if none of this concerned him.
“There is a time for everything,” Zara Gen said, “and it is my belief that the Templum of the Knot is best left alone right now.” He raised a hand to silence Torpin’s protests. “Dr. Stoofley, do the priests not operate an infirmary for victims of the plague?”
“They do, Governor, and a very good one, if it might say so.”
“Is there anything unusual about their infirmary, Doctor?”
Cadman’s attention pricked at that. He flipped a cigarette into his mouth and let it hang there unlit.
“Well, Governor,” Stoofley said, “it’s come to my attention that the priests tend the victims without any of the precautions my colleague Dr. Cadman just mentioned, and yet, unlike the nurses at our own hospitals, they do not grow sick.”
Interesting.
“You think they have Aeterna-tech?” Zara Gen directed the question at Cadman.
“It’s possible,” Cadman shrugged. “But not very likely. Maybe they have better hand-washing skills and encourage their patients to cover their mouths when coughing.” Or maybe there’s a hint in all this about the nature of the affliction and its associated risk factors. Purity, after all, is not solely attained by ablutions. “The victims—” Cadman turned to Stoofley. “—do they share any common factors?”
Stoofley rubbed his chin for a moment before replying. “The first victims were from the docks, but the plague quickly spread through Dalantle’s whores. We assumed it had passed from the sailors and spread like the clap, only then it decimated the business district and some of the poorer suburbs. I can see the connection between sailors, whores and the riff-raff of Calphon, but that doesn’t account for bankers and some of our most respected merchants.”
“All very fascinating,” Dan Torpin cut in, “but is this any reason to obstruct an imperial command?”
Zara Gen stood. “This is not a matter of obstruction, Mr. Torpin, and if I hear any further suggestions to the contrary you’ll be removed from this meeting. Is that understood?”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
“Captain Harding,” Zara Gen snapped.
Harding clapped a hand on Torpin’s shoulder. “Is there going to be any more trouble?” he growled.
Torpin glowered and shook his head.
“Good,” Zara Gen said. “Then perhaps we can move on. The Templum of the Knot, as far as I’m concerned, is providing an invaluable service during a time of crisis. Once the threat to Sarum has passed we will, I’m sure, cooperate all the more diligently with the emperor’s decrees. Next.” He glanced at Lallia’s notepad. “Something about the sewers is it, Master Frayn?”
“One word, gentlemen,” Frayn said, standing and making a pyramid of his fingers. “Mawgs.”
Well, that was dramatic.
“One of my people encountered them in the sewers; a scouting party most likely. All dead now.”
Zara Gen’s face was ashen. “Mawgs beneath Sarum? Captain Harding, how many men can we spare?”
“We’ve barely enough to man the watch; but in an emergency we could reduce the patrols.”
Zara Gen shook his head, deep furrows etched into his brow. “Not with the plague; the looting would be terrible. I will not stand for anarchy.”
“Already in hand,” Frayn said, folding himself smugly into his seat. “I’ve dispatched a team to deal with the threat.”
“Good, Master Frayn, good,” Zara Gen said. “How many?”
“Six. All good men.”
Dan Torpin sucked in his cheeks. “Awfully charitable of the guild to help out in a time of crisis, Master Frayn. What’s in it for you?”
Frayn gave a lopsided grin. His cheek had started to twitch beneath his right eye. “I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Torpin: cash. If the city falls, the Sicarii might well survive, but who would be left to pay us? We’d have no choice but to move north. Much as Jorakum’s a great city, it’s too darned humid. I couldn’t see the lads taking to it without going troppo.”
Troppo! The inventiveness of the Sahulian vernacular never ceases to amaze me. I really must start a dictionary of neologisms.
“Six men, you say?” Zara Gen had a finger to his lips. “Is that enough?”
“All depends on how many mawgs they find,” Frayn said. “They’re experienced men. Once they know what they’re up against they’ll send word. I will personally keep you updated, Governor.”
“Tell your colleagues I’m in their debt. Yours too, Master. You have my thanks.”
Frayn could barely keep the smile from his face. He sat back, folding his arms across his chest and doing his best to look nonchalant.
“Moving on,” Zara Gen said with another glance at Lallia’s pad. He squinted and queried her with a look of bewilderment. Lallia leaned in, perhaps a bit closer than was absolutely necessary, Cadman thought, and whispered in his ear.
“Ah, yes, Captain Harding. What’s all this about trouble at the Arch?”
Harding stood to attention and addressed Zara Gen in a parade ground bark, cheeks reddening further by the second. “A troop of cavalry arrived from—”
“About time, too!” Torpin said, flinging himself back in his chair. “Help from Jorakum. I knew it!”
“From the villages,” Harding pressed on. “They seem to have had a bit of a run-in with the imperial troops cordoning off the city.”
“Cordoning off!” Torpin threw himself forward. “You make it sound like a quarantine!”
Zara Gen pulled his ponytail so hard Cadman thought it might come off. “Well, it is, isn’t it? What else would you call it?”
A ring o’ roses?
“Merely a precaution,” Torpin said through gritted teeth. “The emperor is trying to help.”
“If you want my opinion,” Cadman said, finally giving in and lighting his cigarette to the accompaniment of glares from Lallia and coughs from Stoofley, “he’s doing just the right thing: containing the plague until it either runs its course or starves when there’s no more fodder left for it to feed on. I’d do the same, unless of course I had access to the medicines of the Ancients, or whatever it is that grants the priests immunity.”
Zara Gen shot Cadman a furious look before turning back to Harding. “What kind of a run-in?”
“Their leader says they had to fight their way in. Lost a few men, but not nearly as many as the enemy.”
“This is intolerable!” Torpin banged his fist on the table. “Enemy? You are talking about your emperor’s loyal soldiers.”
“A figure of speech, sir,” Harding said. “I merely meant ‘opposition’.”
Zara Gen muttered something to Lallia who stood and walked towards the door. Torpin hadn’t quite finished yet.
“And you, Captain,” he almost spat at Harding, “find it acceptable that so-called cavalry from the provinces attack imperial troops?”
“No, sir, I do not, but—”
“But what?”
“Well…” Harding looked at Zara Gen. “They’re here. Thought perhaps we could use their help.”
The door opened and Lallia ushered inside the youth Cadman had passed on his way in.
“Governor,” Harding said, “this is Gaston Rayn of Oakendale.”
“Thank you, Captain. Oakendale, eh?” Zara Gen gestured for the young knight to take the seat beside Cadman. “Farmer?”
“My father used to be.”
“He’s retired?”
“Dead. Killed by some low-life scum working for the emperor.”
Torpin stood so violently that his chair crashed to the floor. “How dare you! Governor, I will not stand for this scurrilous outrage!”
“Then shut up and sit down!” Zara Gen’s shout was as stunning as a sledgehammer to the head.
Lallia dropped her pencil and ducked under the table to find it. Cadman took a long drag on his cigarette and surreptitiously tapped the ash onto the carpet. Harding rather graciously righted Torpin’s chair for him and then they both re-seated themselves. Torpin’s eyes were fixed on his fingers, and no doubt flaming with ire.
Master Frayn was back to twiddling his mustache, studying the lad as if he were trying to work out which one of his men had committed the murder.
“You say your name is Rayn? Your father was Bovis Rayn?” Zara Gen said.
The youth looked partway between shock and rage, neither giving much sway to self-control. Cadman was starting to like him.
“You knew him?”
“Knew of him. Heard him speak once. A Nousian, as I see are you.” Zara Gen flicked a look at the others around the table. “Made quite a name for himself. Perhaps a bit too much of a name. Tell me, Gaston—may I call you Gaston? What brings you to Sarum?”
“The Templum of the Knot. I must go to them.”
Torpin looked up at that, but he didn’t risk opening his mouth.
“For what purpose?” Zara Gen asked.
“I was told they’re in danger. I was also told to look for my old master, Deacon Shader.”
“The monk? I’d heard he’d gone back to Pardes after the beating. Terrible affair, that. You remember it, Captain Harding?”
Harding grunted beneath his mustache. “Don’t suppose I’ll forget it any time soon, Governor.”
Gaston frowned and shook his head. “He left the abbey after that; came to Oakendale and drove the mawgs out. That’s when he founded my Order.”
“And then left you?” Torpin finally found the courage to speak. “Tell me, Mr. Rayn, was your master in contact with Aeterna? If I’m not very much mistaken, he’s encouraged you to dress like the Templum Elect.”
Yes, I was wondering about that. Uncannily like the surcoat Callixus wears, although without the cobwebs and the odor of decay.
“He returned to Aeterna for a tournament; I’ve not seen him since. Shader once served with the Elect. May do again as far as I’m aware. He wanted us to be like them, only better.”
“Better how?” Torpin asked. “Better at infiltrating Sahulian cities and paving the way for a Templum invasion? That’s what the emperor’s going to think.”
Gaston turned to Cadman, who shrugged and puffed smoke in his face.
“Better spiritually,” Gaston said with a cough. “Better morally.” He hung his head as he said the last word and that piqued Cadman’s interest immeasurably more than anything that had been discussed so far.
Torpin’s confidence was returning with irritating rapidity. “Governor, I propose that this man and his so-called Order be arrested on grounds of treason.”
Zara Gen held up his hands. “Mr. Torpin—”
“I absolutely insist! Nousian knights attacking imperial troops and entering one of our cities! It’s unthinkable. When the emperor hears of this he’ll want them all hanged.”
At an almost imperceptible nod from Zara Gen, Master Frayn flowed from his chair and drifted around the table. Torpin showed no sign of having noticed.
“In fact, if we do nothing, he’ll have us all hanged, or worse. Now do I have to remind you—gurgh!”
Torpin was dragged over the back of his seat with Frayn’s arm around his neck. In one fluid movement, Frayn flipped him on his front and snapped him in a wrist-lock.
“Captain?” Frayn invited Harding to take the other arm.
Zara Gen gave a curt nod and the captain and the guildmaster escorted Torpin from the room.
“Lallia,” Zara Gen said, “would you mind showing Dr. Stoofley to his carriage; I think our meeting has reached its natural end. Thank you for your input, Doctor, and let me assure you I’ll take your suggestions very seriously indeed.”
“But—”
“Goodbye. Oh, and Lallia, please close the door behind you.”
Zara Gen waited until their footsteps had faded before getting up to perch on the edge of the table. “The greatest attribute a politician can have is to be able to empty a room when things must be said in secret.”
Gaston was wide-eyed and fidgety, but Cadman was intrigued. Slipping his hand under the table, he dropped his cigarette stub on the carpet and ground it underfoot.
“It may be that we can help each other.” Zara Gen placed a hand on Gaston’s shoulder. “I am keen that no harm should befall the Templum of the Knot.” He raised a finger to prevent Cadman from asking the obvious question. “My reasons are my own, but as you will no doubt one day learn, Gaston, all reasons are political. I also have a militia very much depleted by the plague and could use some extra manpower. In return I’ll protect you from Hagalle’s people and give you quarters at the barracks. Does this sound acceptable to you? Good. Excellent.
“Dr. Cadman, if the priests of the Templum are immune to this plague I want to know why. Take Gaston to see them; talk with them, observe them, and give me something I can use. If we can end the plague, Gaston—and that’s a big ‘if’ —you may have some bargaining power with Hagalle. Once the quarantine’s lifted he’s bound to send more troops, and when he does your best hope will be our account of your part in the saving of Sarum.”
Zara Gen held the door open, but gestured for Cadman to wait. “One last thing, Gaston.” The lad paused in the doorway, eyes like dinner plates, cheeks the color of a boiled lobster. “Who told you the Templum of the Knot was in danger?”
“Friend of Shader’s.” Gaston looked like he couldn’t wait to leave. Poor boy was utterly out of his depth. “A philosopher called Aristodeus.”
Zara Gen gave Cadman a quizzical look and received a shrug in return. “Thank you, Gaston.” The governor almost squashed the lad against the jamb of the door as he shut him out of the room.
“Doctor.” Zara Gen inclined his head so that he could whisper. “I recently received an unusual visitor to my office. Were you made aware?”
One, two, three.
“I see that you were.” Zara Gen rubbed his chin and tutted. “Absolute discretion, I said, and yet virtually the whole staff of Arnbrook House seems to know my business. If Hagalle should find out about my meeting with Jarmin the Anchorite my head will be on a spike at the top of the Tower of Glass. My people tell me Jarmin never made it out of the city. I suspect the Sicarii got him. Ain knows they’ll probably come for me next, although Frayn’s playing it close to his chest if that’s the case. Have you heard anything?”
Cadman had stopped counting at three; stopped breathing too. “As a medical man,” he stood and opened the door a crack to make sure Gaston wasn’t within earshot, “I can assure you that anything you say to me will be held in the strictest confidence. Regrettably, I’ve seen nor heard nothing of Jarmin since his little visit, and I only knew about that due to the indiscretion of one of the staff.”
“Who?”
“Forgive me if I don’t say.” Cadman stared pointedly at the chair Lallia had recently occupied.
“Thank you, Doctor.” Zara Gen pried Cadman’s fingers from the door and held it open for him. Does he suspect anything? Four, five, six—”And good luck with the templum.”
Cadman shuffled along the corridor to catch up with Gaston. The lad was frowning back towards Zara Gen’s office.
“I’m starting to think I made a big mistake coming here.”
Farm-boy in the big city? Whiskerless youth swimming with the sharks of Sahulian political life? Oh, you poor witless child, “mistake” doesn’t even begin to cover it. “Nonsense, Gaston. I’d say your arrival has been most fortuitous; a gift from Ain, you might say.” If you were a dumb savage with offal for a brain. “Come, my carriage is outside. Let’s take a look at these knights of yours, and then we’ll pop over to the templum. Tell me,” he said, putting an arm around Gaston’s shoulder, “did your Mr. Shader ever speak about the legend of the Lost?”
“The Elect knights sent from Aeterna to aid the Gray Abbot?”
“Quite, quite. I have a friend who has rather a passion for the subject. You really should meet him; I think he’ll enjoy you immensely. But first, allow me to take a look at that nose of yours. Can’t have you going around with stitches like that. People might think it’s my handiwork.”



 





THE MAWGS BENEATH
The five assassins trailed Shadrak like ducklings following their mother on their first swim. Hard to believe these men were killers, a couple of them big names in their own narrow orbits. He took them on a winding tour of the Maze, keeping them as far from the cluster of chambers at the hub as he could. It was bad enough bringing his fellow Sicarii to the tunnels at all, but there was no way he was going to share his greatest secrets—not unless he wanted to end up as one of the bloated corpses bobbing down the Soulsong. The guild was a brotherhood of assassins, right enough, but assassins were like the sharks in the tales Kadee used to tell him: one sign of weakness and you’re finished.
Uniform passages of shimmering metal were splashed with blue light from the globes set into the ceiling that flickered on as they approached and winked out as they passed.
Shadrak held up a hand to halt the group. They’d arrived at another crossroads and he needed to inspect the numerals above each of the four arches.
“Still know where we are?” Porius asked, looming over him, perspiration trickling from his bald head and running down the gullies of his face. “Only I was hoping to be back by now; wife’s on her own with the girls.”
Shadrak visualized his map, mentally ticking off the corridors they’d passed through. They were almost at the edges of the area he’d committed to memory and there seemed no sign of the tunnels ending. “Think you can find your way back? One less won’t make no difference. I’m sure Master Rabalath will understand.” He was renowned for his fatherly concern and compassion. Last bloke stupid enough to ignore an order had his guts pulled out and draped around his neck like a scarf.
Porius peered back down the stark passageway with nothing to distinguish it from the dozens they’d already navigated. Nothing but the numerals, that is, but they were meaningless without the legend Shadrak had discovered at the heart of the Maze, and he wasn’t about to reveal that to anyone.
“Nah, reckon I’ll see this through. Couldn’t live with myself if I left you with this bunch.”
Shadrak raised an eyebrow, cast a look over his shoulder at the rest of the group. “Thanks for that,” he said without any trace of enthusiasm. “Makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.”
Shadrak had always reckoned Porius utterly unsuited to the life of an assassin: he was a family man, devoted to his wife and daughters. He’d always refused to be drawn on the reasons for his choice of profession. Maybe he’d fallen on hard times, or taken the law into his own hands only to find there was no going back afterwards. Whatever the case, Porius weren’t your typical Sicarii. He’d started his own bakery a few years back, and spent the early hours kneading dough and loading the oven. His Sicarii duties were conducted in the afternoon, and very rarely at night when the children were sleeping. He’d endured his fair share o’ crap from some of the other journeymen, who would every now and again challenge his position in the guild. When Master Rabalath told them to do something about it if they didn’t like it, the sensible ones let the matter drop. The others were never seen again, ‘cept maybe if you were a fish. Porius weren’t scum like the rest of ‘em, but neither was he a pushover.
The other four were shoggers through and through. Kilian and Julul were obviously green as snot and yet cocksure little pricks with it. Shadrak must’ve missed their induction into the Sicarii, which was a shame ‘cause he’d have prob’ly black-balled ‘em. Julul looked about as fit as a tub of lard and was probably a virgin of the razor. Kilian was older, lean and lanky with a spiteful look about him: a look that would one day get him killed as he didn’t look like he could back it up with anything more than a limp slap.
Kelvus and Deggin, on the other hand, had been around for years. Always worked as a pair; shared the same mannerisms and dress sense. They were your classic journeymen, garbed in black and brown with heavily laden baldrics crisscrossing their torsos. Kelvus was s’posed to be the more deadly, but Deggin was cunning as a shithouse rat. Alone, they were second-rate cutthroats, but together, they were a tricky couple o’ scuts. Shadrak couldn’t exactly say he cared for ‘em all that much. It was one thing to take pride in your work, but these two went about it with inhuman glee.
Even now they spoke in hushed voices, flicking the occasional glance at their companions, no doubt sneering and plotting. Albert once told Shadrak of his plans to poison them following their part in the Marsden-family massacre. Albert had secured the contract and coordinated the strike only to have Kelvus and Deggin alert the watch whilst they disappeared with the takings. There was no place for grievances in the Sicarii—guild-members were meant to settle their own scores. Right now, Shadrak was wishing he hadn’t persuaded Albert to stay his hand. Maybe then Master Rabalath would have chosen some better companions—perhaps even Albert himself. He might’ve been a poisonous, back-stabbing bastard, but at least he was good at it.
“Left,” Shadrak said, leading the way and not bothering to see if the others were following.
He knew they would be. His brother assassins both feared and despised him, and not just due to his freakish looks. None of ‘em, not even Rabalath, had been able to work him out. He always kept himself apart and guarded his secrets jealously. The masters were aware that he was often economical with his intelligence, and yet they put up with him out o’ the respect he’d brought the guild. Time and again Shadrak had succeeded where even the most skilled of assassins had failed. He’d survived his fair share of plots, too—enough to make him something of a legend among his peers. Reputation had grown into mystique, and that made him virtually untouchable.
The party stopped at yet another intersection.
“How the shog are we supposed to track them down here?” Kilian asked. “It all looks the same. No dirt, no footprints, no nothing.”
“Hear that, Kelv? Boy’s keen to catch himself some mawgs,” Deggin said. “Reckon he’ll be able to face ‘em without pissing himself?”
Kilian glared, but wisely said nothing. Deggin gave him a knowing smile and chuckled.
“How come it’s so clean now?” Julul said. “When we came in the floor was covered in shit.”
“Maybe the shit grew legs and a fat arse so it could follow us around asking stupid questions,” Kelvus said, imitating a whining brat.
Julul’s mouth hung open, his eyes flicking to the others as if he expected them to say something—tell Kelvus off, p’raps, like in the nursery.
“Ah, don’t worry, big boy,” Deggin said, thumping him on the shoulder. “He’s just kidding, ain’t you Kelv?”
“Nope.”
Kilian crouched down so that his face was level with Shadrak’s. That nearly got him a knife in the eye for taking the piss, but fortunately for him, Shadrak recalled something Kadee had said about giving the benefit of the doubt. He weren’t comfortable with the idea, but he’d do it for her.
“This is a waste of time, Shadrak.” Kilian spoke softly as if he were trying to avoid giving offense, but Shadrak couldn’t help finding the tone patronising to the degree that he had half a mind to forget Kadee’s Dreamer bullshit. “We could walk in circles for days and still not see a single mawg.”
“We’re making a systematic search of the tunnels.” Porius came to the rescue. “Takes time, lad, but it’s the only way to get the job done.”
“Why don’t we split up?” Kelvus shuffled from foot to foot, thumbs rubbing against fingers, desperate for something to do.
“Because we’d waste even more time when I had to come and find you,” Shadrak said. “Just remember, you’re here ‘cause Rabalath sent you, not because you’re of any use to me. You can either shut up and do as you’re told or shog off down the tunnels and starve to death. I’m good either way.” Oh, he’d pay for that remark once they returned to the surface; you could be sure of it—unless, of course, Shadrak made the first move.
When they passed the passage where he’d killed the three mawgs, Shadrak could find no sign of the bodies, not even a trace of blood. Either more mawgs had come for their dead, or the Maze’s spectral cleaners had blown over them, breaking down the corpses like they did the sewage, and leaving nothing but gleaming metal in their wake.
The group moved on to the right where the corridor doubled back on itself, wending its way north of the city centre. The Maze was truly colossal, maybe even extending beyond the suburbs, and yet there was no indication of who’d built it, and why. Must’ve been very old, Shadrak reasoned—at least as old as Sarum’s foundations, and shog knows when they were laid.
They continued their meandering path for what seemed an age until Shadrak’s nostrils flared at the smell of roasting meat and he gestured for the others to stop. There was another odour too, subtler and harder to identify…
“What is it?” Porius asked, moving to his side.
Mangy dogs—the merest ghost of a whiff mingled with the sterile air of the tunnel. “I think we’re getting clo—”
Before he could finish, Kilian and Julul pushed past and took a left turn.
“Wait!” Shadrak hissed, but they ignored him. Kelvus followed suit, Deggin sauntering up from behind.
“Cacking yourself over a few mawgs, Shadrak? Surely not,” Deggin said, walking backwards as he passed so that Shadrak could see the derision on his face. “Thought you said you killed three by yourself. That means that Kelvus could take six, and I’m good for four at the very least. Porius could handle a couple, I reckon, and the boys one each. How many do you s’pose there could be?” Deggin spun away and swaggered round the corner.
Porius looked at Shadrak before shrugging and following the others. Shadrak held back to check the ammunition in the Thunder-shot. His fingers ran over the knives in his baldrics and the other assorted weapons he kept concealed on his person. Satisfied that all was in order, he drew his black cloak about him, pressed his back to the wall and crept in pursuit.
The passageway opened onto a circular area about fifteen feet in diameter. The walls were smooth and metallic like the corridors. Kilian was ahead of the group poking at a joint of sizzling meat suspended by a hook from the ceiling, the heat apparently coming from a glowing red cube on the floor.
“Dead end,” Kilian said, picking off a piece of flesh and tasting it.
Julul swore and then sat petulantly with his back against the wall.
“What’s this?” Kelvus bent to examine the cube. “Aeterna-tech?”
“Buggered if I know,” Deggin said, running his thumb along the edge of his knife. “I’ve heard o’ mawgs with weapons and the like from before the Reckoning. They say they got ‘em from Sektis Gandaw. Time for caution, I think.”
“Bit late for that,” Shadrak muttered under his breath, eyes flicking in every direction. What Deggin said made sense, though. Gandaw was meant to have created the mawgs by joining wolves with humans and something reptilian before his disappearance at the time of the Reckoning. Kadee had been obsessed with the legends, blaming Sektis Gandaw for all the ills of her people and preparing for his return. Wasted fears; a life tarnished by paranoia. For all her prophesying, Gandaw hadn’t shown, and Kadee had long since gone back to the ground.
Porius began to walk around the circular space, feeling its walls with the tips of his fingers and delivering sharp raps with his knuckles. Shadrak held his position in the corridor, watching the way they’d come, finger resting lightly on the trigger of the Thunder-shot.
Something moved into sight about twenty yards down the passageway. Another shape joined it, and then another. The five Sicarii were talking carelessly now and hadn’t noticed the hunched and shaggy shapes loping towards them. Shadrak waited until the creatures were almost upon him before easing a small vial from his pocket and hurling it. As it struck the floor the glass shattered. There was a flash of light, a sickly smell, and then the thud of three bodies hitting the ground.
“What the shog—” Kelvus began, but his words were cut off by a succession of hissing noises as sections of the wall around the circle slid upwards. Mawgs poured from the openings, rabid eyes blazing yellow, claws like daggers tearing into the assassins. Porius went down first, throat ripped out, blood spraying all over. Dozens of the creatures scrambled out from their hiding places, giving the Sicarii no time to defend themselves. Shadrak fired into a gaping maw lined with row upon row of needle-sharp fangs. The creature staggered, the mawgs behind pulling it to the floor and ripping at its flesh in a feeding frenzy. More and more of the beasts swarmed into the circle, smothering the assassins like an avalanche. Deggin was the last to scream, arms torn from their sockets, great gouts of blood gushing all over the gleaming walls.
Shadrak began to edge back along the corridor wrapped in his cloak, but more mawgs cut off his retreat as they rounded the corner. At their head was a giant female, bare breasted, hair braided and adorned with bones. Shadrak raised the Thunder-shot and fired, but a wall of dark green light flew up around the female, stopping the bullet in mid-flight.
Looking frantically about, Shadrak saw that the mawgs behind had finished with his companions and were loping towards him, blood staining the fur of their faces, strips of flesh and sinew stuck in their teeth. The female raised her arms, plucking at unseen forces above her head. Shimmering mist swirled about her hands and the air reeked of sulfur. She threw back her head and barked strange words that set Shadrak’s skin crawling. He fired mindlessly into the mass of fur, thoughts racing, seeking an escape, probing for vulnerabilities, picking targets.
And then the mawgs were all over him and he’d fired his last shot.



 




KNOTS
The empty eyes of the Dark Mother of Ain were like tunnels that opened onto the Void; invitations to take the final leap that either led to the Supernal Realm or oblivion. The statue stood out from the triptych altar-piece in the Lady chapel and provided the priests of the Templum of the Knot with a focal point for their meditations.
Shader tried to focus on the knots of the prayer cord dangling between his knees, but his eyes seemed to have a life of their own. Rows of votive candles glowed like marsh gas through clouds of frankincense rising from a censer. Death-rattles and hacking coughs from the nave syncopated his thoughts and set him cursing under his breath. He saw a flash of white and looked up to see Soror Velda scurrying between the pallet-beds, no doubt offering false hope to the victims of the plague.
His shoulder throbbed beneath the broken links of his chainmail, blood staining the surcoat a deep crimson. He fumbled at the Gordian knot on the prayer cord, but he was too tired for impossible tasks so he moved on to a simple dog-shank and tugged out a section of the line. Almost immediately, his thoughts shifted from teeming ruminations about the Gray Abbot, Eingana, and the mawgs to a cavernous stillness that swallowed awareness of everything but his rapt focus on the unweaving. That’s where Ain was at one with his people: the place in which Shader had come to hear his voice.
“It could heal your shoulder, you know.”
Shader resisted the impulse to sigh as Elias Wolf dropped down on the pew beside him.
“My statue—Eingana. Be right as rain in a jiffy, only he’s bound to throw a fit if you use it. Huntsman, I mean.”
Shader pulled the prayer cord back over his neck and took the serpent statue from his pocket. It had lost its glow and faded to a dull black. He ran his thumbs over the empty eye sockets and traced the indentations where the fangs should be. The scent of stale tobacco reached his nostrils and he bent to examine the serpent’s mouth, scraping out burnt leaf and ash.
Elias gave a little cough. “On second thoughts, perhaps you’re better off having the priests look at the cut. I got away with using it a couple of times, but then it started to give me the creeps. Like someone was watching.”
Shader held the statue out in front of him and stared at it. “I feel nothing.”
“Good,” Elias said, clapping him on the back and then snatching his hand away as if he expected to get hit in return. “Then he’s probably just after me, what with me being so famous and all. Suppose I’ll just have to get a new hash tray.”
“Who’s after you?”
Elias stood and went to examine the Dark Mother. “Bit somber, don’t you think? All that blackness and the empty-eye thing. If you ask me, I’d say she looked better in blue and white.” He rose on tiptoe and pirouetted, coming to face Shader with a little bow. “Who’s after me? I was being ironic—or is it sarcastic? But the vibe, well that’s pure gothic, if you get my meaning; which of course you don’t coz no one’s heard of a Goth or a Visigoth for centuries. Do you know how lonely it is being the only man alive to know anything about history? Real history, that is—” He cocked a thumb at the Dark Mother. “—not this fabricated balderdash that’s been floating around since the Reckoning like a turd that won’t flush down the toilet. Gah!” Elias slapped himself on the forehead. “Last man alive to have pooed in a flushing loo, too. Poo, loo, too. Like it! There’s a song in there somewhere. Sorry, what was the question? Knight’s move thinking, you see. Happens when I get scared. It’s not every day you nearly get chewed up and regurgitated by mawgs; and me going round thinking I’m immortal and all that. Gaw, I’m such a kid at times.”
Shader narrowed his eyes and fixed Elias with an unwavering stare. The bard’s finger wagged back and forth like a pendulum as if he were re-tracing his thoughts. After a moment he tapped the side of his nose.
“Who’s after me? The bleeding ghost of Sektis shogging Gandaw no less, drawn by my reckless use of the ashtray of Eingana.”
“Sektis Gandaw’s dead. Has been since the Reckoning.” Although death held no guarantee of permanence, thought Shader. Not if Callixus was anything to go by.
“That’s why he’s a ghost,” Elias said. “Although that’s not what Huntsman wants us to believe, but then what would you expect from a geezer who thinks shoving crystals down your gullet is the road to eternal wisdom?”
“If not Gandaw, then who?” A chill began to claw its way up Shader’s spine.
“Look to your mythology—or don’t they call it that in Aeterna? What do they say? Theology?”
Shader sucked in a deep breath through gritted teeth. Elias held up his hands as if to apologize and went on.
“The Aeonic Triad fell through the Void. Surely you’ve heard that bit. What people fail to ask, though, is where they fell from?”
“The Supernal Realm,” Shader said as nonchalantly as he could.
“Right. Very good. Fine. So we can skip that bit then. Why they fell is another matter for another story, but suffice it to say that they fell and that they were three: the Archon, the Demiurgos, and their sister, Eingana. The Demiurgos fancies a bit of the ol’—well I don’t want to say too much about that, what with you being a religious man, but you get my drift. He ravishes his sister and knocks her up. The Archon is mightily pissed about this—my guess is he was jealous, but that’s not the official line. Whilst the boys duke it out, metaphysically speaking, Eingana, slithers off amongst the stars and starts nesting down, only she can’t give birth to her little bastard coz her … she lacks a big enough orifice.
“Back comes the Archon with a wickedly sharp sword, slices her open and drags out a baby with the body of a baboon and the head of a dog. Mommy is not a happy snaky, and she’s also rather scared that the Demiurgos is coming back for more, so she abandons the child and buggers off, dispersing herself all over the Earth and seeding all sorts of new life.
“The baby is traumatized and literally does what the rest of us can only do figuratively: it creates its own womb to hide in.”
“Aethir, the world of the Dreaming?”
“Ah, so you were listening earlier, then. Makes my job easier. Anyway, the Cynocephalus—strange name for a baby, I know, but with a face like his what do you expect?—the Cynocephalus forms a whole new world around himself, a world populated with his own dreams. The trouble with being an abandoned child, though, is that your dreams are mostly nightmares.
“Meanwhile, Uncle Archon chases Uncle—or should I say Daddy?—Demiurgos back into the Void hoping to annihilate him. Demi’s tougher than he looks, though, and manages to sustain himself by a pure act of will. Thinking him trapped, the Archon goes off in search of his sister, but finds only her essence permeating the creatures of Earth. That’s all the excuse he needs to start poking his nose into our business and encouraging all sorts of bizarre religious practices geared towards the higher morality of the Supernal Realm.”
Shader was starting to wish he hadn’t asked the question. That was the trouble with bards, they were always looking for a platform to perform. Elias seemed to sense his impatience and rubbed his hands together.
“To cut a long story relatively short, if the statue really is anything to do with Eingana, and if someone really is looking for it—and I’ll grant you I’ve felt some weird shit when I’ve used it—then surely there are better candidates than Sektis ‘snuffed it at the Reckoning’ Gandaw to consider, no matter what Huntsman says.”
“The Archon?” Shader’s hand covered the hilt of his gladius.
“Maybe,” Elias said, “but let’s not forget the dark sheep of the family. If there’s a shadowy presence after the statue, my guess is it’s more likely to be the Demiurgos.”
“Metaphysically speaking?”
“Naturally,” Elias said. “Well, let’s hope so anyway.”
Shader stood, towering over the little bard, and frowned down at him. “This isn’t a game, Elias. You were one of Huntsman’s guardians, like the Gray Abbot, yes?”
Elias shuffled uneasily, eyes locked to his feet. “Custodian’s a better word. I lack the muscle for guardianship. But yes, Huntsman entrusted the body of the statue to me, for some bizarre reason, and I’ve not aged a day since.”
Shader had been wondering about that. “The Gray Abbot aged as soon as his Monas was stolen.”
“Suppose you’re going to tell me I’ve gone gray?” Elias ran his hands through his lank hair.
“You don’t look any different; perhaps because you’re still close to the statue.”
A look of mock horror crossed Elias’s face. “You mean to say I have to follow you around everywhere or else I’ll start decomposing? Course, the Gray Abbot was probably an old fart when he got his bit of statue. What do you reckon he was, eighty? Ninety?”
Shader moved towards the chancel with a hand to his ear. He could hear a sound like heavy rain beneath the coughing and groaning of the patients. Pater Cadris was reading from the Liber to a young boy covered with purplish welts and with eyes so red they seemed to be bleeding. Shader waved him to silence and the fat priest rolled his eyes and closed the book.
Mater Ioana burst out of the sacristy, her shaven head glistening with sweat, her robes as grubby as a well-used floor-cloth. “There are horses coming down the Domus Tyalae,” she said. “And a black carriage.”
Cadris stood up, jowls quivering, and waddled to her side. “Who is it?” he almost squealed.
Ignoring him, Ioana marched down the nave and opened the doors. Elias made to follow her, but Shader clamped a hand on his shoulder.
“One last thing. Who were the other guardians?”
“Huntsman wouldn’t tell me. The Gray Abbot was a tad obvious—you can’t stay in the top job in the same place for centuries without people gossiping. I mean, I ask you! I’ve heard whisperings over the years that one of the pieces—an eye reputedly—was taken to Aeterna and given to the Ipsissimus. I kind of want to believe that one—there’s a beautiful irony to the hierophant of Nousian orthodoxy possessing the eye of a pagan goddess.”
The clopping of hooves from outside was as loud as hail on a tin roof. Shader flicked a look towards the open door, but couldn’t see past the backs of Ioana and Cadris.
“If I gave you the statue back, could you use it to locate the Gray Abbot’s piece?”
Elias’s face seemed suddenly drawn and haggard. He held Shader’s gaze as if he were trying to discern the seriousness of the proposition. “Who stole the Abbot’s Monas?” he asked in a low voice.
“A creature of darkness. A ghost of some sort. A wraith.”
Elias swallowed and lowered his eyes. “I’ve been many things in my long life,” he said, “but in every instance I’ve had a single thread of continuity.”
Shader frowned his incomprehension.
“I’m a bleeding coward. Last thing I need is the attention of the living dead. I told you I’d sensed some evil shit around the statue. You’re welcome to it, mate. I’d sooner take my chances with ol’ Father Time.”
The thunderous noise from outside had subsided and Shader could hear voices—Ioana’s and another voice he thought he recognized.
“Shader,” Elias said, “there’s something I wanted to tell you.”
“Later.”
Shader strode towards the doors with Elias scurrying behind.
“It’s about Rhiannon.”
Shader’s heart lurched. He’d barely given her a thought since he’d reached Sarum.
“What—?”
But before he could say anything else he was at the doors and could do little more than gawp in disbelief. Fanned out around the templum portico there were getting on for forty armored horsemen wearing white surcoats emblazoned with the red Monas of Nousia. It took a moment to register that these were the lads from Oakendale and not the Elect of Aeterna. He’d never seen so many together in one place and his reaction was a mixture of pride and trepidation.
A gleaming black carriage was parked behind the knights, its lone driver hunched over the reins, a battered, very tall hat crammed low on his head, the brim obscuring his eyes. The carriage door opened and an immensely fat man stepped onto the driveway. He was dressed in a voluminous jacket of bottle-green velvet, a bulging waistcoat, pleated trousers and polished brown leather shoes. The face was all cheeks and jowls, ruddy and mustachioed, and topped with a mop of wavy gray hair. Sunlight glinted from the frames of pince-nez perched on the bridge of his nose.
The fat man reached into his waistcoat and took out what looked like a golden locket attached to a chain. He flipped it open, glanced between the locket and the sun, shook his head and tutted.
Shader was distracted by one of the knights speaking to Ioana; the voice he thought he’d recognized.
Gaston looked like a hero from legend, sat astride a white mare, leaning over the saddle pommel. His blond hair tumbled about the white cloak of the Order, chainmail sparkling beneath. It was the first time Shader had seen the lads in armor—none of them had been able to afford it during the training, and the council had refused funding even when he played upon their fears of the mawgs returning. Armor cost more than the average house in Oakendale and Shader had given up on the idea of ever procuring any when Aristodeus showed up unexpectedly with a purse full of gold coins stamped with the head of the emperor. The first suits arrived the day Shader left.
There was a jagged scar along Gaston’s nose, pinpricks either side where stitches had obviously been removed. His jaw dropped when he saw Shader, but when Elias came into view he went pale.
“He’s the one, Mater!” Elias said, pushing past and jabbing a finger at Gaston.
Shader met the eyes of Barek Thomas, who gave the slightest of nods. Justin Salace walked his horse alongside Gaston’s, glaring at Elias like he meant to kill him.
“What do you mean?” Ioana said, but something about her expression told Shader she already knew the answer.
“The one I told you about.” Elias sounded like a schoolboy desperate to be believed. “He … raped … Rhiannon.”
Justin started to draw his sword, but Gaston placed a hand on his arm.
Shader heard the words but they meant nothing to him. He looked to Gaston for an explanation; for anything to help him understand.
“I…” Gaston licked his lips.
Shader approached the mare, stroked behind its ears and closed his eyes, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. Rhiannon had been raped? By Gaston? He felt his knees weaken and had to hold onto the bridle for support. When his eyes snapped open, his vision was blurred by moisture. “Gaston? Is this true?”
Gaston’s bottom lip was trembling and he looked away.
“It’s true, all right,” Rhiannon said, emerging from the templum arm in arm with Soror Agna. She was dressed in a simple white alb, her satin hair braided in a thick plait. Black and yellow bruising surrounded her left eye and her jaw looked swollen.
“Rhiannon?” Shader’s heart jumped into his throat. “I thought you … thought you were…”
“It’s what I was trying to tell you,” Elias said. “I brought her here after what he did to her.”
Shader took a step towards Rhiannon, but she threw up an arm as if he were going to hit her. Him, of all people!
Spinning on his heel, he grabbed Gaston’s cloak and pulled him from the saddle. Gaston squealed as he fell, but managed to twist and roll, the cloak coming away in Shader’s hand. Shader dropped it, drew the gladius and advanced as Gaston scuttled away on his backside. Ioana barked something to Cadris who hurried inside.
“Deacon, don’t,” Rhiannon said, reaching for his arm.
He pulled away, more violently than he’d intended, and grabbed Gaston by the hair, pressing the shortsword against his throat.
“If I may…” The fat man lit a cigarette and inhaled loudly three times. “Dr. Cadman, Public Health Advisor to Governor Gen. My friend here and I are on Council business. If there are scores to be settled, then might I suggest they are resolved through the proper channels?”
Shader snarled and slammed Gaston’s head into the ground. Justin drew his sword and the other knights followed suit. Shader pulled his longsword from its scabbard and faced the mass of knights with both blades.
Gaston regained his feet and snatched up his cloak. “I came to help,” he cried, pushing his way back through the horses. “I’m sorry!” Gaston started to run back down the Domus Tyalae.
“Boy!” Shader shouted after him, and Gaston turned. “Back here tomorrow. You and me. And bring your sword.”
Gaston swallowed and nodded before walking away with as much dignity as he could muster.
“Now the rest of you whelps do the same,” Maldark growled, striding out of the templum with Cadris in tow.
“Who the shog do you think—”
Justin’s words were cut off by Maldark swinging his hammer over head and slamming it into the ground. There was a terrific clap of thunder as rocks and dust flew into the air. The lead horses reared and Justin dropped his sword as he clung to the saddlebow in an effort to stay seated. When the dust settled, Rhiannon handed it back to him.
“Better do as he says.”
Justin sheathed his sword and looked daggers at her. Nevertheless, he wheeled his horse and cantered down the Domus Tyalae. The others followed in a cacophony of hooves clattering on cobbles, all except Gaston’s abandoned white mare and Barek who lingered as if he had something he wanted to say.
“What’s going on, Barek? There are a lot of very pissed off soldiers outside the city.” Shader grimaced at his own language and touched two fingers to his forehead.
“Things got out of hand,” Barek said, shifting in the saddle. “Gaston ordered the charge. What else could we do?”
Shader caught the accusation; after all, he was the one who’d insisted upon absolute obedience along the chain of command. “But why assemble the Order? Why bring them here?”
“Gaston had a visitor—some old man who said he knew you. Bald bloke. Said you needed us. Said the Templum did, too. We were just trying to help.”
Aristodeus. What was he up to now? Shader was starting to get a bit fed up with the philosopher popping up all over the place and setting things in motion. He’d always seen him as a friend and mentor, but there was a whole other side to Aristodeus starting to emerge, a side that had probably been there all along. It felt like a betrayal, like being raised by loving parents your whole life only to discover you’d been adopted.
“And Rhiannon?” Shader shifted closer to Barek, kept his voice down. “What…? Why did Gaston…? How did this…?”
Barek closed his eyes, clenched his jaw. “He told us it was the bard. Took us to her parents to warn them. Elias brought her home, there was an argument … a fight.” Barek opened his eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks.
Shader’s head was pounding. “A fight?” With Yeffrik and Jessy? But—
Barek tried addressing Rhiannon, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. “It wasn’t meant to be like that. You have to believe me. Sammy … Rhiannon, I…”
She looked up at that. “What? What the shog have you done to him?”
“Nothing. I… Huntsman has him.”
“Huntsman?”
“He came, Rhiannon, I tried to…”
She took her head in her hands and began to sway. Agna hugged her close and scowled at Barek.
“Rhiannon, please…” Barek gave up and turned back to Shader. “What are you going to do? We need you, Deacon. Gaston’s lost it. The men follow him, but only because he’s the leader; they’re just doing what you taught them. If you came back—”
“Go, Barek.” Shader dismissed him with a wave. “You can’t blame me for what’s happened. This isn’t what I trained you for. I expected better from you—you of all people.”
“But—”
“Get out of here!”
Barek rode alongside Gaston’s mare and leaned over to take its reins. He cast a final look over his shoulder before kicking his heels into his horse’s flanks and trotting down the Domus Tyalae with the mare in tow.
The fat man—Cadman—trod his cigarette underfoot. “Boys,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “And yet Governor Gen thinks they could help.”
“Zara Gen sent them?” Ioana said.
“Sent us all, actually. Years of research and medical practice and I’m still just a dogsbody.”
Shader returned his swords to their scabbards and tried to make eye contact with Rhiannon, but she turned her back on him and went inside with Agna. He couldn’t tell if he was angry or hurt. He’d acted like an idiot, and yet if Gaston came back he’d do the same again. What did she expect him to do? Turn the other cheek? That was one bit of the Liber he couldn’t subscribe to; he’d tried it before, but it had only delayed the inevitable.
“Are you really a doctor?” Cadris asked, his voice squeaking like a rusty hinge, fingers drumming on his belly.
“Many times over,” Cadman said, whipping off his pince-nez and blowing on the lenses once, twice, three times. “And not just of medicine.” He fished a polka dot handkerchief from his pocket and gave the glass a good rub, lips moving almost imperceptibly—as if he were reciting a prayer … or counting.
Cadris threw his head back somewhat disdainfully and folded his arms over his chest. “Well, we’re terribly impressed, but I have to say…”
“Cadris!” Ioana’s voice cracked out like a whip. “Soror Velda’s on her own with the patients.”
“But Agna and Rhiannon are in—”
“What was it we were discussing over breakfast?”
“Yes, quite, but really, this does not—”
“Obedience, Pater. Obedience and humility.”
Cadris’s cheeks flushed and he winced before bowing his head and waddling inside.
Cadman returned his pince-nez to the bridge of his nose, shook out his handkerchief and crammed it into his pocket. “Mater, I’m so terribly sorry about all this bother. I should have come alone, but I foolishly thought I could kill two birds with one stone. Governor Gen felt the knights might come in handy—extra man-power, you know the sort of thing. They were more than a little keen, too. You heard what the lad said: apparently they came to Sarum to help you.”
“With what, exactly?” Shader asked.
Cadman squinted at him, beady eyes scanning him from head to foot, one eyebrow rising. “Who can tell? Do you know, I’m finding this quite fascinating. Gaston told me all about you. Said you left the Elect in Aeterna before founding the White Order. Governor Gen has some interesting tales about you, as well. Seems you’re something of a celebrity. I must say, it’s an honor to meet you.”
“Really,” Shader said. “Seems you know a lot more about me than I know about you.”
The fat man plucked another cigarette from a silver case he kept in his breast pocket. “As I said, I’m Dr. Cadman. Ernst Cadman. Office of Public Health at Arnbrook House. I also run a little private practice out in the suburbs—services to the poor, that kind of thing. Which reminds me, Mater.” Cadman beamed at Ioana. “How are you getting on with the plague? I hear great things about the care you provide: exemplary barrier nursing.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Oh.” Cadman took three short puffs on his cigarette. “I assumed that’s why none of you were infected: you know, masks, gloves, stringent hand-washing. The Governor thought you might like to share the secrets of your success so that we can hold you up as an example to the hospitals and get this plague beaten.”
Ioana frowned and stuck out her bottom lip. “This is no ordinary plague, Dr. Cadman.”
Cadman slid his pince-nez further down his nose and raised his eyebrows. “Go on.”
“The people who are infected … I don’t wish to sound judgmental … and I’m not…”
Cadman was nodding. “But?”
“They are mostly people from the … the…”
“Less salubrious trades? Most degenerate areas?” Cadman said. “Interesting, isn’t it? My esteemed colleague, Dr. Stoofley, made similar observations, only for him the pattern of depravity broke down when it came to bankers and merchants getting ill. Maybe he doesn’t bank where I do.”
Elias sighed, muttered something under his breath, and slipped away towards his cart where he made a fuss of Hector before climbing aboard and hunting through the instruments and sacks of herbs.
Maldark, had a sullen look on his face. He kept glaring at Cadman and then patting the head of his hammer. The doctor noticed and tried to lead Ioana inside the templum.
“Mater,” he said, shooting Shader a look that said this was a private conversation. “I wonder if you’d allow me to see your patients and have a word with the carers. Zara Gen is convinced you have some mystical immunity and it is my intention to prove him wrong. Science is what we are about, is it not, Mater?”
Shader felt a warm glow from within his pocket as Cadman brushed past him. He slipped his fingers inside and withdrew them as if bitten: the Statue of Eingana was gently throbbing. Maldark was watching him and gave the slightest of nods. Cadman cast a furtive look over his shoulder before ushering Ioana inside the templum. Turning his back on Cadman’s driver, who’d remained as still as a corpse throughout, Shader took the statue from his pocket. The amber dweomer had returned, and the slightest of ripples ran along the serpent’s scales.
“You felt it also?” Maldark touched the statue reverently with the tips of his fingers. He stared at it with a mixture of awe and affection.
Shader slipped it back in his pocket. “It seemed to react to our visitor.”
Maldark rubbed at his beard and shut his eyes as if he were trying to listen. His chest rose and fell like a bellows, the iron bands of his armor grating, leather straps creaking. At that moment, he looked impossibly old to Shader, an animated fossil from a long-forgotten epoch.
“You’re not taking that muck in the templum!” Frater Hugues was beside Elias’s cart engaged in a tug-o-war with the bard, a hessian bag stretched taut between them and spilling black seeds to the ground.
Elias let go his end and Hugues fell flat on his back, the bag’s contents emptying over his face. He tried to sit up, spitting out seeds, but Elias smashed a mandolin over his head, leapt from the cart and scarpered towards the residences. Hugues shouted a stream of obscenities and ran in pursuit with the stiffest, most ungainly gait Shader had ever seen.
“A bacillus, Mater, a bacillus!” Cadman inveighed as they re-emerged. “There are no mysteries except those waiting to be uncovered by science.”
Ioana was no fool, and Shader could tell she was unconvinced by whatever the doctor was telling her. “Ain forgive me for saying it,” she lowered her voice, “but the victims are all cutpurses, whores, and drunkards. You name it, they’ve done it—even the youngsters.”
Cadman snatched away his pince-nez and made a show of looking flustered. “Scum, every last one of them, though I admire your reluctance to call a spade a spade; highly commendable if you ask me. But a plague preying on immorality! As a man of science I really must object.”
“So what’s your theory?” Shader asked, straightening to his full height and narrowing his eyes.
Cadman fiddled with his mustache, crammed the pince-nez back in place and patted his breast pocket three times; twice more, and then—pointedly—once again.
“Filthy people are drawn to filthy places, and filthy places are made by filthy people. Dalantle, Calphon, Edgebriar—rat-infested backwaters with the demography of a penal colony. Ninety percent of the dross of Sarum is crammed into those dumps in the most unsanitary conditions. The docks are just as bad—all those salty dogs and seaman’s logs…”
“Dr. Cadman, if you please!” Ioana’s voice had regained its stridency.
“Forgive me, Mater, but the point I’m making is that plague is spread through dirt and rodents, streets flowing with excreta—all the things you’re going to find in those regions.”
“And the bankers?” Maldark said. “How doest thou explain them?”
“Whores, thieves, assassins—all the sort of company kept by your typical financier; and if the bankers have the pox, well it’s only a matter of time before the merchants come down with it. Mater, I’d like to share my observations with the Governor and arrange for the hospitals to adopt your practices.”
“What observations?” Ioana asked. “Which practices?”
“Oh, don’t you worry,” Cadman said, giving Shader a wide berth and raising his eyebrows. “Nice coat. Aeternam?”
“Britannish.”
Cadman inclined his head, his eyes bulging above the pince-nez. “Ah, Britannia, Britannia. All that hope, all that glory wasted on the other side of the world. Alas, Mr. Shader, I fear I’ll never see her shores again.” Cadman opened the door of his carriage and turned back. “Isn’t it a bit hot for a coat, and a black one at that? Unless of course you’re like me. Doesn’t matter what the sun’s doing, I’m always frozen to the bone. Well, cheerio everyone, and Mater, don’t you worry. I have everything I need. You’ve all been most helpful. Together, we’ll soon have this plague under control. Just a quick word in the Governor’s ear and it will all come out right as rain. Right as rain, Mater. Good day.”
The carriage shuddered and groaned as Cadman clambered inside and pulled the door to. “Tally-ho!”
The driver suddenly lurched upright, snapped the reins, and the twin black stallions surged forward.
Ioana came to stand beside Shader. “What was that all about?”
Shader shook his head as the driver turned the horses onto the Domus Tyalae and the black carriage clattered into the distance. “Something tells me there’s more to Dr. Cadman than meets the eye.”
Ioana threw up her hands and then shrugged. “Well whatever it is, I’m sure it can wait.” She wandered back inside, leaving Shader alone with Maldark.
The dwarf leaned on the haft of his war-hammer staring in the direction the carriage had taken. “Eingana called me to Sarum,” he muttered so quietly that Shader thought he might be talking to himself. When Shader made no response, Maldark looked up at him.
“You think you’ve found the reason why?” Shader asked.
“Mayhap.” Maldark shouldered his hammer and headed after Ioana.
Shader put his hand in his pocket and curled his fingers around the statue. It felt cold and lifeless once more. Why had it reacted like that around Cadman? Was it afraid of him? Was it trying to communicate? Shader had the nagging feeling that he’d come close to something important, something that prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. He’d grown sensitive to the aura of evil during the campaign in Verusia, and it was something that hovered around Cadman like a cloud of malarial midges.
Not much he could do about that right now, he thought, and besides, there were other matters that needed taking care of. In spite of what he’d told Barek, Shader had to deal with the White Order. Like it or not, he’d created them, trained them, and then abandoned them. The responsibility for everything they’d done was starting to settle like a mountain on his shoulders.
Then there was the duel with Gaston. He couldn’t back down from it: he knew his own nature too well for that. Finally, there was the thing he dreaded most of all. It might not involve swords and heroic levels of guilt, but he’d rather have faced all the demons of the Abyss in its stead. Uttering a swift prayer to Ain, Shader headed into the templum and went in search of Rhiannon.



 




ILLUSIONS SHATTERED
A cigarette, a cigarette, a cigarette.
That was the biggest drawback occupying the Office of Public Health in Arnbrook House: it didn’t matter how fine the stained paneling was if you couldn’t have a smoke. Might give the wrong impression. Never mind how lush the carpet, the—Cadman couldn’t quite settle on an adjective for the crystal chandelier suspended dangerously above his head like a big glittery Sword of Damocles. Gaudy, he decided just as the door inched open.
“Anything to drink, Doctor?” Lallia asked, peering through the gap and faking a smile.
Cadman knew she hated having to ask, but that, unfortunately, was her job and he was loving every minute of it. “Tea please, my dear. Britannic if you have any, with a splash of milk and three sugars.”
Lallia entered it all in her notepad, speaking without looking up. “That’s a lot of sugar for the Public Health Advisor.”
She might as well have called him a fat git, thought Cadman, pursing his lips and wondering if that was the correct Sahulian vernacular for the insult. “Yes, I suppose it is,” he said with forced jollity. “Just don’t let on about it.”
He waved her away with a flick of his fingers and the door closed with a resounding thud. He could get used to this: being waited on hand and foot, lounging in luxury, and only intruded upon by the odd sniffling politician trying to get treatment as a personal favor. It never worked. Cadman was almost religious about that. His job was advice and planning. The last thing he wanted was contact with ill people. The thought would have made his skin crawl—if he’d had any besides his illusory corpulence. He could never understand why he’d gone into medicine all those centuries ago. The memory was so remote it blurred with all the stories he’d confabulated about his past. A man needed something to build upon. There was nothing worse than a black hole at the core of your being.
Cadman rested his fleshy chin on the tips of his fingers as he contemplated the amber fang and eye on the desk before him. It seemed logical to suppose they were halves of pairs and that, if the legends of Eingana were true, they belonged to a serpent statue of sorts. Two eyes, two fangs, one body. Five pieces, in all. Cadman groaned. Not a good omen, and surely all the warning he needed to cease this folly while he still had the chance.
He picked up a piece in either hand and rolled them between his forefingers and thumbs, wondering how they joined to the body. Maybe a fixative was required, although on closer scrutiny he could detect no trace of gum or resin. They pulsed gently, like blood through an artery, and Cadman bent his ear to listen, thinking he could hear them hissing. Shaking his head to rid himself of the sensation, he gingerly touched the pieces together. Warmth invaded his arms, passing through the phony flesh and heating his bones. He gasped and then sighed as it began to drive back the eternal cold. It was like… Cadman dug about for the memory. It was like settling into a hot bath.
Making fists around the amber, he stood and walked to the window. Closing his eyes, he sought out the missing parts of the statue, and to his surprise knew instantly that one was near, so close indeed that he felt he could merely extend a hand and pluck it from the air.
A face formed in his mind, gaunt and hard, scarred with furrows from hidden conflicts. Cadman recognized the chill blue eyes, the firm jaw dusted with dark stubble; long black hair tied behind the neck, the wedge of a widow’s peak retreating from a high forehead. It was the face of a man in his fifties, although Cadman suspected he was considerably younger: he wouldn’t have put him at anything much more than thirty-five. It was the face of Deacon Shader.
That’s what self-flagellation and fasting will get you, Cadman thought, before reminding himself of his own misleading appearance.
A hard lump grew in his stomach, as it always did when he recalled what he really was. It wasn’t real of course, but it was uncomfortable all the same. Crossing his arms over his bulging belly, he shut his eyes and tried to imagine the softness of real flesh, the sensation of warm blood coursing through his veins. On a good day he could almost feel it, but today was too full of worries to be considered good.
Cadman opened his eyes, finding it hard to keep them from the amber relics. They seemed to confirm what he’d sensed at the templum: Shader had a piece of the Statue of Eingana. He’d detected something else too: a residue of power, or perhaps another piece, more distant, better concealed. Maybe with three segments assembled the fourth would reveal itself, but that would involve further action, and something told Cadman this Shader was not a man to be crossed.
Cadman.
He started at the whisper and threw his gaze around the office.
Ice clamped around the black spark that passed for his heart, radiating through his bones and snatching away the brief respite he’d had from the amber.
Close your eyes.
Fat chance of that! Cadman thought, backing away towards the desk. “Where are you?” he said in a voice he hoped sounded more angry than scared. He bumped into the chair and collapsed into it.
Don’t be afraid. Close your eyes.
His eyelids felt like they had lead weights hanging from them. They fluttered momentarily and then shut like the final curtain at a theater. A vignette of heroically attired actors sprang to mind, and lithe and dainty dancers—one might almost say skeletally thin—fanned out on the stage around them.
Before he could put a name to the scene, Cadman’s focus shifted, affording him a glimpse of a shimmering portal, a celestial gateway to another world that evoked within him a tangle of buried desires, forgotten hungers: dreams, magic, the power to endure. For a few seconds he probed and tested the edge of the portal with ethereal hands, and then he was through, his spirit eyes opening upon magnificent alien vistas beneath a heavy cobalt sky. A snow-capped mountain range rolled away beneath him, forming a natural wall between a sprawling desert dotted with settlements and a churning cloud of smog that hung like a pall over the lands beyond. He wafted through a murky forest where the twin suns were thwarted by a thick canopy of leaves and writhing foliage. A colossal man wreathed in flame raged atop a smoking volcano, whilst dark goblins skulked through the trees below.
Cadman soared in the spirit, ever aware of the anchor of his earthly frame, his life force stretched between worlds like a frayed sinew. He passed a magnificent city surrounded by impenetrable walls made from huge blocks of stone, seamlessly mortared, spires and minarets glinting like fool’s gold. He saw villages amongst the trees, and coracles upon the great lakes. Armored legions marched across a septic wasteland strewn with bleached bones and bordered by an endless rotting marsh. His gaze was drawn to a single black mountain sticking up from the white desert like a colossal dorsal fin. Silvery spheres spiraled about the summit and one drew closer to investigate, all the prompting Cadman needed to glide away.
He flew deep into the heart of this new world, diving through the bubbling miasma of a steaming crevasse and into smoldering passages where the whispers grew louder.
Something roiled and seethed in the shadows below, slick as oil and just as black. Tentacles quested through the darkness, and grimacing heads sprouted from a central brooding mass, teeth grinding, empty eyes reflecting the Abyss. Cadman drifted to the floor of a cavern that seemed to be formed of coal.
“You have done well, Cadman. Soon the pupil will outgrow the master. Even Blightey never held such power.” The voice had the quality of leaves rustling in the wind, the head that spoke the words bursting and then reabsorbed by the body.
Lies, Cadman told himself. Don’t believe a word of it. No more reckless action. But, on the other hand, imagine if he did grow more powerful than Blightey: no more hiding in anonymity in the rectum of the world. He could leave Sahul and return to Nousia. Maybe he could even set foot once more on the soil of Britannia.
“My master is pleased with your progress. It is his desire that you possess the entire statue,” said another head, its neck twisted at a grotesque angle.
“Your master?”
The head gave a gurgling laugh. “I am the Dweller of Gehenna, Cadman. The Dweller on the threshold of the Abyss.”
Between a rock and a hard place. Cadman groaned internally. On the one side, the sadistic Otto Blightey sequestered in his castle in deepest Verusia, and on the other, the Demiurgos—the father of decay, despite, and dissipation. Ancient balderdash, he’d always thought, but falsification of the myth was proving much more difficult now Cadman was faced with the undulating demon from his nightmare; now that he held within his hands the power of the Demiurgos’s sister. All he needed was for the Archon to show up in a blaze of light and he’d swallow the whole Aeonic Triad creation myth hook, line, and sinker.
“You must think I’m really desperate if you think I’m going to enter into some Mephistophelean pact with your hell-spawned master.” Now there was a play to fire the imagination, Cadman thought, recalling the terror he’d felt at the protagonist being dragged off kicking and screaming to a fiery pit. He was damned if he could remember what it was called…
A tremor passed through the Dweller and it shuffled back with a sound like sifting sand. “My master is not from hell, though he is acquainted with it. He is lord of his own creation, free from the evils of the Ancient of Days, the capricious god Blightey renamed Nous to hoodwink the survivors of the Reckoning. The Demiurgos seeks only to share his freedom with you.”
“What freedom? I heard he was trapped in the bubble of his own imagination on the brink of the Void. Think I’ll take my chances on my own, if you don’t mind.”
The Dweller oozed back further. “As you wish. I will trouble you no more. Everything is in motion now. Either you will prevail or—”
“Or what?” Cadman almost shrieked as the demon started to thrash and blister, its tentacles retracting into its body, heads popping and liquefying.
“You have made a gambit, Cadman. A flip of the coin between eternal perdurance and oblivion. The wheels have been turning since first we met, when you cowered beneath the covers on your bed. Since you elected to clutch at hope. Fate plays out inexorably, and who knows what she will bring? Whereas my master only deals in certainties.”
The Dweller collapsed in on itself and splashed to the rough coal floor; an oily puddle that immediately began to shrink until only a single drop remained.
“Wait!” Cadman cried, cursing himself for his rashness.
The drop shuddered and grew, spurting upwards in a great torrent of goo that set like tar in the form of a naked youth with glistening skin, blacker than the shadows.
“I need more time,” Cadman said.
The demon bowed and spread its arms. “Then you shall have it. By all means, go after the statue on your own. I wish you luck; but if you should need my help, know that it comes at a cost. Like you—” the youth gave him a sickly-sweet smile that revealed serrated teeth carved from obsidian. “—I need to feed. One life in return for one task; that is all I ask. We can discuss the finer details nearer the time.”
Cadman tried to swallow, but there was a lump in his throat. “Then you’ll wait?”
“Like an obedient dog.” The Dweller dissolved into mist and shadows, leaving only empty space in its wake.
Cadman forced open the eyes of his earthly body and stared at the amber glow from the fang and the eye suffusing his bony hands. “The illusion!” He thrust the pieces into his jacket pocket and raised his fingers to his face, feeling only the dry hardness of his skull, and cavities where once there had been eyes.
“Callixus!” he rasped, reaching out with his mind and feeling the wraith’s sullen consciousness. “I need food. Quickly, bring it to me!”
Cadman jumped out of his chair as the door opened. Lallia stood there suspended in time as she stared at him with the blankness of shock. Her hands let go the tray, which crashed to the carpet in a spray of china shrapnel and splashing tea.
Before she could find her voice, Cadman scuttled across the room, tugged her inside and slammed the door.
“I know,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I know I look terrible.” He locked the door and pocketed the key.
Lallia never once took her eyes off him. Her mouth hung open and all the blood had drained from her face. She swooned and Cadman grabbed her with a skeletal hand, fearing she was about to faint. Lallia pulled away and then vomited all over his jacket.
“Ugh!” Cadman leapt back, struggling out of the jacket and flinging it in the corner.
Yuk! Bodily fluids. I’d probably throw up myself, if I still could.
“You’re…” Lallia coughed up some more sick, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “You’re a … monster!”
Cadman tried to frown, but then realized he had no facial muscles with which to express himself. “That might be putting it a bit harshly.”
“Help!” Lallia screamed at the top of her voice.
Cadman slipped between her and the door, holding his hands behind his back. “Now look…” he started, but Lallia wasn’t listening.
A shadow detached itself from the opposite wall and drifted towards her. She stammered something and dropped like a stone as Callixus took on some semblance of solidity, red eyes smoldering through the slit of his great helm.
“I brought you these,” he said, unrolling a cloth bundle and dropping fresh meat to the carpet: a pallid breast, a blood-drenched heart, and a succulent hunk of flesh that could only have come from a buttock. “Seems you won’t be needing them after all.”
“What?” Cadman snapped, wondering how he was going to get the stains out of the carpet before his next appointment. “No, you imbecile, she’s not for eating! She works here. She’ll be missed.” He crouched down to pick up the buttock flesh and tore out a strip with his teeth. “Where’d you get this?” he asked with his mouth full.
“Calphon.”
Cadman half expected to gag, but then gave a shrug. There wasn’t much chance of him catching anything from prostitutes. When you were a virtual cadaver with a burning hunger, one meal was as good as another—as long as the flesh was human.
“It is another mark against your soul, Doctor, using me thus.”
Cadman spat out a gristly bit. “Just do as you’re told. Trust me, Callixus, things can get a damn sight worse for you. And besides, it was an emergency. Do you think I’ve the time to wait around for the ghouls to drag something in?” And slobber all over it before I get a bite?
Lallia stirred and groaned. Cadman dropped the meat and helped her to sit. She was initially dazed, but as soon as she focused on him the terror returned.
“This is not what it seems,” he said, instantly regretting the cliché. “I’m still Dr. Cadman, it’s just that I’m … How do I put this? I’m not very well.”
Lallia looked like she was about to scream again. Cadman clamped a bony hand over her mouth.
“Shh!” he said, releasing the pressure a little when she nodded. “Now I realize this is distressing. Believe me, I go through the same thing every morning when I wake up. I don’t expect you to understand, but I would appreciate your discretion.”
Lallia’s eyes narrowed at that.
“Good,” Cadman said. “That’s better. Now, then, what’s this going to cost me? I have money, antiques, the finest wines from Quilonia.” He took his hand away from her mouth and leaned in closer. “I even have some very potent pills from Aeterna that would heighten your pleasure beyond your wildest dreams.”
Lallia pushed herself to her feet and brushed the sick from her shirt. “I wouldn’t be too sure. I have some pretty wild dreams.”
Cadman’s joints creaked as he moseyed over to the desk and rummaged about in the bottom drawer. “Here,” he said, tossing her a jar of tablets. “Take one half an hour before and the earth will most definitely move.”
“It better,” Lallia said, thrusting the jar down her top and trying the door handle.
Cadman waved the key at her, crossed the room and inserted it in the lock. “Absolute discretion,” he said as Callixus drew alongside.
Lallia’s eyes flicked from the wraith back to Cadman. “Deal,” she said.
Cadman turned the key and let her go. “A plate, Callixus.” He locked the door and strode back to the meat. “Next time bring me a plate and utensils. I will not be reduced to licking my meals from the carpet like a dog, or those infernal grave-robbing ghouls.”
Callixus followed him like a shadow, eyes flaring, the black mist of his body rippling with what Cadman had learnt was nervous anticipation.
“You don’t need to ask me today, Callixus,” Cadman said, biting into the heart and reforming the illusion of fleshiness. He rubbed his restored girth with some satisfaction. “I have decided to awaken the Lost.”
“My Elect?” hissed Callixus with a rush of what sounded like excitement.
“The time is right,” Cadman said, savoring a particularly moist morsel and wiping the blood from his mustache. “I know how long you’ve waited, but without the power of Eingana I couldn’t raise them. First we must go to Gaston Rayn. There are things I must discuss with him whilst he’s still receptive. His knights and yours will make a most complementary team, don’t you think? Meet me at the tumulus after dark.”
Callixus gave a shallow bow before walking straight through the wall.
Cadman retrieved the eye and the fang from his discarded jacket. They’d returned to a dull amber, cold and lifeless. He slipped them inside his waistcoat pocket and frowned down at the gore staining the carpet.
“Lallia!” he called, rushing over to the door, fumbling with the key and tearing it open. She should have been long gone by now, but Cadman knew she’d be eavesdropping.
“Yes,” she said a little too eagerly, looking like she was about to knock on the door opposite.
“I wonder if you might be a dear and help me with this mess.” Cadman beckoned her inside. “I’m such a butter-fingers, I’ve dropped some specimens, and there’s also the spillage from your little accident with the tea tray.”
Lallia blanched when she saw the half-eaten flesh. Cadman moved to one side in case she was sick again, but she just grimaced and swallowed. “It’ll cost you more.”
“Naturally,” Cadman said. “I’ll have a rummage around. I’m sure I’ve got something else just to your liking.”
Filthy little trollop, he thought as he left her to it and decided to call it a day.



 




MALICIDE
The refectory was rather a drab affair, the walls bare except for a coat of flaking magnolia and a couple of battered cupboards, the floor a jigsaw of cracked and filthy terracotta tiles. Rhiannon was hunched over a steaming cup of tea at one end of the karri-wood table, whilst Soror Agna fiddled with a dusty oil lamp she’d set upon the worktop. The basin was piled with dirty crockery, a sodden cloth draped over the side and smelling like rotten fruit. The failing sun peeked through smeared windows, its sickly light giving the left side of Rhiannon’s face a jaundiced hue.
Shader lurked in the doorway, wishing Agna would leave Rhiannon alone for just one minute. As if sensing his thoughts, Agna turned her head, thick spectacles crooked on her sallow face and making one eye look bigger than the other.
“Oh,” she said with a mixture of surprise and disdain.
Rhiannon looked up mid-sip, rolled her eyes and slurped. “What d’you want?” she asked, setting down the cup with a clatter.
Shader half-entered the refectory and stopped, feeling awkward and self-conscious—how he usually was around women, but never Rhiannon. She’d always made him feel … all right, whatever he did or said. She just took everything with a pinch of salt, accepted him for what he was, let him move on from his mistakes. And it was so natural, not like the priests in the confessionals trying to view you with the eyes of Ain and all the time letting slip a slight air of condescension, as if they thought you were something they’d just trodden in.
Agna stepped back from the lamp, raised her hands and looked like she was about to chastise it. Her shoulders touched her ears as she drew in a whistling breath through the gaps in her teeth, and then sagged as she gave an exaggerated sigh.
“Savages.” She shook her head. “Can’t even make a working lamp. That’s one thing you can say for Aeterna: at least there they know how to make stuff. Heathen rubbish.” She took a swipe at the lamp, stopping a hair’s breadth from hitting it and giving it a flick with her finger. “Naughty light,” she said in a voice like a little girl reprimanding a truculent doll. “Come in, come in.” She waved Shader to a seat opposite Rhiannon. “I’m sure you two have lots to talk about.” The tone was friendly, but the eyes were hard.
“Thank you,” Shader said, sitting and offering Rhiannon a feeble smile.
“Can I get you some tea?” Agna asked.
“No thank you, Soror, I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“It’s no bother.”
“No, really, I’m fine.”
Agna stuck out her bottom lip. “Oh, well, suit yourself.” She patted Rhiannon on the head as she hobbled toward the door. “Shout if you need me. I’ll be in the chapel.”
She gave Shader a final look, nodded to herself with a decisive grunt, and then left them in peace.
“Rhiannon,” Shader began, his mouth dry. “I—”
Rhiannon stood unexpectedly and went to a cupboard. “You acted like an arse. Want some bread?” She took down a loaf and tore off a chunk, cramming it into her mouth. She winced and touched a hand to her jaw. “Shog that hurts. Bloody cock-sucker.”
“Rhiannon!” Shader stood and closed the door. “This is a—”
“A templum? Yeah, I know. I’m the one in the poxy alb. What, you don’t like the swearing? Not Nousian enough for you? Least I don’t go round with a couple of bloody swords strapped to my waist.”
“Fair point,” he conceded. “We are what we are, I suppose.” He crossed the room and hovered at her shoulder.
“Lame,” Rhiannon grunted, spraying him with crumbs.
Shader made a show of wiping them from his face, doing his best to look stern.
Rhiannon’s lip showed the barest curl at the edge, and then she guffawed, bent double and clamped her hands over her mouth to stop the bread from spewing out. Shader chuckled, feeling some of the tension leave him, but when Rhiannon straightened up her face was streaming with tears. He felt an urge to hold her to him, to ease away her pain; to reconnect with whatever it was they’d lost; but as he leaned towards her she flinched.
“I’m sorry.” He backed away. “I was only—”
“He stabbed him, Deacon.” She held onto the edge of the table for support. “Gaston stabbed him … Dad … a sword in his chest.”
Shader sat back down. “Yeffrik? Gaston…?”
Rhiannon nodded and returned to her seat.
Shader put a hand over his eyes and tried to think, but nothing was making much sense. The idea sounded crazy: Gaston killed Yeffrik…with the sword Shader had given him? Barek hadn’t said anything about… Shader grimaced. He’d not exactly given the lad a chance.
“How is your mom taking…?”
Rhiannon shook her head, her chin trembling with the effort to hold back more tears, to stop her from breaking down completely.
“Is she…?”
“Someone hit her.” Rhiannon’s voice was shrill, like a distraught child’s. “Might’ve been Elgin. She fell. There was blood…” She indicated her mouth with her forefinger. “Gaston tried to blame Elias.” She looked at Shader like she wanted to make sure he believed her. “Tried to blame him for what he did to me. Dad didn’t believe him; went for him.”
Shader slammed his fist against the table. The skin of his face was stretched taut and his head was starting to pound.
“You mustn’t fight him.” Rhiannon put her hand on top of his. “We’re Nousian, remember. Please tell me I haven’t done this for nothing.”
Shader almost scoffed at that. He might have been a Nousian, but he was no luminary. He doubted his anger could be contained by any impossible ideas of forgiveness. Gaston was going to die for this; more than that, he was going to suffer. “Rapists don’t deserve second chances,” he said through gritted teeth. “And neither do murderers. He’s not walking away from this.”
“You can’t kill him.” Rhiannon gripped his hand so tightly her nails pierced the skin, drawing blood.
“It’s what you do to evil.” Shader pulled his hand away and licked at the scratch. “Luminary Berdini called it malicide.”
Shader winced: he’d openly condemned Berdini’s argument in Aeterna. It was the sort of justification of opposites that gave Nousianism a bad name; and it had played no small part in his decision to leave the Order. The problem was, he now realized, Berdini’s paradox was also his own: a man torn between peace and war, held together by a uniform and symbols that defined his behavior and provided the frame through which he viewed the world. It was no different to gazing at a painting and only seeing what the artist intended, the view truncated, forcing a singular perspective. Shader’s frame was obviously rotting, he thought, the painting spilling beyond the edges to where everything was that much more uncertain.
“Bullcrap.” Rhiannon glared at him. “Besides, there’s no time for pissing around with Gaston flaming Rayn.”
“Rhiannon!” Shader couldn’t believe the language she was using, especially with her sitting there in the white alb of a postulant.
“Will you shut up about my swearing! I couldn’t give a damn if these dried up shogging prunes hear me. My brother’s missing, don’t you see? My little Sammy!” The tears were flowing unchecked now, her eyes wide and pleading.
Shader stood, hands resting on the table. What was it Barek had said? Huntsman had him. Surely the Dreamer wouldn’t have… “I’ll find a horse,” he said. “Go look for them. You coming?”
Another voice answered: a male voice, deep and thickly accented. “No need. Boy is close by.”
Shader started and half drew the gladius, backing away from the table. Rhiannon was staring at a large spider by her feet. It had a smooth, segmented body and long legs twisted forward like a crab’s. The air about the spider shimmered and the creature began to grow, thrashing and warping until it attained the stature and form of a man—a dusky skinned man in a cloak of feathers, his nose pierced with bones.
“Huntsman!” Shader slid the gladius all the way out of its scabbard.
The Dreamer made a claw of his left hand and held it before Shader’s face, fixing him with an unblinking stare. His eyes swirled like yellowish whirlpools and Shader felt a compulsion rising up from the depths of his mind and forcing him to re-sheathe the sword.
“It was not my wish to frighten you.” Huntsman lowered his hand and perched on the edge of the table. “I follow you here.” He swiveled his head to take in Rhiannon. “I came to say sorry, and to tell you boy is safe.”
“Sammy?” Rhiannon shoved her chair back and stood. “Where is he?”
“Near,” Huntsman said. “But not for long. There is somewhere I must take him.”
Rhiannon came round the table at him. “You bring him here, right now!”
Huntsman didn’t flinch; he merely eyed her calmly as if he considered her something of a curiosity, but not interesting enough to hold his attention. He switched his gaze back to Shader. “Eingana is safe?”
Shader felt the statue in his pocket shudder in response.
Huntsman gave the slightest of nods then faced Rhiannon. “I am sorry you suffer for her sake. Know this, though, it was bald Clever Man, not Eingana, who told me you must not be joined.”
“What?” Shader almost spat the word. “Aristodeus planned this?” He looked from Huntsman to Rhiannon, noting how she turned away. “You knew?”
“Only what he told me.” She indicated Huntsman with a jab of her thumb. “But he never said anything about Aristodeus. He made me swear not to say a word about it. Said there was too much at stake. Otherwise I’d have told you. You have to believe me, Deacon. This isn’t … isn’t what I…”
Shader clenched his fists, turning from side to side in the need to find something to hit. Suddenly, his hand snaked out and grabbed Huntsman by the throat.
“You did this, Dreamer. Why?”
Huntsman’s hand came up, the fingers once more curling into a claw, but Shader was ready. He slammed it to the table and held the wrist tight, all the while choking the Dreamer with his other hand. Huntsman’s eyes were bulging and drool trickled from his mouth.
“Deacon!” Rhiannon placed a hand on his shoulder. “Deacon, stop. You’ll kill him.”
“Good! It’s what he deserves. Interfering … bloody … savage!”
Rhiannon’s grip grew firmer. “But Sammy. He knows where Sammy is.”
Shader released Huntsman, shoved him so hard in the chest his head cracked against the wall.
“Not my choice,” Huntsman said hoarsely, rubbing his throat and gingerly probing the back of his head. “Bald fellah came; told me things no one should know. Said my people all die; your folk, too—all people. An enemy comes, Deacon Shader. Enemy of my gods. He hunt them for many lifetimes. Them and grandmother of my gods, Eingana. Statue you now protect.”
Shader was still lost in thoughts about Aristodeus. The more he heard about the philosopher, the more he realized he never knew him. Why keep Shader from Rhiannon? How did that benefit him? Did he see her as a distraction? An obstacle in the way of whatever he had planned? Surely it had nothing to do with sanctity, not if Aristodeus were concerned.
“Purity and focus,” Huntsman said, guessing his thoughts. “Makes you his secret weapon. Thinks you are our best hope.”
“Best hope for what?” Rhiannon asked, hands on her hips, breasts heaving with each intake of breath. Shader looked away.
“Keeping back dark.” Huntsman’s pupils narrowed to slits.
“And you,” Shader said. “What do you think?”
Huntsman pulled his cloak around him like a cocoon. “At first I believe him. My gods have hidden in fear of this enemy for a long time. What they feel, I also feel, and bald one played upon this fear. He means well, but acts like a god. He tries to squeeze all worlds into his head and one day his head crack like a nut. Other powers there are, powers he cannot control. Not even enemy control them. Not yet.”
Rhiannon sat down, her eyes flicking between Shader and Huntsman. “What enemy?” she said. “Who is it?”
Huntsman pressed his finger-tips together beneath his nose. “Sektis Gandaw.”
Shader laughed. “The Technocrat of the Old World? I’d sooner believe his former master, Otto Blightey, had recovered from the bloody nose we gave him at Trajinot and was up to his old tricks again. Sektis Gandaw died at the Reckoning. You of all people should know that.”
Huntsman’s eyes lost their focus. “He disappeared, not died. I stopped him killing my people. Caused Reckoning, ended time of Ancients with power you now protect. Power he has always wanted. Power he would use to end all things.”
Shader’s heart was thumping, his breathing shallow and rapid.
“I had to do it,” Huntsman continued. “My people… My…” He shook himself, brought his gaze back to Shader. “He will unweave all worlds. Become his own god. He fled Reckoning, but my gods knew where. It was once their home. Sektis Gandaw survives in Dreaming, but he has eyes and ears in this world.”
“Aristodeus is using me to stop Sektis Gandaw?” Shader said, his scalp burning, head starting to throb.
Huntsman considered him for a moment. “Tried once himself, he says. Tried and failed. Now he tries through you, but this…” He waved a hand to take in Rhiannon. “…not part of plan. Says he saw you slain; saw all worlds lost. Must be pure, he say, must have focus.”
Shader felt a curtain of blackness fall over his vision. He swayed, heard the sound of a chair moving, and then felt Rhiannon’s arms about him, holding him up.
“What if we tell him to go shog himself?” Rhiannon said. “What if we refuse?”
Huntsman ignored the question. “He walks through time that one; speaks in riddles. I look for his spirit and see nothing. My gods say he lost in Abyss, but what they mean by this I do not know.”
Rhiannon guided Shader into a chair where he sat with his head in his hands.
“He is right to want Gandaw stopped,” Huntsman said, “but other powers, older and darker, play with him—play with us all. Eingana is goddess of higher place. My people believe she holds all in existence with a sinew of her flesh. She is mother of life and bringer of death. All depends on how power is used. Gandaw seeks statue. With it, he will unmake worlds, but even he is an insect compared to powers that move him.”
“The Demiurgos?” Shader asked, looking blankly at the Dreamer.
Huntsman shrugged. “Perhaps. It is more than I see. My gods teach us songs of children falling from darkness. Three children, they say: serpent, light and shadow—Demiurgos who made Abyss from his own mind.”
“Whose children?” Shader asked. “Ain’s? Nous’s?” That’s how the myth went.
Huntsman sniffed. “Maybe some truth there. Maybe only half truth. Even my gods cannot see other side of darkness.”
“This is bullshit,” Rhiannon said. “Fairy stories we can do shog-all about. Just tell me where Sammy is and bugger off back where you came from.”
“You will see him soon,” Huntsman said, and before anyone could react he vanished, leaving a spider scuttling across the floor under the table. Rhiannon tried to give chase, but the spider was too quick, disappearing through a crack in the wall.
“Great,” Rhiannon said. “Shogging great! Now what do we do?”
Shader pushed himself to his feet, one hand clutching the pommel of the gladius. “What we can,” he said, feeling all their actions now had a grim inevitability about them. “What we’re best at.”
“Which is?” Rhiannon asked, crossing her arms.
“In your case, it’s masquerading as a Nousian.”
She visibly flinched at his remark and Shader knew he was being unfair, but couldn’t bring himself to apologize. He knew he should have said something about looking for Sammy, knew that’s what she needed, but it was all too much to take in. All too much.
Rhiannon’s face hardened, her eyes narrowing in a manner that told Shader she wouldn’t be forgetting this any time soon. “And what about you?”
“I’ll do what I always do,” he said, heading for the door and pausing to look over his shoulder at her. “Cut down evil wherever I find it, starting in the morning with Gaston Rayn.”



 




TO AWAKEN THE LOST
The black carriage bumped and clattered through thick forest beneath a starless sky. Must’ve been Fenrir, north of the city, but it was hard to be sure in the dark. The evening had been overcast and damp, the never ending drizzle sowing familiar seeds of melancholy in Gaston’s heart, something he’d thought was supposed to end with his conversion to Nous. It all seemed so pointless—the feud with his dad, the training with Shader, all the years of friendship with Rhiannon. Now Dad was back to the ground and Mom wasn’t even talking to him. Rhiannon had … well, Gaston had… He couldn’t bear to think about it. And now Shader wanted to kill him. What was it about him? Why did everyone turn against him, sooner or later? The answer was pretty plain, he reckoned. If there was broken link in the chain that needed fixing, it was him. Always had been. If Cadman hadn’t come to pick him up from the barracks, he’d have taken to his bed, slept till the black mood passed. He’d done that a lot before Shader had turned up and given him a new sense of purpose. Hours and hours wallowing in emptiness that gnawed away at his certainties, left him feeling abandoned and good for nothing.
Cadman, sat opposite him in the carriage, tapping rhythmically at his breast pocket and saying nothing to distract Gaston from his thoughts. He merely smiled whenever Gaston looked up. It was probably meant to be reassuring, but Gaston felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickling.
Much as he hated to admit it, Gaston felt the loss of Shader like an amputated limb. For weeks he had grown elated in his company, studying the art of war alongside the Liber and finding it no paradox. If anything, it had been a remedy for his dad’s insipid Nousianism. By training his body to respond without the tardiness of thought, combat became, at its best, an expression of the bliss of spiritual unity; and by forming his mind through the practice of the knots, he’d left no room for morbid ruminations.
The perfection hadn’t always lasted, but with the disciplines of weapons practice and prayer he’d felt he was doing enough to claim the gift of salvation.
Up until the day Shader had left.
Made salvation seem a crock of shit, said his cynicism, if Shader had been willing to sacrifice it for the sake of a woman. Didn’t matter that he’d changed his mind, gone running back to the abbey. Fact was, he hadn’t fully believed. Gaston usually fought off such temptations with an increase in devotion and exercise. As head of the White Order, he couldn’t afford to let his doubts reassert themselves, erode the faith that Nous was for them, that he wouldn’t abandon them. But that threw up a whole bunch of other questions. If Nous looked after his own, why were the knights growing sick? When they’d returned from the templum, a few of them were already feverish, the first signs of swelling and discoloration visible on their skin. Was it lack of faith, or something else? Had Nous abandoned them, or had he never been there in the first place? Here, in Cadman’s carriage, the doubts seemed magnified, and the pervasive gloom outside had done nothing to bolster his defenses.
“Worried about the duel?” Cadman asked, peering over the top of his pince-nez.
Gaston’s stomach twisted, and his heart deflated even further, if that were possible, like a pierced water-skin.
“What’s to worry about?” He did his best to make it sound like he wasn’t bothered. “Shader’s older, slower, and unfocused. He taught me well, but I’ve outgrown him.”
“That’s the spirit.” Cadman reached forward and patted him on the knee. “Time for the pupil to put the master in his place, eh?” A pensive expression came over Cadman’s face and he seemed to wince. Gaston shot him a questioning look, but Cadman just sighed. Then he threw his hands up and beamed as the carriage stopped dead.
“Come,” Cadman said, opening the door and clambering down.
Gaston followed him outside, but could see little besides the outline of the driver sitting stoically beneath the dark covering of night, tall hat like a burned-out chimney.
Cadman led the way through gnarled and knotted trees, branches swaying, reaching, jabbing; leaves rustling, rain running off them like tears. Pushing through thick gorse they came to an enormous dome-shaped mound in the heart of the forest. Cadman wandered around its perimeter, bending down to examine patches of the grassy surface, poking and prodding.
“Eureka!” he said with a clap of his pudgy hands. “Driver!” he hollered through the trees. “Be a good chap and bring a spade.” He beckoned for Gaston to come take a look.
It all appeared the same to Gaston. He put his hand over the area Cadman indicated, but the grass there was just as slick as the rest, the mud soft and loamy. He pushed a finger into the surface, got it as far as the second knuckle, and struck something hard. Cadman was breathing down his neck, put his head over Gaston’s shoulder.
“That, my dear Gaston, is the way in.”
It seemed like metal Gaston was touching. Vibrating metal that sent tiny shocks along his finger. A branch snapped somewhere behind. Gaston almost swallowed his heart and spun away from the mound. Cadman put a hand on his arm and led him to one side. The driver was trudging towards them, a shovel over his shoulder.
“Here,” Cadman said, pointing, before flipping open a metal case, counting the cigarettes inside, and returning it to his pocket.
The driver removed his hat, set it on the ground. Gaston gasped and tried to step back, but Cadman draped an arm around him and gave him a fatherly squeeze. The skin of the driver’s face was waxy and pale, his scalp threaded with lank hair and pocked with hives and blisters. There was a wide cavity at the back of his skull, and through it Gaston caught a glimpse of something moist and spongy. The man, or whatever he was, thrust the spade into the base of the mound and set to work.
Gaston saw a fleeting movement out of the corner of his eye. He shuddered and tried to focus on the driver, who was throwing up great clods of soil at an alarming rate.
Cadman released Gaston and tapped the cigarette case through his breast pocket, as if he were thinking of taking it out for a recount. “What I am about to show you has remained hidden for countless years, centuries even. Remember the Lost?”
Gaston nodded, a chill crawling beneath his skin. Shader had told him the tale of the Elect, the Ipsissimus’s elite corps, who had been sent to aid the Abbey of Pardes against the mawgs over five hundred years ago.
“Well, now they’ve been found. Actually, they were never really lost at all, not in the sense of being misplaced like a favorite hat or a front door key.”
“They ran into something evil and vanished from history,” Gaston said.
“Not so, not so.” Cadman produced a shiny metal device from his pocket and flipped open the top, thumb pressing down with an answering click. A feeble flame sparked up and died, sparked and died, sparked and died. “Not really smoking weather.” Cadman snapped the lid shut and gave a world-weary sigh. “It’s like a Britannish summer: utterly miserable. Still, mustn’t give in, eh? Have to stay cheerful.”
Gaston glimpsed another movement in his peripheral vision. He didn’t dare look, but sensed an icy presence come to rest behind him. Cadman’s eyes darted fleetingly in that direction before he continued.
“Things are not always as they seem, Gaston. Take me, for example. How old would you say I am?”
Gaston shrugged. “Fifty? Sixty?”
“Twenty times that, at the very least,” Cadman replied, his form withering, dissolving as he spoke. Flesh melted away, leaving leathery strips hanging from a mottled skeleton, and Cadman’s fine clothes gave way to tattered robes dappled with mildew.
Gaston gagged and took a step back. Something cold touched his shoulder and he turned to see ember eyes glaring at him from the slit of a great helm. Where the body should have been, a coil of black mist twisted like a corkscrew, coalescing into the form of a tall man in a yellowish-white surcoat above rusty mail, a faded red Monas just visible on the breast.
“Remain still,” it hissed.
“You have nothing to fear from us, Gaston,” the creature that had been Cadman said in a grating voice. “I wish only to show you how appearances can be deceptive. History, too, can deceive us, for it is seldom written without bias. The Lost did not fall prey to evil, they served it. Their mission to Sahul afforded them the opportunity to flee from that evil, but they underestimated the reach of the Ipsissimus’s malevolence. Isn’t that right, Callixus?”
The wraith paused before answering, and when it spoke the words were carefully measured. “My knights and I were damned for failing to carry out the Ipsissimus’s command. We were cursed to an eternity of undeath beneath this very barrow.”
“Indeed,” Cadman said. “You see, Gaston, we have the Lost to thank for the fact that Sahul isn’t just another part of Nousia.”
“The Ipsissimus sent the Elect to aid Pardes,” Gaston said, “not to spearhead the conquest of Sahul.” His mind was reeling with the consequences of believing what he was hearing. Cadman had to be lying, otherwise what did that say about Shader and the White Order? What did it say about Dad? Gaston himself? He winced as his mind replayed what he’d done to Rhiannon; the attack on the imperial troops outside Sarum. By their fruit you will recognize them, it said in the Liber. Was the Templum condemned by its own scriptures? The Ipsissimus a tool of the Demiurgos?
“He is the Father of Lies,” Cadman said, jaw clacking, empty eye-sockets boring into Gaston, pleading for understanding; demanding it. “Why do you think the emperor fears the Templum so much? He knows what the Ipsissimus is planning.”
“The emperor’s a paranoid nut,” Gaston said. “Everyone knows that.”
“But where did that rumor start?” Cadman held up a bony finger. “Ask yourself, my dear Gaston, why it is that the priests of the Templum of the Knot suffer no ill effects from the plague and yet even your own knights, who would no doubt be considered heretics by Aeterna, grow sick. And let’s not forget your founder, the great and holy Deacon Shader, who would have discarded his vows for the flesh of a woman. How deeply do you think he could have held his convictions? You will have noticed, too, that Shader bares no buboes, no putrid sores, no hacking cough. Where do you think this plague comes from? Could it be that Hagalle’s not quite so paranoid after all?”
“What is it you want?” Gaston asked, head pounding, thoughts breaking up like waves over rocks.
“I want to free you, Gaston, from the deceptions of the evil one.”
“You … can … trust the Doctor,” the wraith whispered, voice harsh with effort. “He … rescued me … from this tomb. He will awaken … awaken my knights.” Callixus lost some of his substance, and the glare faded from his eyes.
“Callixus is right,” Cadman said. “I have revealed this to you—” He indicated his decomposing body. “—to show that I hold no secrets. This is as I am, afflicted by the Ipsissimus’s curse. It was envy that drove him to treat me so, for I discovered that which his vile religion was impotent to bestow: immortality.”
“You are immortal?” Gaston asked, thoughts racing with too many questions; hopes and fears mixing, separating, mixing again.
“Thanks to the Reckoning. I would have remained perfect of body also were it not for the curse of that evil hierophant lurking at the heart of Nousia.” Cadman gripped Gaston’s shoulders with skeletal fingers. “I can grant you this same gift of immortality, real eternal life and not just some poetic promise that will amount to nothing but decay and oblivion. All I ask in return is that you aid me in my work.”
“What work?” Snatches of past conversations, the words of scripture, faces, feelings, regrets—so many regrets—swirled around Gaston’s mind in a whirlpool of confusion.
“I seek the power behind the Reckoning: the Statue of Eingana. Already I have two of its components. The others, I fear, are in the hands of the servants of the evil one. Gaston, if we can reassemble the statue, we can dispel this curse of the Ipsissimus’s and enjoy the true gift of immortality of the flesh. This is what the ancient Paters meant by the resurrection of the body. This! Not the diluted half-truths offered by the creature who now sits on the throne of Aeterna.”
“I don’t know,” Gaston said, reeling with everything he’d heard. He felt like the world had tipped on its axis; like he’d just been struck by lightning. “I need to think.”
“And so you shall, my friend, for the choice must be yours. I will not sink to the methods of enticement employed by so-called Nousians. First, however, will you accompany us into this barrow, seeing as my driver has finished digging?”
The driver had opened up a hole in the side of the hill that was just about large enough for Cadman’s skeletal frame to duck down and scuttle through. Gaston followed at a crouch, but Callixus’s ghostly body merely glided through the mound as if it weren’t there. Once inside, there was more headroom, but it was black as the grave. They stood upon a hard, ungiving floor, the air dank and dusty. Gaston heard a click, and the patch of floor immediately in front of them was illuminated. Cadman was holding a slender tube that shone with the glow of a hundred candles, revealing badly subsided flagstones with veins of silver glinting through the cracks. In response to Gaston’s bemused look, he shrugged and aimed the light at the walls and ceiling.
“I’m surprised it still works. I’ve had it for an eternity. You just can’t get craftsmanship like this anymore.”
They were in a smooth-walled corridor with a peeling fresco of sigils and words in a script Gaston didn’t recognize. Cadman looked as if he were about to explain, but then thought better of it and motioned Gaston further along the corridor until they reached an intersection. Ignoring the continuing tunnel and its off-shoots, Cadman took a couple of careful steps backwards, muttered something under his breath, and then let out a hiss of satisfaction as the floor before him parted to reveal a spiraling metal stairwell.
“This is the way,” he said with a joviality that would have better suited his fat form. “The ground level is for the uninvited—grave robbers, and worse. You wouldn’t want to be wandering around it by yourself, believe me. Pits and spikes, gas and darts. You name it, you’ll find it. Whole level’s a veritable death-trap.”
“What is this place?” Gaston asked, shuddering at the thought of going down the stairs.
“Once a kind of ship,” Cadman said. “But now a sort of warehouse, preserving that which I hold most dear. It’s been somewhat redundant these past few centuries but does make an excellent—what would you say, Callixus? Barracks? Tomb?”
Callixus didn’t reply, but his spectral body rippled as they began the steep and winding descent.
The bare bones of Cadman’s feet clattered and scraped on the narrow steps, followed by the resounding clang of Gaston’s boots. Callixus made no sound, but drifted like a dark cloud, his fiery eyes glowing brighter with anticipation. The further they descended, the thicker the cobwebs grew, clogged with chips of masonry and the husks of tiny insects. Cadman’s strange lantern illuminated only the three or four feet before him. To the rear, except for the burning coals of Callixus’s eyes, Gaston could make out nothing but impenetrable darkness. And so he followed Cadman deeper and deeper beneath the earth, feeling every bit like a lamb led to the slaughter, but not really having much choice, the way he saw it. He shuddered to think what would become of him if he refused to go on, and besides, his curiosity was aroused. He needed to see this for himself; and he needed some time to think about all that Cadman had told him.
The stairwell wound downwards forever. Gaston’s knees ached and his heart thumped, either from the effort or his mounting fear. Finally, they reached a tunnel of polished silver so shiny their reflections followed them along the walls, ceiling, and floor. They rounded a dogleg and Cadman stopped, shining his glowing cylinder on a door-sized panel. He raised a bony hand to a small rectangular protrusion and slid it across to reveal rows of numbered black studs. He tapped in a sequence and exhaled with relief as the metal door emitted a rush of air and rose.
It opened onto an immense black-metal cavern filled with gently swirling mist that was backlit by a bluish glow. Within the mist, wreathed in its tendrils, Gaston saw the shadowy forms of mounted knights, swords drawn, horses rearing or in mid-turn. He gasped as he took in the sheer size of the chamber and the army it housed. Ain, there had to be at least two hundred men and horses.
Cadman led him up close to a rider and shone his lantern on it. The armor was intact, but brittle and rusted, the once white cloak encrusted with age. The horse beneath the knight was little more than a skeleton held together by rotting ligaments. Cadman reached up and gently pulled the rider towards him so that he could raise its visor. All that remained of the knight’s face was a brownish skull with empty cavities where once there had been eyes. Gaston was startled by a low groan and turned to see that it had come from Callixus.
“Don’t worry, my friend,” Cadman said, “all will be well. With these pieces of the Statue of Eingana I have enough power to raise the entire force. You must believe me when I say I would have done so before, but I lacked the means.”
Callixus said nothing, so Cadman continued.
“It has been all I could do to maintain my fleshly form and stave off death these past few centuries. The residue of magic left in the wake of the Reckoning has greatly diminished. If I could have brought back your knights sooner, I would have.”
Callixus nodded but Gaston thought it was a sinister gesture, full of foreboding.
Cadman took two glowing amber pieces from his pocket. “You will excuse me,” he said to Gaston, “but what I am about to do requires a great deal of concentration. It’s not enough to simply will these things. The necromantic arts go somewhat against the natural bias of Eingana.”
Cadman laid the pieces on the floor, produced a piece of chalk from his tattered garments, and began to draw complex symbols on the flagstones. After some minutes, he stood and walked to the edge of the chamber, where he proceeded to draw a vast triangle about the knights. When he’d finished, he collected the pieces from the center and gestured Gaston and Callixus to the outside of the triangle. Holding the amber pieces aloft, he began to chant in a low, sonorous voice that echoed about the walls to the accompaniment of a chilling sibilance. Reddish light spread through the chamber, emanating from the eye sockets of the mounted skeletons. Slowly, painfully it seemed, joints that can’t have been used for centuries began to creak and move.
Gaston was transfixed, horribly fascinated by the jerky animation, the cracking of dry bones, the squeaking links of ancient armor. A rumbling sound started, and the entire chamber began to shake. The noise rose in pitch and volume, whining and growling, the floor pitching, walls shuddering. Within a matter of moments, the room stilled and the noise whirred softly into silence.
Cadman walked to the center of the milling skeletal horses, the pieces of amber like molten lava in his hands. “Welcome back,” he said, “my knights of the Lost.”
The riders turned their helmeted heads towards Callixus, who merely nodded.
Cadman suddenly bent double and thrust the amber pieces into the tatters of his robe. He looked frantically from side to side, as if he expected to be struck at any moment. Slowly, vertebra by vertebra, he straightened up and sidled closer to Callixus, moving together with him through the ranks of the knights until he stood before the wall opposite the stairwell. He ran his hand over the surface and located a concealed panel. Thrusting it inwards and twisting, he stood back as a crack appeared in the center of the wall and parted with a hiss to reveal a ramp leading down to the dark woodland beyond. Gaston followed Cadman outside.
The burial mound had gone, replaced by an enormous black dome that jutted from the ground, its surface flecked with sparkling green, great piles of freshly dislodged earth around its base. He was about to ask for an explanation when a terrific clatter came from back within the dome. Cadman pulled him to one side, claw-like fingers digging into Gaston’s flesh. Callixus emerged and drifted down the ramp, a deafening wall of sound following as the knights of the Lost returned to the world of the living.




 




REJUVENATION
Ipsissimus Theodore eased himself onto a stool, throat burning with bile, lungs pained from the prolonged coughing fit. Spots of bright crimson stained his white vestments, and the stench of decay filled his nostrils. He knew he didn’t have long until the consumption killed him and yet there were weeks to go until the fleet reached Sahul. He wished he could just give in, let the illness take him, send him on his way to a new and enduring life, but the timing was wrong. He needed to reach Sahul, although he was not quite sure why. Eingana wanted him there, he assumed. Whatever that meant.
Of course, there were other possibilities—he’d considered them all. One of the advantages of being at sea—probably the only advantage—was that he had some respite from the endless meetings, services, visits, blessings; the infighting. Ain only knew what headway Exemptus Silvanus and his supporters were making in Theodore’s absence. But at least he was out of it for now, free to spend as much time as he needed in prayer and discernment. Eingana: a snake goddess worshipped by the Dreamers. Theodore ran his thumb over the amber eye of his pectoral Monas. An angel or a demon in the mythology of the Templum. Some said she was one of the children of Nous, but Liber scholars for once agreed that this was a later interpolation. Either she was from Ain or the Demiurgos. How could you tell? How could you know what action to take? What was it Luminary Narcus used to say about such things? If they are from Ain, ignore them: Ain has other ways and means of seeing his will done. If they are from the Demiurgos, ignore them: they are deceptions designed to trap the soul. And if they should come from the self, still ignore them: they are either wishful thinking or unacknowledged manipulations, manifestations of the human inclination to control, to be master of all things. The human desire to be Ain.
Theodore’s chest tightened and he bent double, coughing into his fist. He retched, nausea rising in a relentless press until finally the blockage shifted and he was left staring at a viscous clot of blood covering his hand.
The desire to be Ain. Wasn’t that everybody’s dream, really, when you broke it down—all the prayers, meditations, the wars, the … political maneuvering at the heart of the Templum? Was it such a bad thing, to be in absolute control of one’s environment? In control of one’s own life, free from fear, free from decay … free from suffering?
Even now he could feel the weight of the amber eye staring from the head of the Monas. It had grown heavier the further they sailed from Aeterna, the nearer they came to Sahul. It was not an entirely uncomfortable heaviness. It was rather as if it were trying to draw attention to itself. As he pondered the Monas’s single eye, Theodore thought he saw a spark within. He looked closer and the amber began to glow.
“What is it? What are you trying to tell me?”
The eye brightened, as if it housed a miniature sun. The golden Monas encasing it started to vibrate.
“Power,” Theodore whispered. He had felt power from the Monas before, but this time it seemed like it was goading him—or encouraging him.
Theodore frowned and placed his right hand over the Monas. Huntsman had warned him about this; warned him not to use the eye. Someone, or something, might be drawn to its power, he used to say, but then at their last meeting he’d been more direct: Sektis Gandaw, the infamous Technocrat who’d had an iron grip over most of the world back before the Reckoning. Probably been as close to becoming Ain as anyone had got either before or since. Closer even than Blightey. Was it Sektis Gandaw who’d been invading his dreams, or was it some as yet unrevealed horror? The Demiurgos, perhaps? Theodore allowed himself a wry smile at that. Or maybe it was just his own mind, deluded by sickness, seeking a heroic struggle for what was, to all intents and purposes, entirely mundane. There was nothing particularly heroic about rotting away from the inside, in spite of what the Paters would have you believe.
The eye pulsed rapidly, its light blinding. Theodore shut his eyes, feeling sharp stabs of heat in his brain. Stabs that became a gentle warmth melting away all doubt and indecision, driving away confusion and granting him perfect clarity. The eye wanted him to live—needed him to live—he knew that now. It was offering to cure him, to give him the strength to go on, to reach Sahul and whatever Ain had in mind for him. And it was Ain, he understood on some deeper level. He was sure of it. Glad of it, too. Relieved he could be the instrument of his lord and not have to rely on his own imperfect judgment.
Theodore made a fist around the Monas, sighed, and permitted the healing. The relief was sublime. He hadn’t appreciated just how much his body had suffered. Tears dampened his face, and he inhaled a great rush of air with lungs that no longer burned. Salty air. Sea air. Even his limbs felt looser, free of rheumatic pain and tension. He rose from the stool, without the usual accompanying moment of dizziness, and began to search for a mirror. He became so frantic to see what had happened to him that he called out for help.
“Ipsissimus?” Exemptus Cane burst into the cabin, bleary-eyed and disheveled, looking like he’d just risen from the grave. It was odd seeing him in a stripy nightshirt that clung to his rolls of fat. “What is it? Nous almighty!” Cane exclaimed, and then blanched as Theodore gave him a withering look.
“A mirror! Fetch me a mirror!”
“A mirror? But…”
Theodore shoved him out into the corridor. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what a mirror is. I’ve been in your cabin, Exemptus. The place is full of them.”
Cane hurried next door to his own quarters and returned with a silver-framed hand mirror. Snatching it from him, Theodore looked and gasped. Gone was the weazened face, deathly with its ashen pallor, to be replaced with a visage of vibrant youth. Only his eyes held a hint that he was older, wiser than his rejuvenated body might suggest.
“Forgive me, Ipsissimus,” Cane said, “but what has happened to you?”
“Not now, Exemptus, not now.” Theodore waved him away and shut his eyes with relief when the door closed.
He needed time to accept what had happened before he could attempt an explanation for the benefit of others. He sat once more upon the stool and looked at the now dull eye of the Monas. He remained there, lost in thought for a while until he was startled by a shrill, unearthly shriek that seemed to come from beyond the stars.
Theodore shuddered and wondered whether he had just made a mistake, the newfound certainty falling away like snow melting from a rooftop. Time will tell, he thought as he left the cabin for fresh air and the open sea.




 




CONFESSION
The knights had been dead, brittle with decay, rotted down to the bone from centuries locked in their unearthly tomb, and yet Cadman had raised them to some sort of new life. They had moved—slowly and jerkily at first, but then with greater ease. Ain, they’d even ridden from the mound, or ship, or whatever it was. All under Cadman’s power, but Gaston couldn’t think of them as resurrected, not in the Nousian sense; their bodies lacked the perfection and luminosity promised by the Paters. Was this the immortality Cadman offered, a grisly parody of life, the animation of corpses directed by his will? Could the knights even think for themselves? Did they know who they were anymore? Did they remember their loved ones, long-since gone back to the ground? Callixus seemed sentient enough, and yet there was nothing much human about him. And Cadman himself, stripped of his illusion, was hardly more than a skeleton.
Gaston crossed his arms over his chest, shivering at the unnatural coldness that seemed to radiate from within. He felt like he was holding together a ripped and sodden paper sack in a desperate attempt to stop the last sorry scraps of faith from leaking out.
Unable to sleep, he wrapped his white cloak about his shoulders, fastened his sword belt, and left the spartan confines of the barracks. The other buildings were in darkness as he emerged, the rest of the knights sleeping, apart from the sentries around the perimeter wall. He passed the infirmary on his way to the stables and heard the coughing and groaning of those who’d been infected by the plague. He still couldn’t understand why they’d grown sick whilst the priests were immune? Did they not also serve Ain? Maybe Shader had been right all along: maybe Ain was a god of peace who would not tolerate violence in his name. If that were the case, Gaston thought, allowing himself to indulge the anger that he’d been suppressing since Shader had buggered off to Aeterna, why had Shader passed on his own problems to the White Order? It seemed he understood the contradiction at the heart of his own vocation, but was powerless to do anything about it. That made him a victim, as far as Gaston was concerned, unworthy of teaching others.
If Gaston had learnt anything these past few days, it was that Shader had betrayed him—betrayed them all. With the right mentor, Gaston could have become a “Friend of Ain”, like his father had been. He could handle the devotions and the mortifications, and without Shader’s influence he could have avoided the conflict the dual roles of Nousian and knight had brought. It was starting to look like Dad’s advice had been right after all. If Gaston had listened to him and not Shader, things might have turned out differently.
He stopped himself there, before he followed the train of thought to its conclusion. His faith might be dwindling, but he still had his honor, and that told him it was unfair to blame Shader for the attack on the imperial troops; and not just them either. As much as he wanted to shed the guilt of what he’d done to Rhiannon, he couldn’t lay it on Shader. The man might have been a charlatan, but Gaston wouldn’t make him a scapegoat. If there was one thing Bovis Rayn had taught his son, it was that he was responsible for his own actions, no excuses. That, and the fact that no sin is beyond Ain’s forgiveness. Perhaps if Dad had still been alive … if that shogging Sicarii hadn’t put him in the ground…
Reaching the stables, he saddled the white mare and rode for the main gate of the enclosure. Darik Yonas, on sentry duty, snapped to attention.
“Master Rayn?”
Gaston wanted to sneer at the title, but Darik was a good lad and deserved better. Wasn’t his fault if Gaston didn’t deserve his respect. “Can’t sleep, Darik. I’m gonna ride around the city for a while.”
“I wouldn’t advise it, sir.” Darik peered beyond the gate. “I hear things out there in the dark.”
Gaston could see nothing; the dark was as absolute and impenetrable as anything he might expect to find in the Void.
“If there’s anything lurking out there—” He patted the pommel of his sword. “—then it’s in for a surprise. Open the gate.”
He rode out into the pitch blackness of Sarum, the clopping of the mare’s hooves a challenge to the silent streets. His eyes were drawn to the waning moon hanging like a fragment of bone amidst clusters of glistening stars—pinpricks of silvery light from Araboth that illuminated his way along road after deserted road. Once or twice he stopped the horse, convinced something was following him. He couldn’t be sure if he’d heard the padding of feet or just the echo of his own progress. He rode aimlessly, breathing in the night air, scarcely a thought in his head. Gradually, though, he began to recognize buildings and street names. Maybe it was just unconscious, or maybe the horse was merely retracing her steps, but Gaston suspected the hand of Ain was guiding him as he made his way inexorably towards the Templum of the Knot.
Dismounting at the entrance to the Domus Tyalae, he tethered the horse to a tree and continued on foot until he reached the templum. Scouting the exterior, he came upon the residential block, but there was no light from within. He paused for a moment to consider whether to awaken the priests, but decided to come back in the morning. As he turned to leave, a figure emerged from the shadows.
“What art thou doing here, boy? Thought thou wouldst have learnt thy lesson earlier.”
It was a gruff voice, deep and uncompromising. Gaston had heard it before, when he’d walked away from the confrontation with Shader, but he’d been too ashamed to turn around and look.
Squinting through the darkness, he could just about make out a thickset but short figure with a long braided beard and eyes that glinted dangerously in the moonlight. The man was cloaked in white and leaning on an immense war hammer. Gaston’s fingers twitched above the pommel of his sword, his heartbeat thumping in his ears. He slowed his breathing, tried to relax his shoulders.
“I’m Gaston Rayn, Master of the White Order.” Darik’s term, but it would have to do.
“I know who thou art, boy, but that was not my question. Why art thou skulking around the templum at this hour? Having second thoughts about the duel? Didst thou think to end it before it has started?”
“What?” Gaston half drew his sword, but the dwarf didn’t flinch. “Are you calling me a cutthroat?” He knew he was overreacting, but he couldn’t help it. “Do you really think I’d stoop to murder?” Isn’t that what that bastard Shadrak had done to his dad? “Stick around till morning, mate, and then you’ll see I don’t need to sneak around at night to get the job done. Now get out of my way. I need to see Mater Ioana.”
Gaston tried to step past, but the dwarf moved to intercept him. His head only came up to Gaston’s shoulders but there was something about him that made Gaston pause. The dwarf looked rooted to the spot, an immovable object that might just as well have been carved from granite.
“I am Maldark, known as the Fallen. The only way thou shalt see Mater is through me.”
“Shog … off,” Gaston said through gritted teeth, “or you’re about to get a whole lot shorter.” He drew his sword further from its scabbard, let the dwarf see the glint of steel.
Maldark stood his ground, completely unperturbed by Gaston’s bluster. Normally people would back down when he raised his voice, and if they’d seen him in action with a sword they’d think twice about confronting him. Gaston felt his cheek twitching and put his hand to his face to stop the dwarf from seeing. Without warning, Maldark hefted the war-hammer to his shoulder and Gaston stepped away.
“I’ll take thee to her,” Maldark said.
“Don’t bother.” Gaston turned to leave.
“I’ll take thee to her now.” Maldark slapped the hammer haft into his palm and glowered.
Gaston forced himself to relax. He was afraid of no man, but there was something about the dwarf that unnerved him, a self-assurance that didn’t allow for any possibility of doubt. No boasting, no threats. Just a dreadful certainty that if Gaston didn’t do as he was told, he’d have as much chance as a baby in a croc-infested creek. He lowered his head and nodded, letting the sword slip back into its scabbard.
Maldark led Gaston to the main door of the residences. “Wait here,” he said, before going inside and shutting the door.
After a few moments Gaston could hear the murmur of voices and then saw the soft glow of candlelight dancing past the windows. The door opened again and Mater Ioana stood there in a white gown, her shaven head reflecting the yellow flame of the candle she carried. She studied him like a surgeon examining a wound, the barest suggestion of a frown tugging at the corner of her mouth.
“My, you have been in the wars, haven’t you? You’d better come in. Can’t have you staggering around with all that weight on your shoulders.”
Gaston started to tremble, a wave of emotion welling up within him. He dared not speak in case he lost control.
“Come along, Gaston.” Ioana held the door open for him.
Maldark was lurking just inside, a sullen expression on his face. He made as if to follow them, but Ioana waved him away before leading Gaston along the main corridor, past six or seven closed doors, and into a small chamber at the end. She touched her candle flame to the wicks of three votive lights, their warm, flickering glow revealing the blues and reds of the stained glass windows flanking a simple altar, and glinting from the surface of the gilt Monas that stood upon it.
She drew up a couple of chairs, but Gaston threw himself to his knees before the altar, tears already spilling down his cheeks. Tears of shame. Tears of release. He bowed his head, clamped his eyes shut, and began to sway.
“Mater, I have sinned.”
Ioana said nothing, but Gaston could feel her eyes upon him. A hard lump was growing in his chest, forcing him to go on.
“I’ve d-d-done things…” He hated the quavering of his voice. “Shameful things. Broken … the Admonishments; d-d-disgraced my Order.”
“We are not required to be perfect,” Ioana said. “Rules should guide, but never burden. Sometimes things happen. Nous understands. He is closer to us than we are to ourselves.”
Gaston shook his head, flaming coals threatening to burst out of his chest. “No, Mater,” his voice was a grating squeak. “I’ve done evil things.”
“Rhiannon?”
Gaston winced as if she’d struck him. He screwed his face up tight, sniffed back the snot, swallowed it. “Mater, I … I…” He couldn’t say the words. Hated himself for it. Hated his weakness.
He felt Ioana’s hand on his shoulder. She gave it a gentle squeeze, let out a sigh that might have been sympathetic, might have been disapproval. “What will you do, Gaston? How will you atone for it?”
“I c-c-can’t. Never can. She won’t… She won’t let me. Can’t let me.”
Ioana cradled his head against her shoulder. “No, Gaston, she can’t. At least not now.”
“Then what? What can I do?”
“Be gentle with yourself, Gaston. Think of all that has happened—your father. I never met him, but Soror Agna says—”
“No!” Gaston pulled away and stood. “No excuses. I d-d-didn’t come here for that.”
“Then what did you come here for?” Ioana lowered herself onto a chair and watched him with big attentive eyes.
“P-P-Penance, Mater. Please, I need a penance. Bind me to the service of Nous. I n-n-need to atone.”
Ioana nodded, her eyes still on him, but seemingly distant, focused far away. A shadow passed over her face, her demeanor suddenly that of a frightened child, or an anxious parent. “We will talk about that in the morning. After this … this business with Deacon Shader.”
If there was any “after”, Gaston thought, almost hoping there wouldn’t be.
“What else, Gaston?” Ioana’s look was pleading. “Have you confessed everything? I sense there is something else, a stain on your soul. What’s happened?”
“N-N-Nothing.” Gaston’s lips trembled as he spoke. “I’m ashamed, Mater. Ashamed of w-w-what I am, what I’ve d-d-done. Ashamed of my l-l-lack of faith.” He thought about telling her what he’d witnessed beneath the mound, what he’d discussed with Cadman, but he could barely think about it, never mind tell anyone. He prayed for the strength to confess it, to exorcise all that was troubling him, but each time he made the resolve, Rhiannon’s swollen face rose before him like an accusing ghost, telling him he didn’t deserve forgiveness. Telling him he was damned, whatever he did.
“There is remorse in your heart,” Ioana said. “Whatever you have done, Ain already knows, just as he knows how sorry you are. He is a god of forgiveness, Gaston. For Ain, all things are possible. To serve him, you only need to want to be a better person.”
Gaston already knew all that—he’d been telling himself the same thing, but it wasn’t helping. Maybe Ain could forgive him, but Rhiannon couldn’t; and what if he couldn’t forgive himself? Wouldn’t he be damned anyway?
“Mater, tell me about the resurrection,” Gaston suddenly blurted out. “What happens when we die?”
Ioana knelt beside him, her eyes closed in concentration. She gave a little sigh before she answered. “Some parts of the Liber are much older than others,” she said. “After the Reckoning, different streams merged with the Old Faith, sometimes enriching it, but more often than not muddying the true meaning.”
Gaston thought about what Cadman had said about the Ipsissimus being the Father of Lies. It was starting to sound like the Templum had fabricated great sections of the Liber to appeal to as many people as possible. That would certainly account for its rapid spread, the willingness of so many nations to accept Nousian control. But if there were a true thread running through the teachings, what kind of sick mind would bury it all in the name of temporal power?
“Resurrection is one of the most ancient teachings,” Ioana continued, “and one of the purest. Ain has promised that, at the end of time, we will be restored to bodily life just as Nous was when he appeared to the first Luminaries and gave them the original Liber.”
“But what will our bodies be like?” Gaston shuddered at the recollection of the animated corpses riding from their tomb and returning to the world. If that was resurrection…
“Tajen speaks of luminous bodies. The degree is dependent upon sanctity. Arcadine, I think it was, says that the resurrected will not have individual organs: all will be harmonized in the spirit.”
“H-H-How does he know that?” Gaston searched her face for any hint of a lie. “How do we know any of it’s true?”
Ioana shrugged. It seemed to Gaston she was on shaky ground, though she was doing her best to sound confident. As far as Gaston knew, she might indeed be confident; that was the problem: he couldn’t be sure of anything any more.
“The words of the witnesses,” Ioana said. “Faith.”
Gaston groaned. It was like beating his head against a brick wall. Why were there no clear answers?
“Faith is accepting without proof,” Ioana said. “There are no certainties, no guarantees. It’s an attitude, an orientation.”
Gaston was rocking from side to side. “B-B-But what if it’s all lies?” What if the promises of Ain had as much substance as Shader’s to the Order? What if there was no truth, no morality outside what people invented for themselves? If that were the case, then where was the harm in what Cadman was doing? And who could condemn Gaston for the things he’d done?
“What is it, Gaston? You can tell me.”
Gaston went rigid and looked at the Monas on the altar through blurry eyes. “I’ve … seen things.” His voice came out as a whisper.
Ioana rose from her chair, took hold of his face with both hands and forced him to look at her. “What kind of things?”
“The living dead.”
Ioana stepped back and rubbed the top of her head. She frowned, lost in thought for a minute, and then fixed Gaston with her gaze once more. “Does this concern your friend Dr. Cadman?”
Gaston nodded.
“What is he up to?”
“He has power over the dead. He promises me things.”
“Resurrection?”
“Immortality. He says the Ipsissimus has c-c-cursed him. Says there’s a w-w-way to lift the curse and wants my help.”
Ioana sniffed contemptuously.
“H-h-how do I know that w-w-what Cadman says isn’t true?” Gaston asked.
“What does your heart tell you?”
“In my h-h-heart there is only…” Gaston felt his face twisting into a grimace.
“Only what?”
He couldn’t say any more—if he did, he felt the admission would destroy him. Closer to the surface than it had ever been was the affliction that had clouded his life since he’d lost his dad to Nous, since his mom had followed him on the same insipid path. He tried, as he’d always tried, to evade the great emptiness opening up inside him, to distract himself from the terror of the Void. He looked at Ioana and forced a smile, but he knew by the worry on her face that she’d read his fear.
“Bow your head, Gaston,” she said in a shaky voice. “Pray for Ain’s forgiveness and I’ll grant you absolution.”
“No!” Gaston recoiled. “That’s n-n-not what I want. I d-d-don’t deserve it. I need a p-p-penance, Mater. P-P-Please.”
“As you wish,” she said, her face suddenly gray and drawn. “You may stay with us tonight, and we’ll work something out in the morning.”
Gaston nodded, and then the realization hit him. “Shader’s s-s-still here, isn’t he?”
Ioana put her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, Gaston, I didn’t think. But the offer still stands. You’ll be quite safe. He’d never abuse our hospitality.”
For a moment Gaston considered doing what Maldark had accused him of. If there was no omniscient Ain watching over his every move, why shouldn’t he just slit Shader’s throat whilst he slept? Wasn’t that the way of life? Wasn’t that what Cadman was doing, making his own rules just so he could keep all the advantages and ensure his own survival in an uncaring world? It was tempting, but Gaston couldn’t be certain of anything right now. Either Ain existed or he didn’t, but Gaston wasn’t ready to chance it. The one thing he knew for certain was that the dead could walk again, and that meant there was some possibility of continued existence after death. Ain might not be watching over him, but you could bet your life on it that Bovis Rayn was.
“If I beat him,” Gaston rose unsteadily to his feet, “we can talk about this afterwards.” He held out a hand and helped Ioana to stand. “And if not,” he continued, sounding much calmer than he felt, “I guess there’ll be nothing more to worry about.”



 




SHAMAN’S VISION
The sky was black, like sleep. Black, with no shiny crystals spread out across it for Krylyrd to learn secrets from. The jungle below was steaming, drenched with the heaviest rains of the wet. Mawg skulls on spikes set around the settlement glared angrily out at the trees, daring any intruder to cross the line of curses.
Krylyrd clawed signs in the air as he danced with wild abandon, twisting and leaping. His body was the swirling water of the reef, his breath the wind that howled and whirled, smashing down the huts as if they were made of nothing but cobwebs. He spun in ever tighter circles until he came to an abrupt standstill, every muscle taut to the point of bursting. Drool trickled from his jaws and sweat beaded his leathery torso. He bared his teeth and let out a long bloodcurdling screech in answer to the cry he’d heard from the Dreaming.
The bulk of the hive sat in silence on the tiers of sunbaked mud seats cut into a steeply banked semi-circle. They were listening for the watchers to respond; waiting in hushed awe for the master to appear.
Lightning flashed behind Krylyrd’s eyes and he screamed, throwing himself to the ground, writhing like a dying snake, before he flopped to his back and lay still.
A silvery speck flickered above him and then flared into a ball of blue flame that cast its icy glow on the seated crowd. Within the sphere, Krylyrd could see a shadowy hand, the fingers closed about something, but slowly prizing open to reveal a scene of ships at sea, white sails with a red symbol—like a man made of sticks, horns on his head. Krylyrd hissed and thrashed. He knew that symbol; he’d seen it before on the clothes of the slayer at Oakendale, the man who’d slaughtered his brothers and driven them back to the Isles. Beneath the decks of the flagship amber light shone like the sun. A hushed growling spread though the onlookers.
The sphere floated down until it touched Krylyrd’s head, sank within his skull. He began to shake, blood burning in his veins, and then sat up. His mind filled with the chattering of the winged demons about the master’s throne, row upon row of them, eyes tied to magic mirrors. He glimpsed the master, dressed in a gray tunic, pale face above, shiny knobs poking from beneath black hair and sparking with tongues of fire.
“Master,” Krylyrd barked, his tongue curling awkwardly around the word. “We heard the call of the watchers. We await your bidding.”
The master’s face was a mask of clay; even his eyes remained fixed and unfocused, as if they were made of glass. They blazed with blue light when he spoke.
“I’ve shown you what my kryeh have detected, shaman. You are still my hands and feet?”
Krylyrd nodded enthusiastically, the crowd roaring their agreement.
“Then raise the hive. Ready the ships. It’s time for the reavers to swarm.”



 




THE DUEL
Gaston awoke before sunrise, threw his cloak over the clothes he’d slept in, buckled on his sword and wandered outside to sit by the templum porch. He leaned back and listened to the birds chirping excitedly as the first ribbons of pink and purple appeared on the horizon. Calm wrapped around him like a blanket following a restful sleep—the first he’d had in a very long while. Maybe he wasn’t quite so alone as he’d believed. Maybe he could trust Ioana to guide him, see him through this bleak patch. Even the specter of his dad was feeling more like a comfort in the dawn light, and less like the horrors he’d seen beneath the mound.
Cadman’s offer had sorely tempted him, but at the same time it had inflamed his conscience, almost given it the perspective of an outsider. And what he had seen with that conscience troubled him. It had been reckless to attack the soldiers outside Sarum, but what he’d done to Rhiannon felt a whole lot worse. She’d been his friend; she’d trusted him, and he’d betrayed that trust in the worst possible way. He was almost glad Shader was going to make him pay for it. Almost, but not quite, for nothing Shader did to him could make things right.
Gaston felt a wave of nausea, an uncomfortable tightening of his stomach. What if he lost the duel? What if he was killed before he could atone for what he’d done? Before he could complete his penance? The calm returned as swiftly as it had left. Ioana would know what to do; she was sure to speak with Shader, make him see sense. They were all Nousians. Shader would understand the need for redemption and stay his hand. Gaston crossed his legs and shook his head, laughing at himself for being such a clacker. There’d be no duel today. The more he thought about it, the more the whole thing sounded ridiculous.
He stared out at the reddening sky, not wanting to miss a moment. The problem with good moods was that they had a habit of slipping away like dreams on waking the second you took your mind off them. It felt like someone had swept a mountain of mold-blackened leaves away from the center of his skull, but they’d forgotten to take them outside. They were still there at the edges, putrefying, seeping back towards the center. Just like the dark cloud that had settled over his spirits since meeting Cadman. Gaston had been utterly convinced of the path he was following—his dad’s path, but the way Shader lived it; the path of Nous. Now, after hearing Cadman’s accusations against the Templum, after witnessing the grotesque awakening of the Lost, he felt he’d abandoned Ain. Worse, a nagging voice kept telling him that Ain didn’t exist. He no longer knew whether to hate or embrace the Templum. Denounce its lies or beg forgiveness for his unbelief.
An elderly priest limped from the residences, covered his mouth with a hand as he coughed, and made his way to sit beside Gaston. The man was old before his time, the thinning hair of his head prematurely white, a thick beard framing his chin. The eyes were damp and rheumy, and a deep scar ran across his forehead, the skin around it yellowish and hard.
“G’day, Frater,” the priest said, his voice thin and reedy.
“Morning, Pater … uhm… I’m Gaston. Gaston Rayn.”
The old man flapped his hands. “There’s no need to give me your name, son. Don’t suppose I shall remember it in a minute or two. Can’t even recall my own. It’ll come to me—most likely when one of the others calls me for breakfast. Is that a sword you’re carrying, Frater?”
Gaston nodded, already feeling the shame creeping back.
“Not a new novice, then?” He leaned closer to examine the embroidery on Gaston’s cloak. “You wear the holy Monas on a white cloak. Now let me see… An Order of fighting monks…”
“The Elect?”
“Yes, that’s it. Surely they’ve not reached Sahul?”
“I’m with the White Order founded by the former Elect, Deacon Shader.”
“I know the name.” The priest looked rather pleased with himself. “In fact, I believe he is staying with us at the moment. So you’re one of Shader’s boys.”
“Not any more.”
“Does it cause you much confusion, serving both the Monas and the sword?”
Ordinarily Gaston would have snapped at such a question, but today he felt different, less certain. “There’s an ancient argument,” he began, watching the old man’s face intently, “allowing combat that is judged to be just.”
The priest’s eyes glinted with either humor or mischief. Gaston continued, uncomfortably aware that he was quoting Shader. “As Nousians, we are commanded not to kill, but those who have rejected Ain for their own ends are the enemies of life.”
“They are evil?” the priest asked, eyes widening.
Gaston’s cheeks were burning. He licked his lips and tried to inject some confidence into his voice. Problem was, he sounded like a bullshitting pillock, even to himself. “In such cases, the act of killing is not so much homicide as malicide,” he concluded, hoping he’d got the words the right way around.
The old man scratched his beard and frowned. “But you no longer believe this?”
“Used to, Pater, with all my heart. Acted as though it were true, as well. I’ve killed, and unjustly at that. Didn’t think so at the time, but I know it now.”
The old man’s face softened and his eyes lost their glint. “Murder?”
“Nothing else you could call it. Told myself I killed those who opposed Ain’s will, but now I haven’t a clue what that is. Don’t think I really knew then. It was my own will that was defied, my own vanity and anger that led to violence. Pater, is there any way back?”
“The path of redemption begins with the acknowledgement of guilt. If you are contrite, Ain’s forgiveness is limitless.”
“Pater Limus!” a shrill voice called from the residences. “Breakfast!”
Limus put a finger in his ear and gave it a good rub. “Coming! Will you join us, Frater…?”
“Gaston. Yes, Pater, thank you.”
The pair made their way along the central corridor of the residential block, past the chapel in which Gaston had spoken with Ioana, and down a narrow passageway that opened onto the refectory.
Spoons clattered, knives scraped, chairs creaked, and priests mumbled and whispered, talking more with their hands than their mouths. Everyone looked up as they entered, touched their foreheads, and then returned their eyes to the table. Butter was spread and passed along, honey drizzled into bowls, the pages of Libers rustled as they were turned with sticky fingers. A frater with a weatherworn face, and a habit so muddy it might as well have been brown, roughly guided Limus to a chair as the others tucked into porridge and thick rounds of toast. Soror Agna glanced at Gaston as she carried a large tea pot over to the table and began pouring for everyone—even those who held up their hands to say no. Ioana gestured for him to sit beside her, but no sooner had his bum hit the chair than Rhiannon entered the refectory with Shader at her side. He still wore his mail beneath the white surcoat, like he always did. Probably slept in it. His overcoat hung open, and he clutched his hat to his chest. He flipped it deliberately onto his head the instant his cold blue eyes met Gaston’s.
Gaston felt his lips quivering with shame or fear. He focused his gaze on Rhiannon, fighting an overwhelming urge to make public his confession and beg her forgiveness. He was halfway out of his seat when Shader drew his shortsword, grabbed him by the collar and dragged him across the table. Gaston was too stunned to react, and then it was too late as the tip of Shader’s gladius was pressed against his throat.
“Deacon Shader!” Ioana surged to her feet. “This man is a guest in our house.”
Beside her the dwarf, Maldark, stood and snatched up his hammer.
Shader tensed but didn’t release his grip. “This man is a rapist and a killer. In the name of Ain I’m going to cut his throat right here!”
Rhiannon looked pale with shock and did nothing but stare at Gaston, open-mouthed.
Gaston had finally attuned to the situation and realized the danger he was in. “P-P-Please—”
“Shut it!” Shader said, heaving Gaston the rest of the way over the table and dumping him on the floor.
Gaston whimpered as Shader tugged his head back by the hair and pressed the blade firmer into his throat, forcing him towards the doorway.
There was the grating of a chair being pushed back and then Limus limped to intercept them.
“Get out of my way, Pater,” Shader said, his voice full of ice and menace. “There’s no need for anyone else to get hurt.”
“You plan to murder the boy?”
“Execute. But the result’s the same. Now get out of the way.”
“I’m not good at remembering names,” Limus went on as if he hadn’t heard Shader. “You must be Ain’s right hand, or perhaps even the Angel of Death. What is it we were just saying, Gaston?” Everyone glanced at Limus in astonishment. “Is your death to be by way of homicide or malicide?”
Shader’s eyes narrowed as he pushed past the old priest. The chill blue had been swamped by a roiling gray that seemed utterly inhuman. Cold fear washed through Gaston’s limbs and it was all he could do to stop from puking, or pissing himself, or worse.
There was a gasp from behind and Shader turned, taking Gaston with him. Maldark brought his huge hammer crashing down on the table, sending crockery flying and splashing white robes with tea. Soror Agna touched her fingers to her lips and then began to dab at the front of Ioana’s robe with a handkerchief.
“Enough!” Maldark roared.
Shader paused long enough for Gaston to squirm free.
“I-I-It’s true,” Gaston directed the words at Ioana. “All true. This is what…” He flicked a look at Rhiannon, but she was trembling, staring at nothing. “…what I deserve.”
Ioana’s fingers were clenching and unclenching above the table. Her eyes never left Shader’s, but her face was contorted as if she were struggling for the right thing to say. When she did speak, her gaze faltered. “This is not the way of Nous.”
Shader raised the gladius and squinted at the keen edge of the blade. “Exactly what the monks of Pardes said when the mawgs came.” He extended his arm and took aim at Ioana with the point of the sword. “Evil must be opposed, Mater. It’s no good being Ain’s hands and feet if you just stand by and do nothing.”
Gaston found himself agreeing, but didn’t like where this was leading. Perhaps there was another way. He tried to will Rhiannon to meet his gaze, but she continued to shake, eyes wide and unblinking.
Shader looked him up and down for a moment, sneering, before turning on his heel. “Outside!”
He led the way to the gravel surface in front of the templum. The sun had just risen to a cacophony of birdsong and the maniacal cackling of a kookaburra. Elias Wolf’s cart was parked to the left of the Domus Tyalae, but Hector was under the lean-to at the edge of the templum grounds, head dipping into a feed sack. Gaston could just make out Elias’s feet protruding from the end of the cart. Clearly the bard wasn’t happy sleeping in the templum buildings. Either that, or he knew Gaston was staying and wanted to keep as far away from him as possible.
Rhiannon trailed Shader like a lost child and tugged at his sleeve. “Don’t do this, Deacon. It’s not what I want.”
“Then what do you want?” he thundered, and then immediately turned his head away.
Rhiannon teetered back against the door, jaw slack, the blood draining from her face. But in an instant she pushed herself off the frame and grabbed Shader by the arm, the color flooding back until her cheeks looked ready to explode. “I don’t know,” she snarled. “But how the shog do you think butchering Gaston’s gonna help? I can fight … fight my own…” She sagged like a burst wineskin, ran her fingers through her hair.
Gaston slunk between them, averting his eyes, and moved towards the Domus Tyalae where he began to go through a series of thrusts and mock parries with his longsword. The priests and Maldark fanned out behind Rhiannon and Shader to stand in front of the porch.
“What is it you want me to do?” Shader asked more gently. Gaston strained so that he wouldn’t miss a word. At least the focus had shifted from him, and that gave his courage room to trickle back.
“When you drove the mawgs from Oakendale,” Rhiannon said, touching Shader’s cheek and searching his eyes, “I thought you were so bloody holy. You fought with sadness, with regret. You took up the sword again just to protect others. It wasn’t about pride or revenge. When did you become such a violent jerk? What happened to that man?”
“He never existed,” Gaston said, ceasing his practice and turning to face Shader. If Shader was determined to go through with this, then Gaston saw no point holding back. He’d do what he was best at—belittle his opponent, anger him; who knows, maybe even the great Deacon Shader would prove fallible in some small way. He’d already shown he could lose control. All it took was one lapse. “Having second thoughts, Master Shader?” Gaston swished his blade through the air and walked through some basic stances. “Perhaps I should have practiced somewhere else.”
Shader eyed him momentarily and then turned back to Rhiannon.
Gaston knew he wouldn’t back down now—pride wouldn’t let him. He brutally suppressed a wave of worry that rose from his stomach. Too late for that, he thought. Hope of any reprieve had vanished the moment he started goading Shader, though to be honest, there hadn’t been much beforehand.
Rhiannon nodded at Shader and leaned close to whisper something in his ear. As she moved back to stand with the priests and Maldark, Shader sheathed the gladius and drew his longsword.
“Only the one sword today?” Gaston would have preferred him to have used two like he normally did. Shader was making concessions, and that made Gaston feel a pang of doubt.
“No point messing up two blades on scum like you, boy.”
“Perhaps you’d like some time to warm up.” Gaston was starting to despair of riling Shader, but he lost nothing in trying. “Loosen up those old joints?”
“I’m ready if you are.” Shader twirled his sword, tongue wetting his lips.
* * *
Elias’s eyelids flickered open at the sound of voices. He pulled the dew-damp blankets aside and sat up in the cart, rubbing his eyes. Seeing Gaston he quickly ducked down again. Shader moved into view, sublimely poised, walking on the balls of his feet. They were both armed and not taking their eyes off each other. Chances of this being a passionate tango seemed a bit slim, so Elias guessed it must’ve started. His money was on Shader, but that was more from bias than any objective appraisal of their skills. He’d like nothing more than to see Gaston bleeding from a thousand cuts and force-fed his own stunted little prick. Not that Elias knew what Gaston’s cock looked like, but you could always tell when someone was compensating. He rummaged around for his notebook and then settled back to watch the duel over the edge of the cart.
Gaston’s attack was sudden and terrifying. Without warning, he leapt in with perfect balance, slashing and thrusting with dazzling speed. Elias’s breath caught in his throat. Looked like he’d backed the wrong horse. He was certain it would all be over in a second.
Shader merely stepped back and to the left a little, his sword arm relaxed and moving in easy motions to parry Gaston’s fury. Sunlight glinted from the blades, momentarily blinding both fighters. Gaston withdrew, breathing heavily, whilst Shader began to circle him. Elias nodded knowingly. The old dog was getting out of the sun’s glare.
Gaston blinked repeatedly and shielded his eyes with his free hand. He moved in again, more cautiously this time, and began to probe Shader’s defenses with a series of thrusts. Shader did likewise, the combat resembling a simple warm up exercise but increasing in tempo as their bodies limbered up and hand-eye coordination became more assured. Suddenly, Gaston feigned a wild slash to Shader’s neck, but at the last moment dropped his elbow and lunged at his belly. Shader caught Gaston’s blade on his own, spun on his heel and sent a vicious riposte across Gaston’s face. Gaston swayed back, sword coming up in the nick of time to block, steel juddering, arm trembling with the force. He skipped away, twirling the blade in his hand and twitching his fingers, wincing all the while.
Elias had seen many duels, and had written poems to commemorate the more important ones. He could see that Shader was the more skilled swordsman, moving with greater economy, reading each of Gaston’s moves; yet he had only launched one attack. Gaston, on the other hand, was relentlessly looking for openings, and sooner or later he would find one. Elias started to scrawl some notes, but Gaston attacked again, his sword a glittering blur in the sunlight. Again Shader parried easily, but this time his own sword snaked out in a tight arc causing Gaston to spin away and block the blow awkwardly. Shader reversed his swing and jabbed the blade deftly at Gaston’s midriff where it was again met with defensive steel. Shader pressed home his advantage and brought a vicious blow down on Gaston from above. Elias half closed his eyes, expecting to see splattered brains and shards of skull, but Gaston swept his own sword above his head with both hands, metal chinking, sparks flying. Even so, he was jolted backwards by the force of Shader’s attack. He sought desperately to regain his balance, but Shader advanced with a combination of thrusts and slashes that caused Gaston to trip and tumble to the earth. Shader placed a booted foot on Gaston’s sword arm, the tip of his longsword pressing into his throat.
A terrific clatter and rumble coming down the Domus Tyalae stole the moment. Elias stood up in his cart and watched as the sleek black carriage of Dr. Cadman pulled up in front of the templum. A man in scarlet robes, oiled black hair tied in a neat ponytail, climbed out of the carriage followed by the velvet clad bulk of Cadman. The driver sat motionless beneath a chimney-stack hat.
* * *
Shader swore under his breath, but secretly he was relieved. He stepped away, sheathing his sword. Would he have actually done it, pressed down on the hilt, driven the point all the way through Gaston’s throat and out the back of his neck? Gaston was watching him with bloodshot eyes, every inch the frightened, stuttering kid he’d been when he’d first plucked up the courage to ask about the training. Could he have left him squirming there, pinned to the ground, blood frothing from his mouth? Shader shut his eyes, tried to summon happier images. A wave of remorse washed over him as he remembered the lad coming to him, face streaked with tears, after he’d run away from home. He’d fallen out with Bovis again, neither being able to stomach the other’s take on Nousianism. Shader had held him while he sobbed himself dry, and then without a word they’d gone to the practice barn and fenced till their palms bled.
Shader opened his eyes. Gaston was still looking at him, lips quivering. He returned Gaston’s sword and allowed him to scramble to his feet.
“Gaston, my boy,” Cadman called out, opening his arms wide.
Gaston ran into his embrace, let the fat man stroke his hair and whisper in his ear. Shader took a step towards them, but then stopped and lowered his eyes. Part of him wanted to protect Gaston, punch Cadman right in his pudgy face. But it wasn’t Cadman the lad needed protecting from, he acknowledged. The stinging truth of Rhiannon’s words came home to haunt him: he was nothing but a violent jerk.
Mater Ioana approached the man in the scarlet robes. “Welcome to our templum, Governor,” she said. “Even if it is a somewhat unexpected honor.”
Zara Gen looked decidedly uncomfortable and could not meet Ioana’s eyes. “In the name of the Emperor Hagalle,” he announced to the group in front of the porch, “I am here to inform you of the dissolution of the Templum of the Knot. My men will soon arrive to search the premises…” He looked fleetingly at Cadman. “…and once they’ve confiscated anything suspicious, you will be escorted to Port Sarum, where you’ll board ship for Nousia.”
That didn’t sound much like Hagalle’s style, Shader thought. He’d have just sent the Sicarii. Zara Gen was lying, but he didn’t exactly look comfortable about it.
“But you are … you have always been a friend to us, Zara Gen,” Ioana said. “What’s happened?”
Cadman stepped away from Gaston and pulled two pieces of amber from his pocket, one curved and pointed like the fang of a serpent, the other round and looking suspiciously like the eye of the Gray Abbot’s Monas. “These! Relics of your esoteric sect that have brought pestilence upon us.”
Shader touched the statue in his pocket and shot a quick glance at Elias, who was watching the scene intently.
“It would seem, Mater,” Zara Gen said, “that the plague is generated by these pieces of amber, one of which was brought to Sarum by Jarmin the Anchorite.” Zara Gen shut his eyes for a second, his face creased with tension. “And the other was found on the person of the Gray Abbot of Pardes.”
“It was you who attacked Pardes?” Ioana asked, a trace of fear in her voice.
A confusion of emotions crossed Zara Gen’s face, but he could not find the words to reply.
Cadman spoke instead. “My suspicions were aroused when it was observed that, of all the people in Sarum, only you priests were unaffected by the plague. Some swift enquiries revealed that the Gray Abbot was the ringleader of what increasingly looks like a Templum plot. My visit here yesterday showed me that there was nothing exceptional you were doing that would ward off contagion. Ipso facto, as they say in Aeterna, your protection from the plague must be altogether more … sinister.”
“Don’t look too poorly yourself,” Hugues said, patting his stomach and coming to stand with Ioana.
“Not yet,” Cadman said, “but who knows when my time will come?”
“You’re no fool, Dr. Cadman,” Ioana’s eyes narrowed. “You know full well this is no ordinary contagion. There are occult forces involved.”
“You have knowledge of the workings of the plague?” Zara Gen’s hand went to his ponytail.
“I have started to sense something of its nature. It has more of the feel of pollution than disease.”
“Pollution from what, Mater?” Zara Gen asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Cadman said, holding up the eye and the fang. “My theory is that those closest to the power of the amber are immune to its negative effects. None from Pardes have grown ill, and it is my contention that another piece of this artifact lies somewhere within the Templum of the Knot.”
“Perhaps you can explain, Doctor—” Shader eyed Cadman coolly. “—why the Abbey of Pardes was attacked by living corpses.”
“Creatures that fled before your unsurpassed evil, Deacon Shader. I think we have all seen enough of that on display today.” Cadman gestured towards Gaston. “Mater, I must say I’m surprised to see you permit such violence in front of your templum. Whatever would the Ipsissimus say?”
“Living corpses?” Maldark stepped alongside Shader, war-hammer grasped firmly in both hands. “Explain thyself, Doctor.”
Zara Gen shot Cadman an uneasy glance.
“They were but men.” Cadman shook his head. “I fear our friend Mr. Shader here is attempting the age old Nousian strategy of demonization. What would you say, Mater?”
“Zara Gen,”—Ioana ignored Cadman—”this is such a sudden turn of events. I know you must have your reasons, but I don’t understand. Give us time to answer these charges, or at least to work out what to do.”
Zara Gen’s face creased with discomfort. “I’m sorry, Mater. We have to act now.”
“But you can’t just expect us to pack up and walk away.”
Zara Gen turned and climbed back into the carriage.
“This is our home!”
Cadman draped his arm around Gaston and pulled him close to whisper in his ear. Gaston shook his head and tried to pull away. The fat man took a firmer grip, both hands on Gaston’s shoulders, and fixed him with an intense gaze over the top of his pince-nez. Shader strode towards them and barged into Cadman.
“Terribly sorry, Doctor,” he said. “I hope you’re not hurt.”
Cadman made a show of dusting himself down and resituating his pince-nez on his nose. “No, no, I’m perfectly all right, Mr. Shader.” He shot a questioning look at Gaston, who lowered his eyes. “No harm done, eh?”
Ioana held out a hand and Gaston took it. She pulled him into an embrace and glared daggers at Cadman, who ambled over to the carriage and then turned back to face them.
“Horses for courses, Mater,” Cadman said, thrusting his hands in his pockets and puffing out his cheeks. And then a little more somberly, “Horses for courses. Well, Gaston, I’m here if you need me.” And with that he clambered inside and the carriage clattered away down the Domus Tyalae.
Shader stiffened as Gaston broke away from Ioana and walked towards Rhiannon. Her fists were clenched and she kept looking from Agna to Shader. Gaston went down on one knee, looking like he was proposing, but with his head hung in shame. Shader’s hands went to his hips, the skin of his face tightening until he thought it might split.
“I-I-I don’t deserve to ever be f-f-forgiven for what I’ve done,” Gaston said in a shaky voice. “B-B-But please let me t-t-try to make things right.”
Rhiannon raised a hand as if to strike him. Her fingers were trembling, her breathing rapid and shallow.
Gaston flinched and stood, taking a quick step backwards. “I’ll do whatever it t-t-takes. Just tell me what you n-n-need and—
“Shog you!” Rhiannon shoved him in the chest and stormed into the templum, Soror Agna following close behind like a clucking old hen.
Gaston turned to Ioana, face flushed and eyes glistening with moisture. “Mater, you said Ain was merciful. Please, tell me what he wants from me.”
“Maybe he wants you to sod off with your fat friend,” Elias said, standing up in his cart and scribbling away at a notepad. “Actually…” He cocked his head as if he were listening and flung the notepad over his shoulder to land amongst the rest of the junk in the cart. “…that’s exactly what he’s saying right now. ‘Piss off, Gaston, and everyone will feel a whole lot better.’ Wow, what do you think of that? My first mystical colloquy! Praise Ain, I’m saved!”
“Shut up, Elias,” Shader said, pointing a finger at him and holding it there until the bard threw his hands up and started to fuss around with his instruments.
Gaston opened his mouth to say something, but the din of scores of horses cantering down the Domus Tyalae averted everyone’s attention. Shader frowned as he recognized Justin Salace riding at the head of the White Order.
The knights spread out around the front of the templum, nearly forty men, heavily armored and cloaked in pristine white. They each carried a light lance and wore a cavalry saber at the waist. Shader wondered where they’d come by such impressive armaments. He glanced over at Gaston who look dumbfounded.
“Justin,” Gaston said stepping forward, “what’s going on? Where’d you get this gear?”
“Thought you knew, man,” Justin said. “It was delivered last night. Thought that’s why you’d gone.”
Gaston glanced at Shader, looking once more like the lost boy who’d fled the family home. He drew himself up straight and threw his voice so that it would reach all the knights. “Why’d you bring the Order here?”
“Governor Gen showed up first thing with Dr. Cadman,” Justin said. “Told us all about this amber crap causing the plague. There’s something wrong here, man.” Justin glanced at the templum as if it were the entrance to the Abyss. “Magic, or some shit. Bad magic.”
“You’ve been fed a bunch of lies, Justin,” Shader said, stepping towards him.
“Master Shader.” Justin acknowledged him with a curt nod, but continued to address Gaston. “Our orders are to search the templum and everyone here, then escort the priests to Port Sarum and see them off.”
“You take orders only from me,” Gaston said.
“I assumed it’s what you’d have done, if you’d been there when the governor came. I thought we were pledged to his service, or have I got it wrong?”
There was something like belligerence creeping into Justin’s tone. Shader scanned the other knights, trying to read their intentions. He hoped to catch sight of someone he could trust, thought he glimpsed Barek, but the lad’s eyes were cast down.
“We’ll ride back to the barracks,” Gaston said, “then I’ll discuss the matter with Governor Gen and Dr. Cadman.”
“There’s nothing to discuss,” Justin said, looking to the knights around him. “The governor couldn’t have been clearer. So come on, man, get your leader head back on and help us carry out his orders. You know it makes sense.”
There was an expectant silence as all eyes turned upon Gaston. Shader crossed his arms over his chest and prayed, for Gaston’s sake, the lad gave the right answer.
“We are Nousians first, Justin. I’ve promised to do whatever Ain wills, but I’m not too good at hearing what he has to say.” Gaston cast a wry look in the direction of Elias’s cart. “So I’ve decided to put myself, and the Order, under the authority of Mater Ioana.”
Justin leaned over the bow of his saddle. “Then you’re shogged, Gaston. Can’t you see this ain’t right? Our own lads grow sick and yet these priests are unaffected. Dr. Cadman is right: it’s the work of the Father of Lies. Never much believed that stuff before, but now it’s starting to make sense. The Demiurgos is prowling around us, man, looking for ways to deceive.” Justin shot an accusing look at Shader.
Maldark hefted his hammer to his shoulder and moved to stand directly in front of Justin’s horse. “Boy,” he growled, “turn around and get thee hence, or I’ll smite thee, so help me God.”
God? Shader felt a thrill run up and down his spine. He didn’t know whether to be outraged or intrigued, but now was not the time for either.
Justin snarled and started to draw his sword. Before the blade was even halfway clear of the scabbard, Maldark swung his hammer over his head and struck the ground. There was a crack like thunder, and stones flew up startling the horses. Justin struggled to keep his saddle, but still managed to bark a command to the knights: “Attack!”
As Maldark raised his hammer for another blow, Shader drew both his swords and stood alongside him.
“No!” Ioana shouted, the command in her voice so strong that the knights froze with indecision. “There will be no more fighting. Everyone inside.”
The priests scurried into the templum with Gaston, Maldark, and Shader reluctantly following. Once they were all in the narthex, Hugues shut and bolted the doors.
“Will they break in?” Cadris was already beginning to perspire.
Ioana glared at him before moving to look from a window. “Looks like they’re waiting for something,” she said.
Shader glanced at Gaston, but then realized the lad probably knew as little as he did. What hold did Cadman have over the Order? And more worryingly, what had made Zara Gen, the only leader in Sahul with any sympathy for Nousians, change so dramatically?



 





CADMAN’S COUP
“Looks like we’ve lost Gaston to the Templum,” Zara Gen said, settling himself into the broad leather chair behind his desk.
Cadman stroked his mustache idly for a moment before moving to the drinks cabinet.
“Master Rayn has his demons to lay to rest,” he said with a pronounced note of cynicism. “Don’t worry, Governor, he’ll be back.” And if he wasn’t, Cadman didn’t really give a damn. Justin Salace might have been an opportunist little runt, but he was ideal for the task in hand. “Can I get you something? Whiskey? Water?” Which looks about all he’s got in here, puritanical nincompoop. Not at all like Councilor Arkin.
Zara Gen’s brow furrowed, as if he didn’t quite approve of Cadman helping himself. He sighed and leaned back in the chair.
“Whiskey—a small one, mind. Need to keep a clear head in these matters.” He tugged on his ponytail and grimaced. “You’re sure these pieces are to blame?”
Cadman unscrewed the cap on the whiskey and filled a glass before handing it to Zara Gen. “Sorry,” he said. “Bit over-zealous with the pouring.”
Zara Gen accepted it with sigh. “Don’t suppose it’ll hurt this once.” He took a sip that turned into a glug and then waved the glass under Cadman’s nose. “The pieces, Doctor.”
Cadman topped him up and replaced the bottle.
“Ah, yes, the pieces. Well, you know the legends as well as I do.” Actually Cadman doubted anyone did after the amount of reading up he’d been doing, but that was the way to talk to politicians: make them feel superior, or at the very least equal. “The Statue of Eingana is shrouded in superstition—Dreamer mumbo-jumbo in the main, but it’s generally supposed to be a force for good.”
Zara Gen took another swig and leaned forward, eyebrows raised.
“However,” Cadman said, pausing for effect, “like all such powers, it’s something of a mixed blessing. In the right hands, Eingana is the bringer of life…”
“And in the wrong?” Zara Gen was getting his point.
“Absolutely, Governor. It’s the combination of raw, atavistic power with the dubious morality of Aeterna that has led to our problem.”
Zara Gen was making irritating noisy circles with his glass atop the desk, but Cadman did his best not to mention it, biting down on his bottom lip and counting to three.
“I’m not sure, Cadman. The priests have always been…” Zara Gen struggled for the right words.
“Wolves in sheep’s clothing, Governor, just as the emperor’s always said. Think how grateful Hagalle’s going to be when he learns what you’ve done here: banishing the last Nousians from Sarum and confiscating the cause of the contagion. I see great things for you, Governor: a duchy perhaps.”
“I don’t know about this.” Zara Gen ripped off the black ribbon and shook his hair free. “I’ve known Mater Ioana for a long time; and Jarmin—well he was only in this very office a short while ago. We spoke at length, and I saw nothing to—”
“Governor,” Cadman interrupted again. Zara Gen’s eyes narrowed, but he let it go. Cadman raised a hand in apology, but continued anyway. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that the most prominent Nousian in the North just happens to pop in for a visit?”
“I invited him,” Zara Gen said.
Cadman gave his most sympathetic sigh. “Yes, Governor, but think about what led to you making such a politically … sensitive move.”
Zara Gen’s face reddened and he drummed his fingers on the desktop.
“Most out of character.” Cadman whipped off his pince-nez and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “And I dare say it didn’t go unnoticed in Jorakum. You know how the staff gossip. My point is, however, that soon after Jarmin departed, our itinerant holy knight, Deacon Shader, turned up in Pardes where the Gray Abbot just happened to have a piece of the Statue of Eingana.”
Zara Gen pushed his chair back and stood, his eyes suddenly keen and radiating clarity. “Which you knew all about, Doctor. What was it Shader said you sent after it? Living corpses? No, Doctor, this doesn’t feel right. If the Gray Abbot is as morally reprehensible as you claim the priests are, then why was there no ill-effect from his possession of a piece of the statue?”
“He’s lived a very long time.” Cadman was clutching at straws. He crammed the pince-nez back on his nose. “Who knows what—?’
“Oh, come on, Doctor! I may not have all your degrees, but I’m no idiot. I agree that the statue has a part in all this, but the Nousians? You’re starting to sound like Hagalle. You’re supposed to be a man of science. Where’s the evidence to support your hypothesis? And, more to the point, just how long have you had those pieces?”
So the governor’s not as stupid as he looks. Oh well, onwards with plan B.
Cadman took the eye and the fang from his pocket and rolled them about in his fingers. “You already know about my acquisition of the Gray Abbot’s eye.” Cadman flicked it into the air and deftly caught it. “The other piece, I have you to thank for. If you hadn’t invited that odious hermit to your office I might never have learnt of its whereabouts. Actually, I doubt I’d have ever given this whole silly business of Eingana a second thought.” Scarcely a moment had passed since when Cadman hadn’t wondered if he’d been better off out of it; sticking to his life of anonymity and preying on the nauseating citizens of Sarum.
The blood had drained from Zara Gen’s face. Cadman touched a hand to his cheek, thinking the illusion might have wavered again, but then he realized Zara Gen was probably shocked at the idea of being spied on.
“Thicker walls, Governor.” Cadman gave the paneling a sharp rap. “Soundproofing. It was all the rage in my day, what with the paparazzi, the sellers of secrets, and jealous rivals. We even had little devices you could secrete in plant pots. If you’d been more cautious I’d have been prevented from eavesdropping. As it is, your carelessness has led me to a place I’d rather not have come, and it’s looking increasingly like there’s no turning back.”
Cadman sauntered to the door and locked it.
“Guards!” Zara Gen called out, rushing round the table and pushing past Cadman to take hold of the door knob. “Someone call Captain Harding!” He turned the key and pulled the door open. A shadow blocked his way, causing him to back into the office until he was pressed up against the desk. The shadow drifted towards him taking on more clarity, a full-faced great helm, translucent armor and a diaphanous surcoat, yellow with age but still bearing the red Monas of the Templum.
“What… What is…?” Zara Gen’s teeth were chattering and he clutched his arms across his chest.
“Governor, Callixus. Callixus, Governor Gen. Now do be a good chap and sit down before you fall down.” Cadman waved Zara Gen back to his chair. “Splendid.” He whipped out his cigarette case, tapped it three times and replaced it. Not the best time to smoke, he decided. Some jobsworth was bound to investigate the smell. Walking straight through the ethereal form of Callixus, he went back to the drinks cabinet.
Callixus’s eyes smoldered.
“Are the Lost in position?” Cadman asked, pouring himself a large whiskey. Wouldn’t have the slightest effect, but ancient habits die hard.
“They have entered the city. The imperial troops were no match for them.”
“Good, good. Tell them to come straight here. A bit more terror and panic can’t do us any harm, eh, Governor? I expect the good people of Sarum are quite getting used to it, what with the plague and all. Sterling stuff. Sterling.”
In spite of his bravado, Cadman was worried. More worried than he’d been in centuries. It wasn’t in his nature to take such bold action; and yet wasn’t that the way life worked, throwing up opportunities for advancement, each acceptance bearing its own risks?
“What are the Lost?” Zara Gen had taken on the complexion of wax, and his knuckles looked almost arthritic from gripping the arms of his chair so tightly.
“Who would be more apposite, don’t you think, Callixus? Governor, Governor, things have got ahead of themselves, as I knew they would. Action begets more action, I always say, and all action leads inexorably to climax, dispersal, and disintegration. I’m afraid it doesn’t bode well for dear old Sarum, but what’s a man to do when the entire cosmos is just waiting to take a swipe at him? Back in my day we had something known as the Lost and Found—I expect you have something similar here at Arnbrook House, what with this being a thoroughly bureaucratic institution. What Aeterna has lost, I have found and intend to put to good use. Let’s see if this particular climax can’t be twisted to a positive end.” More positive for some than others, if fate doesn’t defecate in my celebratory champagne.
“Don’t worry, Governor, once I have the rest of the statue I won’t be sticking around here. You might even get out of this alive—if you stay put and do as you’re told. Now do be a dear and zip it, as they used to say.”
Cadman touched the amber pieces together, watched them spark and glow. He closed his eyes and reached out into the streets of Sarum, hunting, probing.
“Now look here, Cadman, we’re both reasonable men,” Zara Gen said, breaking Cadman’s concentration.
“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear, Governor. Shut up!”
Zara Gen shrank back into his chair as Cadman once more closed his eyes and sought out the dead of Sarum. He didn’t have far to look, the wisps of his questing soul drawn to the fresh corpses of a death-cart a couple of blocks away. Siphoning off the power of Eingana to enhance his own necromantic art, he breathed black life into the cadavers and felt the first stirrings of undeath.
Casting his net wider, Cadman scoured the morgues and hospitals, animating all the dead flesh he could find before passing over the cemeteries and revisiting the tumuli outside the city. He felt their groaning protests, these reluctant slaves drawn back from the grave. There were hundreds of them, all connected to his will by the merest sliver of awareness; not enough to think for themselves, but enough for mechanical movements and a burning hunger that would never be sated, no matter how many victims they feasted on.
“Good,” Cadman said, pocketing the pieces of amber. “That went well. Now then—”
A distant caw sounded from deep in his mind. Cadman slapped the side of his head and pounded his ear like a swimmer trying to void water.
The caw was answered by another, louder and more urgent, and then another. Icy dread crept up his spine, adding to the cold that never left him.
Bugger. Now what have I done?
“Callixus.” Cadman’s voice was shaking. He coughed to clear his throat and turned to the wraith who was hovering just a little too close for comfort. “Meet the Lost outside and take them to the templum. Justin will be expecting you.” Not that I don’t trust the boy knights to get the job done, but you can never be too careful. “Get rid of the priests and then search every nook and cranny. If there is a piece of the statue there, I want it, do you understand?”
A ripple passed through Callixus’s ghostly body. “What of Shader? He was able to harm me before.”
“So the odds are even. The legends say you were the greatest of the Elect; surely, even in death you can best a neurotic upstart who doesn’t seem to know whether he’s coming or going. Oh, and Callixus, send one of your men to me. Someone’s going to need to keep an eye on our friend here.”
Callixus’s eyes narrowed to red slits and then he dispersed in a puff of black smoke.
“There’s still time to put an end to all this.” Zara Gen was half out of his chair.
The sound of breaking glass came from somewhere downstairs.
“No there’s not. The game’s afoot, Governor. If I were you I’d sit very, very still. Do nothing, say nothing, and who knows, you might turn out to be the luckiest man alive.”
Cadman headed for the door but it opened just before he reached it. A massive knight stood in the doorway, skeletal jaw hanging slack, one shriveled eyeball dangling from a thread across a bony cheek. The links on its rusty chainmail were broken here and there, leaving unsightly tears like a moth-eaten rag. It wore the surcoat of the Elect, blackened with mildew, and carried a dented kite shield and jagged longsword.
That was quick.
“I am Abelard,” the dead knight rasped, its jaw falling to one side and looking like it was about to drop off. “Marshall of the Elect and second only to Callixus.”
“A pleasure,” Cadman said, holding out his hand and then withdrawing it, thinking Abelard’s might come off if he shook it. “You sound eminently qualified for the job. This—” He turned to Zara Gen. “—is our beloved governor. Under no circumstances is he to leave this room. If he tries anything, kill him.”
From the looks of things, Zara Gen wasn’t likely to try anything very much at all—although he was starting to look like he needed to relieve himself.
“On second thought—” Cadman turned back to Abelard. “—he may need the W.C. You’d better wait outside or he’ll never stop, and I’d hate for him to run out of toilet paper. Right, I must leave you two to get acquainted.” I have business to discuss with a rather shady customer who’s got more tentacles than an octopus.
It was another step down the slippery slope, but what else could he do? The die was cast, the players assembled. Now it was up to him to ensure that the odds were stacked definitively in his favor.



 





PAST GLORIES, PRESENT WOES
Hagalle, Emperor of Sahul, stood upon the balcony of the Imperial Palace in Jorakum and waved to the marching veterans and the dutifully cheering crowd. It seemed a particularly long parade. Never-ending. Interminable. It was all very well honoring past heroes, but with enemies at every door it would have been more comforting to be surrounded by the heroes of the present. If you could find any, that is. He clenched a fist behind his back and hoped that his fixed smile hadn’t turned into a grimace. With his armies scouring the interior for any sign of an Eastern incursion, protecting the coasts from mawgs or the inevitable Templum invasion, and now containing the plague in Sarum, he was feeling more than a little stretched. More than a little vulnerable. The last thing he needed was a Veteran’s Day procession. If the tedium didn’t kill him, the chances are some skulking assassin in the crowd would. It was a sign of the times. Every second man would more likely stab you than shake your hand. Troubling times. Worrying. Violent times.
“What is it, Emperor?” Aristodeus brushed against him and peered at the crowd, looking more at home with the occasion than a member of the royal family—if there’d been one.
With his father murdered by the Sicarii, who were supposed to serve him, his mother in a lunatic asylum in Daemonia, and his idiot younger brother Paryll killed falling from his horse, Hagalle was the last of the line, as Aristodeus always reminded him each time he put in one of these impromptu appearances. All very well for him to say, Hagalle gave the philosopher a sideways glance and leaned on the balustrade to create some distance between them, but no sooner was he alone with a beautiful woman than his manhood wilted like a tulip in the desert. His blasted worries couldn’t leave him alone for one minute so that he could get the job done without fretting about being stuck with a hairpin, or receiving the kiss of death from poisoned lips.
“Thought I saw something down there: a glint of metal.” Bastards never gave up. You could see them everywhere, if you looked hard enough. Always lurking, always waiting in the shadows.
Aristodeus scanned the crowd like a hawk, pursed his lips and shrugged. “Probably just a coin, or sunlight glinting from jewelry.”
Hagalle drew back, his jaw aching from smiling so much. He’d expected Aristodeus to say that. What he couldn’t decide, though, was whether the philosopher was keeping something from him or mocking him. Hagalle was fully aware that most of his inner-circle thought him paranoid. No one had the guts to tell him to his face, but he saw the looks, heard the whispers. Maybe one day, when the Ipsissimus showed up with an invasion fleet, they’d eat humble pie, and if they didn’t, it wouldn’t hurt to have a mass execution to restore respect.
Troop after troop of Sahul’s retired servicemen marched past the palace to the steady boom, boom, boom of the bass drums, the rat-tat-tat of the snares, the wail of the bagpipes; each regiment preceded by a standard bearing its motto and years of service.
“Look,” Aristodeus said with the enthusiasm of a small boy at a shark cull. “The Cassowaries. Wasn’t that Emperor Gorkan’s regiment?”
Hagalle squinted at the blue-coats goose-stepping past, chins held high and flanked by the drooping ends of regimental mustaches. Each old soldier had an enormous broadsword strapped to his waist, and at the front a big bull of a man hoisted the standard aloft: a flightless blue bird on a white background.
“He pretty much grew up with them.” Hagalle acknowledged the troop with a nod. “Tough old birds.” He gave a little laugh at the irony. It’s how the regiment had jokingly described itself when Hagalle followed in his father’s footsteps during his youth. Good times, he sighed. Happy times. All before he’d been left to run this tinpot empire from the steaming, stinking dungheap of a city that was Jorakum.
“Many of the men down there fought for my father in the civil war.” Hagalle turned an eye on the philosopher to make sure he was listening.
Aristodeus dabbed at his slick forehead with a handkerchief, eyes widening with what looked like feigned interest. Hagalle knew even Aristodeus wouldn’t dare to change the subject, and would have to endure the coming monologue with tortured patience. That was the first cheery thought he’d had all day.
“It’s to men such as these,” he took in the endless blue line with a majestic sweep of his arm, “that we owe the survival of the Zaneish Dynasty. I’m sure you’re aware, old friend, that we go back more than three hundred years.”
Hagalle was starting to enjoy himself. Of course Aristodeus was aware—he’d been the one to teach him history, along with philosophy, the rudiments of the science of the Ancients, and the art of war. His father might have misjudged the Sicarii, but he’d made a fine choice of tutor. Pity the bald bastard had grown to be such an irritation later in life.
“Quite, quite.” Aristodeus’s voice had a reedy quality to it, as if he were bored out of his mind and trying to sound interested. “Ishgar, wasn’t it? Built up the Sahulian League. Forced the Eastern Lords to sign the Charter just outside of Sarum. Did I ever teach you about the strategy he employed?”
Hagalle frowned and shook his head before turning back to the procession and watching his beloved Cassowaries march into the distance. Their place in the interminable line was taken up by the beige-cloaked Wanderoos.
“Bloody turncoats,” Hagalle muttered under his breath, then smiled and waved as the entire unit turned their heads to recognize him. Their cowardice had forced Gorkan to cede New Ithaka to the Millians and allowed them to enthrone Troy Jance as their puppet.
“Then let me tell you.” Aristodeus made a steeple of his fingers and pressed it to his lips in his characteristic teaching mannerism. It occurred to Hagalle that the philosopher was actually rather enjoying their chat, and that soured what brief moments of pleasure he’d had thinking he was the one inflicting the misery.
“Ishgar was a migrant to Sahul. Some say he was shipwrecked in the South West during a storm. Of course, there are other legends, more fanciful, which have him being spewed from the mouth of a sea serpent that had slipped through a doorway between Earth and the dark side of the Dreaming. I rather suspect it was a lot more mundane than that…”
Hagalle covered his mouth with his hand—it wouldn’t do to be caught yawning at such a solemn occasion. Blessedly, Duke Farian tapped his shoulder and beckoned him inside to where servants were rushing about preparing the Veteran’s Day banquet.
“Your Imperial Highness,” Farian was flushed with excitement. “Our troops cordoning Sarum have been attacked.”
“Mawgs?”
“No, my Emperor. They were surprised and slaughtered by cavalry. Knights wearing the white cloak and red Monas of the Templum.”
Hagalle slammed a fist onto the table in front of him, causing plates and cutlery to clatter noisily. “I knew it! It wouldn’t surprise me if the bloody Nousians were in league with the mawgs.”
Farian frowned. “Should I send for General Starn, Emperor?”
“Of course. Fat lot of good it will do, though.” Hagalle sniggered at his own little joke. Starn wasn’t the most athletic of soldiers and looked more like an over-indulgent baker than a general. About as useful as one, too. “This demands a response, Farian. I want the House Carls ready to march by morning. Where did these knights head after attacking my men?”
“Into the city, my Emperor.”
“Then they will perish with the rest of the population.”
Unless, Hagalle couldn’t help thinking, the blasted Nousians were behind the plague as well, in which case they would no doubt enjoy immunity. The thought panicked him and he had to draw a deep breath to keep his composure.
“Uhm, do you still wish me to summon General Starn, Emperor?” Farian was bobbing from one foot to the other.
Buffoon.
“How many times do I need to tell you, Farian? We can’t afford to pussyfoot any longer. The mawg situation is bad enough on its own. And now we have a Templum incursion into Sahul. The bloody Millians must be really pleased!”
Farian hurried off whilst Hagalle strode back out to the balcony and manufactured the required equanimity as he waved at the crowds and the ceaselessly passing veterans. His re-emergence was greeted with shouts of “Hagalle the Great!” and “Long live the emperor!”
Idiots!
Aristodeus leaned towards him and whispered in his ear. “Everything all right?”
Hagalle smiled benevolently and continued to wave. How much did the bald bastard already know? “Problems down south. Time to pay them a little visit, I think.”
Aristodeus rubbed his chin and gave a nod that might have been pensive, but could equally have been one of satisfaction. “Dark times, Emperor. Dark times indeed,” he said with infuriating vagueness. “Thank the fates we have you to lead us.”
Hagalle snapped his eyes shut and fought for the control to not punch the sarcastic little prat square on the nose. When he opened them again, Aristodeus had gone.
Typical! Bloody typical!
One way or another Hagalle knew his family’s dynasty was coming to an end. If it wasn’t due to the failure of his loins, it was only a matter of time before the Eastern Lords grew bold enough to strike the killing blow. And if by some miracle Hagalle survived that, would even the gold of Ashanta be enough to withstand the joint incursions of the mawgs and the Nousians? If Ashantan assassins didn’t get to him before he found a way to acquire it. His head shook ever so slightly as he continued to wave. There was no stability any more. No matter what he decided, Sahul was entering into a new phase of her turbulent existence.



 




DREAMER’S APPRENTICE
Sammy opened his eyes, yawned and stretched, reached out for Poodgie, his frayed old teddy bear. Must have fallen off the bed, along with the covers. The bed sure felt hard. Why hadn’t Mom called him, yet? Or Rhiannon? Couldn’t even hear them clattering around in the kitchen.
Something scrabbled over his legs. He sat bolt upright, sending a striped bobtail lizard scurrying for cover.
The embers of last night’s fire still smoldered in the circle of rocks he’d helped set, wisps of smoke wafting into the curved shelter Huntsman had painstakingly erected from bark and twine. There was just enough space for Sammy to curl up inside, the bowed branches overhead keeping in some of the warmth from the fire.
The sky was awash with reds and purples as the sun crept above the horizon, casting a soft and comforting glow over the stark landscape. They had walked the barren scrubland for days with no change in the scenery, no landmarks, just endless miles of red dirt sparsely populated by tufts of wild and spiky grass. Occasionally, the monotony had been broken by the sight of an eagle soaring in the thermals above, or kangaroos on their way to shade and water, although quite where that was Sammy had no idea.
Huntsman was back from foraging for food. He’d found tubers, roots, and foul looking maggoty things. Sammy had hardly eaten during their journey and was starving.
“Something to eat, little fellah?” The old Dreamer took hold of Sammy’s hand and pressed a leaf into his palm. He then dropped some still wriggling maggots on top and indicated with his fingers that Sammy should roll it up and take a bite.
Sammy simply stared at it, the knot of hunger in his stomach shifting to become a lump in his throat. “Can’t eat.” He looked at Huntsman for permission to put the leaf down.
The Dreamer’s eyes were dark and unblinking. “You need their strength.” He poked a maggot. “Much walking still to do.”
Sammy folded the leaf over the creatures and shut his eyes as he bit into it. Something popped between his teeth and a sweet warmth trickled into his mouth. Bile started to rise as he thought about what he was chewing on, but it was quickly replaced by a pleasing tang mingling with the sweetness. For an instant he relaxed, feeling like he was at home having breakfast, and then his mind was filled with the screams of his parents. His eyes were streaming with tears and snot poured from his nose. He tried to sniff it up, but it just kept coming. Huntsman was still watching him, nodding faintly, lips moving in imitation of Sammy’s chewing. It seemed to Sammy that the Dreamer was willing him to eat.
“Drink this,” Huntsman said, ripping into a large root and holding it above his head so that he could catch its dirty liquid on his tongue. He handed it to Sammy who did the same, delighting in the coolness and the bitter-sweet taste.
They finished their meal in silence and then Huntsman scattered the leftovers and set about dismantling the shelter.
“Will you teach me how to do that?” Sammy asked.
Huntsman paused for a moment, sitting back on his heels. He stuck out his bottom lip and cocked his head. “My people call this a mia.” He tapped the interwoven bark and branches. “Come, watch me take it down. That way you will see how it is made.”
“Can’t we leave it for someone else to sleep in?”
Huntsman took in the surrounding desert with a sweep of his arm. “These are sacred paths. Better they stay hidden. Only for Dreamers to use.”
Sammy liked the sound of that. “We should take it down and hide the branches so that other Dreamers can find them and make their own mia.” He folded his arms across his chest and waited for Huntsman to show him what to do.
“First—” Huntsman’s gnarled hands worked at a knot of twine. “—we return parts to Sahul, like you say, little fellah. This is way of Barraiya People, and you one of us now. When next we stop, you find branches, help me build mia.”
Sammy clapped his hands with glee and Huntsman smiled.
“If you want, little fellah, I teach you many more ways of our people.”
“Like what to eat?” Sammy rubbed his tummy.
“Still hungry? Must have hollow legs. I bring you more food once mia is back to Sahul.”
“But not the maggoty things.” Sammy wrinkled his nose as he helped Huntsman unravel some plant fiber that held a large piece of bark in place.
“Ah, but they so tasty! Even better toasted over hot coals. When we finish at Homestead, I show you how to fish.”
“Yes!” Sammy yelled excitedly. Then the sadness crept back into his heart. “How much further do we have to go?”
“Not far now.” Huntsman smiled and rested a hand on his shoulder.
But the tears were already flowing again.



 





A TEMPLUM BESIEGED
Shader stared at the bolted double doors of the templum, back starting to ache from sitting hunched over on the pew for so long. Confinement had never sat well with him. He’d always enjoyed the great open spaces of his father’s lands in Britannia. He’d spent his childhood roaming the forests that bordered their twenty acres. Years lived in accordance with the seasons: collecting the horse chestnuts in spring; trudging through autumn’s brown carpet beneath the bare limbs of the trees; the impatient rush towards Noustide, which the family had always spent at Brinwood Priory, where Mom had friends among the brothers.
Father always grumbled about the priory stays, but always appeared to enjoy his festive drinking bouts with Frater Kelvin beside the crackling fire of the refectory. It was at Brinwood that Shader had first seen a depth to his father that had otherwise been hidden beneath his lust for adventure and excellence at arms. With his mind freed by ale, Jarl had discoursed for hours with Frater Kelvin most evenings. Shader smiled at the memory, suspecting now that Kelvin had taken these opportunities to minister to Jarl’s spiritual needs, which were seldom so close to the surface.
Jarl had proven an enigma to the youthful Shader. The man was a military giant and had dedicated his life to physical prowess. If not practicing with weapons, he was off fighting overseas or becoming embroiled in local border disputes. In times of peace, which had become more frequent as the Templum brought more and more nations into the fold, Jarl had adopted the role of marshal, hunting down petty criminals, more often than not cattle rustlers. In those times of inaction he was prone to bouts of irritability and sudden fits of temper; and yet he had always recognized these flaws in himself and took himself off on voyages of exploration, or busied himself with chopping firewood, or oiling and sharpening his weapons for future use.
Thus far, Shader could understand his father. What had puzzled him, though, was the iron code of conduct, the natural inclination for self-examination and correction that would have been the envy of any Nousian luminary. But Jarl was not a Nousian. During the final months of his life, when he lay wasting away from cancer, Shader returned from Aeterna to be at his bedside. He winced at the memory. Jarl had spouted off about the hypocrisy of the Elect—enjoying the patronage of the Ipsissimus, claiming Nousian sanctity, and yet killers of men no different to those Jarl had spent his life amongst. The only difference, for him, was that the regular soldiers were honest about what they were. Shader had been stung by the remarks and they’d parted on bad terms. At the funeral a few days later, he’d not wept. He’d felt something: an emptiness, and the weight of expectation, but he doubted either was the result of filial love.
Love, Shader thought as the memory faded and he was left staring at the templum doors. It was as simple and as difficult as that. How could a swordsman ever reach that goal without discarding everything that made him what he was? Ain, he would have tried if Rhiannon…
The train of thought was mercifully cut short by a hand upon his shoulder. Shader looked up to see Maldark following his gaze towards the doors.
“They’re taking their time,” the dwarf grumbled.
“Perhaps you frightened them off.”
“By God, I’d have taught them a thing or two had it not been for Mater Ioana.”
“I know, Maldark, and I quite believe you would have won.”
“Or mayhap died trying,” the dwarf mumbled beneath his beard. “Begging thy pardon, Shader, but something hath been troubling me since first we met. Methinks I hath seen thy face before—it is most familiar. Are you sure we hath not met at some other time?”
Shader met the dwarf’s violet eyes, felt them boring into him, saw his own distorted reflection in their dampness. “I would have remembered. There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, though. This God you mention. In our Liber we are forbidden to…”
Gaston moved to stand in front of the doors. His fingers played with the pommel of his sword and his eyes never lingered long on any one thing or person. “Why don’t they attack?” He sounded like a child complaining about the rain forcing him to stay inside.
“Pray, thou tell us, boy.” Maldark planted his hammer before him as he sat on a pew and rested his hands on the haft. “Art they not thy knights?”
Shader stood and wandered back into the nave where Pater Limus tended the sick and dying who lay upon pallets, skin ruptured with pustules, thick froth fouling their chins. Limus uttered soft words of encouragement and offered them his smile, which appeared at once beatific and vacant.
Further back, in the chancel, Rhiannon and Soror Agna were engaged in animated yet hushed conversation. Rhiannon was flustered and tearful, her arms clamped over her chest as she rejected Agna’s attempts to comfort her.
Ioana turned away from peering out of a window, climbed down from the pew she’d been standing on and ambled over to Shader with Cadris clamoring behind for answers.
“Why have they chosen now to persecute us?” he asked. “Why do they just sit there? Are they going to attack?”
Ioana gritted her teeth. “Just get on with your work, Cadris. There are ill people to tend and I’m starting to think it’s because they’re sick of your whining.”
Cadris stopped, mouth hanging open, and then stomped over to the pallet-beds, frequently peeking at Ioana and Shader in case he missed something.
Frater Hugues took up Ioana’s vigil at the window, a look of grim determination on his face.
“Tell me about this statue,” Ioana said.
“The Gray Abbot told me it’s the Statue of Eingana,” Shader said. “The artifact used by Huntsman to end the time of the Ancients. After the Reckoning, it divided into five pieces, two of which are now in the hands of Dr. Cadman.”
“He was convinced we were connected with it,” Ioana said.
Shader pulled the black serpent from his pocket, running his fingers over the ridges of its scales and squinting at the slender veins of amber now barely visible on the surface. “I shouldn’t have brought it here.”
Ioana reached out a hand to the statue and quickly drew it back as if afraid it might bite. “It’s sentient.”
Shader raised an eyebrow and studied it more intently. “I lack your intuition, Mater, but something tells me we would be wise to keep the statue from Dr. Cadman. I think that’s why Huntsman entrusted it to me. The bard was being a bit too reckless.”
“Sweet Nous!” Ioana said, looking around. “Where is Elias?”
“Hiding in his cart,” Hugues said from the window. “I see him pop his head out from time to time. Poor fellow looks frantic.” Hugues grinned maliciously.
Ioana returned her attention to the statue in Shader’s hand. “What do you propose to do with it?”
Shader shrugged and put it back in his pocket. “Guard it as best I can,” he said, “and find a way to retrieve the Gray Abbot’s piece.”
Ioana nodded, lost in thought. “Can Huntsman be trusted?”
“No idea,” Shader said. There were a thousand things the Dreamer wasn’t telling them, but that wasn’t any different to what Aristodeus had been doing all Shader’s life. Could either of them be trusted? When you didn’t even know the rules of the game, how could you know anything? Either you acted as you saw fit at the time, or you shut yourself away and did nothing, and that wasn’t in Shader’s nature. He wandered over to the window to peer over Hugues’ shoulder.
“Keeps poking his head out,” Hugues said, pointing towards Elias’s cart.
Elias was visible as a wriggling lump beneath the dirty blankets he covered his instruments with. Sure enough, his head appeared and his eyes met Shader’s. The bard was red-faced and grimacing. He withdrew a hand from his covers and pointed frantically at the area of his crotch.
Hugues sniggered as Elias ducked back out of sight.
The knights had started to move, fanning out until they completely surrounded the templum and its outbuildings.
“Looks like they’re getting ready for something,” Hugues said, sounding every bit the battle-honed corporal.
Ioana gave him an enquiring look.
“The knights have us encircled,” Shader explained. “It seems we are under siege.”
“What does he mean ‘under siege’?” squealed Cadris, scurrying over to Ioana.
“We must wait, Cadris,” she said. “Trust in Ain.”
“But what if they break in?”
“Then we smite them.” Maldark patted his hammer.
Cadris gulped, rubbed at his glistening forehead, smoothed a few stray wisps of hair back in place, and went back to bustling around the patients.
Shader doubted they’d attack. They’d have done so already if that were the plan. He gazed out along the Domus Tyalae, scanning the trees flanking the road. They were waiting for something, he decided, but it didn’t make much sense. They already had overwhelming numbers and he doubted their inaction was due to cowardice. He caught Gaston watching him and raised an eyebrow. Gaston immediately looked away.
“I-I-I’d have ordered the at-at-attack by now,” he said, “but Justin’s ob-ob-obviously following orders.”
“Cadman’s?” Shader asked, his voice harsher than he’d intended.
Gaston winced, staring at his boots. “C-C-Cadman’s a very cautious man,” he said. “He w-w-won’t be taking any chances. Whatever’s coming, it’s not gonna be n-n-nice.”
Shader ground his teeth and shook his head, images of rotting corpses smashing their way into the Abbey of Pardes dancing behind his eyes.
“This Cadman…” Shader knew the answer even before he’d finished the question. “There’s more to him than meets the eye, right?”
Gaston blanched, his cheek starting to twitch. He nodded and finally met Shader’s gaze with wide and pleading eyes.
“No, Gaston,” Shader said, fixing him with a cold stare. “There’s no forgiveness for what you’ve done. When the time comes, I’ll fight beside you, but nothing more.”
Rhiannon was watching them, her eyes narrow, mouth curled into a grimace. She looked like she was going to be sick, but turned away as soon as Shader noticed her.
“He pretends t-t-to be fat,” Gaston said. “B-b-but really he’s just a corpse, like the others. Like the Lost.”
“The Lost? You mean Callixus?”
“There’s m-m-more. Couple of h-h-hundred, at least. I s-s-saw them. Saw him bring them b-b-back.”
“Where, Gaston? Where did this happen?”
“M-M-Mound outside the city. Deep in a f-f-forest. Fenrir, I think.”
Shader curled his fingers around the hilt of the gladius. This Cadman was a liche. Had to be, with that sort of power over the dead. A liche like Blightey and the things that served him in Verusia. He nodded grimly to himself and went back to stand with Maldark. The dwarf was twirling the haft of his hammer, the stone head grating against the floor.
“I am impatient for the battle to commence,” the dwarf said. “It vexes me to just sit and wait.”
Shader put a hand on his shoulder, thankful Maldark was with them. “I don’t think this is going to be an ordinary battle.”
Memories of Trajinot crept up from the dark recesses of his mind. When the aberrations had surged out of the trees and the advance of the Seventh Horse had faltered, Shader had felt one overwhelming emotion: terror. His stomach knotted as the corrosive onset of despair threatened once more to take hold. He’d done the only thing he knew how to do back in the Schwarzwald skirting Verusia, the thing he’d been trained for since birth. He’d charged, and seeing it as a sign of bravery, the Seventh Horse had charged with him.
Maldark looked at him with eyes that had seen their own share of horror, eyes that seemed heavy with a secret burden; and for an instant something was communicated between them. There was no give in the dwarf, Shader realized. He’d never falter, and right now he couldn’t have wished for anything more.



 





THE SUMMONING
Cadman stepped inside the carriage and rapped on the ceiling with his knuckles. The ever silent driver cracked the reins and they lurched away from Arnbrook House. A scattering of militiamen had barricaded themselves in the alleyways leading off of Mercator Street, watching, but taking no action against the graveyard ghouls now prowling around the Council buildings.
Cadman rubbed at his fleshy chin and pondered. He’d grown euphoric on the power of Eingana, and as far as he was concerned there was nothing more dangerous. Euphoria bred carelessness, and carelessness led to mistakes. Not only that, but it was an almost indisputable law of life—sod’s law, they used to say—that such rapturous feelings always preceded a calamitous crash. He needed to sober up, so to speak. Sober up and stop burying his head in the sand every time he heard those infernal caws and felt invisible eyes watching him. Sober up and take stock of the state of play. He’d had a good innings so far, but that usually meant time was running out until the opposition started padding up to bat. Soon he’d be forced to take up his fielding position. He just hoped it wasn’t silly mid on.
Commanding the undead marauding in and around Arnbrook House was as effortless as the automatic counting that ground on of its own accord in a detached compartment of his brain. It had also become easier to maintain his corpulent form, and his appalling parasitic hunger had retreated into the background. He no longer felt compelled to send the ghouls—or Callixus—in search of sustenance; indeed, he was starting to feel repulsed by the practice of filching, as he’d termed his feeding habits centuries ago. It was a repugnance he’d not experienced since he’d first discovered his need for the warm lifeblood of humans to maintain his precarious hold on existence. Had it been worth it, he wondered? All those decades of skulking unnoticed in the great population centers, barely daring to act in case suspicions were aroused; suspicions that every so often gave rise to fear, anger, and retribution. Had mere endurance ever been enough?
Cadman shuddered at the thought of the alternative, and then smiled as he recalled the promise of the Dweller: not only immortality, but self-contained immortality. No more dependence on the lives of others. No more parasitism. No more filching.
Careful, Cadman, he admonished himself. You’re getting hooked again. Caution first, caution last, caution always.
Ah, said an emboldened part of his mind that hadn’t seen the light of day in decades. But you’re already in too deep. In for a penny, in for a pound, as they used to say back home before the Templum graced us with denarii and aurei. Pretentious Romanophiles.
Was he in too deep? Cadman had a vivid image of the carriage hurtling down a sheer slope, over the edge of a cliff and shattering into pieces on a rock-strewn beach. Every action has its consequences, and he’d been far too active of late; ever since his dreams had been invaded by the Dweller.
I suppose I’m to blame for that, am I? said the old familiar voice in his head.
You didn’t have to listen, said the resurgent one. But now you’ve gone this far, there’s no turning back. What’s the worst that could happen?
The carriage slowed to a halt outside Cadman’s townhouse. It was an undistinguished three-story building nestled amongst a score of similar dwellings in a quiet and not particularly desirable backwater. He wrinkled his nose out of habitual disdain for the neighborhood, but he had to admit it had served its purposes admirably.
Cadman waited while the driver clambered down and went to check for intruders. He flipped open his pocket watch and kept an eye on the front door once the driver had disappeared inside. The curtains of the house next door parted slightly, and he caught sight of his nosey-old-hag-of-a-neighbor peering out at the carriage. She saw he’d noticed and dropped the curtains back in place just as the driver re-emerged and nodded the all-clear. Thirty-two seconds in all. The man was getting faster. Cadman only hoped he wasn’t getting careless. He thrust the pocket watch back in his waistcoat, trying not to think about the sum of three and two.
He waited on the pavement as the carriage clattered away to whatever dark and neglected part of the city the driver kept it in. Cadman would really rather not know. The man, or whatever he was, had given his services in return for treatment for a cat. It must have been over fifty years ago when he’d entered the surgery dressed from top to toe in black. He’d not spoken a word, merely held out the stinking mog and ignored Cadman’s protestations that he was not a vet.
The animal had been dead for weeks by the look of it, but the man seemed incapable of accepting the fact. He’d stood with his arms crossed, sullen eyes staring from beneath a battered top hat. Despairing of ever getting the man out of his surgery, Cadman had engaged in a little necromancy. He’d been in agony for weeks afterwards, but the cat had moved and hissed and the fellow had seemed quite pleased. He’d offered no money and Cadman didn’t press the point, but the next day he’d arrived outside in the black carriage and had dutifully come whenever Cadman had called ever since.
Cadman paused in the hallway to make doubly sure it was safe, looked in on the surgery to check nothing had been tampered with, and then lumbered up the stairs to the attic where he would attempt to summon the Dweller.
He still felt torn about which path to take—withdrawing and hoping the whole affair died down, or pressing on in the acceptance that things had already gone too far. He very much wanted to hide away, but the new voice in his mind was growing more insistent and had started to convince him that inaction at this stage would nevertheless still constitute action, and most likely a fatal one at that.
The other voice, the one that had guided him successfully all these years, reminded him he had no real idea what he was dealing with. The Dweller had radiated such malevolence and power, and in spite of its praise he’d felt condescended to, as if all the forces he’d learned to manipulate barely broke the surface of an ocean of mystery.
His initial plan had been to use Gaston’s knights, backed up by Callixus and the Lost, but Callixus had been spooked by the presence of Deacon Shader. And there was something unsettling about the ferocious dwarf who had taken up residence in the templum. Better to make certain, he told himself. The Dweller would most likely annihilate the lot of them and then Cadman would use the power of Eingana to send it back to the Abyss. And if that attracted unwanted attention, then so be it. After all, what were they going to do, caw him to death? Probably a damned sight worse, said the cautious voice before he squashed it with a metaphorical boot and ground it underfoot.
Cadman’s experience in the mantic arts initially came from Blightey’s occult practices, but he’d later learnt to exploit the residue of magic left over from the Reckoning. He’d long ago discovered that, since Huntsman’s use of the Statue of Eingana, the Earth had been permeated by a web of enchantment that was connected to the Dreaming, and was infinitely malleable to those with the knowledge. It had been child’s play to Blightey. He’d been typically smug about it, said he was already more than intimate with what he sneeringly referred to as the Dreaming. Cadman, on the other hand, had dedicated years to the study of the phenomena that followed the Reckoning, the horrific creatures of nightmare that had sprung up all around the world, the blossoming of arcane powers within the most unlikely of people. He’d researched all the traditions of magic in an attempt to control this new force, but had little success. Ultimately, it was a moving of the heart that gave him the key; or rather a desperate insistence on his own survival. Somehow, inexplicably, he had reached out with single-minded ambition, perfectly focused by his dread of annihilation, and literally forced the enchantment to do his bidding.
The cost had been great. His body suffered terribly, the joints swelling, bones warping, festering pustules bursting forth all over his skin; but nevertheless, he had endured. He’d come to the belief that these horrific side-effects were due to his abuse of magical currents that were never intended to serve such individualistic ends, and certainly not intended to steal the life force from others in a perverse quest for immortality. Cadman’s entire experience was in the art of necromancy, not the summoning of demons, but he recalled having read much about such conjurations in some of the grimoires he’d been made to study back in Verusia.
Better safe than sorry, his old inner voice reassured him as he began to draw a chalk circle upon the bare wooden floor of the attic. He painstakingly inscribed sigils in scripts that were termed angelic, often with accompanying words in a long forgotten language, and lit candles at each of the cardinal points. He traced out a triangle to the north, the so-called triangle of manifestation into which the Dweller was to appear, and placed a brass censer within, lighting the charcoal and dropping on a few grains of sandalwood.
Although the summoning was to be effected purely by the focus of his will channeled through the amber pieces, Cadman chose to recite the Goetic words of invocation Blightey had beaten into him, just in case they increased his control of the demon.
The air in the attic was thick with candle smoke and incense as he finally settled down within the circle, fang in one hand, eye in the other, and began to incant the barbarous names. It was a shock how quickly his spirit made contact with the demon, which waited just as it said it would. The amber pieces blazed, growing hot to the touch, and suddenly, before he was ready, there was another presence in the room. Not just in the room, but within the circle.
Cadman opened his eyes and barely suppressed a gasp of horror. The Dweller had clearly not complied with the requirement that it manifest in the triangle and now sat cross-legged only a few feet from him, a sleek miniature humanoid, perhaps three feet tall, its ebon skin glistening and rippling in the candlelight; cold eyes of gray fixing him with their malevolence.
“So glad you called,” the demon said, slug-like tongue running across thorny teeth. It inclined its head to one side and touched the tips of its elongated fingers together.
“You will do my bidding?” Cadman asked.
“If we have a contract. One soul is all I ask.”
“Good. Then you will eradicate all life within the Templum of the Knot and bring me the piece of the statue they are hiding. For your payment, take the soul of the one you find it on.”
“I fully intend to.” The demon’s jaw opened impossibly wide, granting Cadman a view of a black throat lined with spikes. “But do understand, if I cannot take that soul, you must provide me with one bound to it in love; otherwise I’ll be feasting on yours.”
That wouldn’t be a very substantial meal.
Cadman’s jowl wobbled and he was surprised to find that his illusory body was sweating. “Agreed.” He groaned inwardly as he made the pact, feeling his fate open up before him like a bottomless pit.
The glistening black figure began to grow and metamorphose, its fingers stretching into sinuous, writhing tentacles, its torso bubbling into a great churning mass from which innumerable misshapen faces leered and gibbered. The Dweller seethed and undulated, its form never static, heads, arms, claws sprouting from its amorphous body, bursting and reforming, bursting and reforming.
Cadman stood and moved to one side as the horror roiled past him and slithered down the stairs, its grotesque form swelling until, at last glance, it was twice the height of a man and just as wide.
Cadman held the eye and the fang tightly before thrusting them back into the pockets of his waistcoat. It was done. There was no going back now. He’d played his hand and would have to wait and see what fate had in store for him.
A fist of ice closed about the shreds of his heart, causing him to bend double and clutch his chest. His fingers were bare bones, rapping against the ribs protruding from his tattered robes. He let out a rattling breath, the jaws of his skull clacking uncontrollably. He took out the amber pieces and was about to draw upon their power to restore his flesh, but something told him not to. Not a voice this time, just a feeling deep in his bones where the marrow had once been.
Too many risks, Cadman, said his old familiar voice.
Maybe, said the other, but the alternative is to hunt for food, and you’re hardly in a fit state.
“Just a little then,” Cadman said to himself, pocketing the fang and accessing the power of the eye—just enough to restore his corpulence.
He tilted his head and waited.
Nothing.
Not the slightest indication that anyone had noticed. He tucked the eye away and trudged downstairs to his bedroom for a well-deserved nap. No sooner had the door closed behind him than it struck him like a bolt of lightning: a single, solitary squawk that seemed to come from beyond the stars.
“Fiddlesticks!” Cadman said, opening the door and making his way down to the living room.
No chance of a nap now. Nothing for it but to endure another chapter of Alphonse bloody LaRoche whilst swilling a humongous dose of totally ineffectual brandy.
He’d barely picked up the book and located the bottle when he felt something tugging at the back of his mind. He approached the window, half-expecting the Dweller to come crashing through the glass at any moment, telling him it had already failed, telling him it needed his soul in payment. He drew back the curtains a crack and dimly saw the shadowy figure of his driver standing on the roadside, waiting, so it seemed. Waiting for his passenger.
With a sigh, Cadman slung LaRoche across the room, knocked back the brandy, and headed to the front door. Whatever had possessed him to make him think he could sleep this night? Whatever had made him think he could relax enough even to read? Apparently the driver knew him better than he knew himself. There was nothing for it, then, Cadman thought. Nothing for it but to go see for himself what happened when the Dweller arrived at the templum.



 




SCREEN 55
The kryeh cawed again and turned its head, ripping the electrodes from its eyeballs and spraying a fine mist of blood over the screen. The caw became a screech as its wings extended and started to thrash against the railings. Wires tore free of its arms and stomach, but its ankles remained strapped to the chair.
Sektis Gandaw stepped out of the elevator and did nothing more than raise an eyebrow. It was all that was needed. As the kryeh flapped into the air dragging the chair with it, Mephesch clapped his hands and the sentroid fired. The machine was little more than a levitating ball of steel with a battery of phase canons studded around its circumference. Nothing fancy, none of that anthropomorphized nonsense. It was minimalistic, plain, and purely functional. Just the way Gandaw liked it.
There was a burst of blue fire, the smell of ozone, the sizzle of cooking flesh, another screech, and a crash as the chair hit the floor of the third tier. The charred remains of the kryeh puffed into the air, a sooty cloud that cascaded all the way to the ground floor like necrotic snow.
Gandaw raised a bloodless hand and flicked the dust from his tunic. He tapped a button on his vambrace and a mannequin rose from the floor wearing his brown overcoat. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, he shrugged the coat on, it was a dirty tunic. All this activity was making the kryeh excitable again, and if there was another thing he couldn’t stand, it was deviation from the task in hand. The creatures were good, their senses as keen as he could get them, but they weren’t perfect. No matter how much he manipulated the basic elements nature had bequeathed him, nothing was ever perfect. Never would be until he stripped it bare and started again from first principles.
“Another surge from the statue?”
Mephesch pointed at the screen as a team of homunculi wheeled a replacement kryeh into position, wiring in the eyes. The sentroid began to spiral down the chamber one tier at a time, vacuuming up the dust, careful not to let even a single speck remain.
“Sarum again. Just a blip, but it set the kryeh off nonetheless.”
“Increase the sedative,” Gandaw said matter-of-factly, eyes narrowing as an LED winked on his vambrace. He punched in a response and braced himself as a circle of the floor detached itself and bore him upwards past the banks of screens, each with their own wired-in kryeh staring unblinkingly at whatever the satellites showed them. The circle brought him to the top level where he seated himself in the projection chair. The black gauntlet, drained from its crushing of the old monk, was re-charging on its plinth. The power it required was astronomical. It could be hours before it was ready for use again. It really wasn’t good enough.
Pulling down the data screen, Gandaw conducted a quick review of the knowledge he’d dredged from the monk whilst opening a channel to the shaman who’d just contacted him. It had better have a very good reason.
Apparently the monk liked to think of himself as the Gray Abbot, although he’d been born Alphonse LaRoche in the region known as France before the Reckoning. He’d worn an eye of the Statue of Eingana as part of his Nousian Monas. A spectral creature—the Gray Abbot thought of it as undead—had stolen the Monas…
Gandaw switched off the screen. Superstitious claptrap, but what could you expect from a religious man. Just as the screen faded, he caught sight of another name, the name of the knight LaRoche had sent to retrieve his Monas: Deacon Shader.
Absently, he punched the name into his vambrace and sent it as a message to Mephesch, trusting that the homunculus would get his meaning and start a data search.
Relaxing back into the chair, he sent a mental coupling signal to his exoskeleton and scores of microfilaments shot through the weave of his clothes to attach to the projector seat, leaving him festooned in a tangle of blinking lights that looked like a bioluminescent anthozoan. He closed his physical eyes and opened their virtual counterparts.
Gandaw threw up an arm as a cavernous maw thrust towards him, rows of thorny teeth extending all the way to the back of the throat. Needles pricked his skin and calm was restored in an instant.
“Back away from the projector, you ignorant brute.” He was pleased that his voice retained its coldness.
The picture shook as the mawg retreated, its yellow eyes coming into focus above a long snout rimmed with fur. It appeared to be a female, for what it was worth.
“Master,” it growled and offered a grotesque parody of a bow. “I shaman of mawgs. My name is Varg—”
“Yes, yes.” Gandaw cut across its fawning with a tone of extreme boredom. “I know what you are. What you call yourself is of no matter to me. Why have you contacted me?” This had better be good.
The mawg gestured to the mass of hunched and shaggy forms behind it. They parted, and two mawgs dragged a diminutive figure into sight. Gandaw almost gasped. It was a homunculus, as far as he could tell, no bigger than Mephesch, and yet the creature had milky white skin and eyes as red as blood. An albino. It was dressed in black and brown leather and a blood-stained dark cloak.
The homunculus looked directly into the screen, eyes widening as it focused on him. “What magic is this?”
“Science,” Gandaw said in his most matter-of-fact voice. “There’s no such thing as magic. I would have expected your kind to know that.”
The homunculus looked him in the eye. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Being what you are.”
“Which is?”
“Interesting.” Gandaw touched a finger to his lips. “Quickly, now, where are you from?”
“What’s it to you?”
The shaman roared and jutted its snout towards the homunculus’s face.
“Sarum,” the albino seemed to sag and some of the insolence left his eyes.
“Originally?” Gandaw asked. There were no homunculi on Earth, and the only ones to visit had been sent by him to harvest specimens. Was it possible this one didn’t know what it was?
“Like I said, Sarum. I was born there. My mother was—”
“Impossible,” Gandaw snapped, and instantly regretted it. More fluids flooded his veins, restoring equanimity. “It is of no matter. Shaman, what are you doing with this creature?”
The shaman’s snout came back into view. “Found it under city, Master. Ate its friends. Kept this one to show you. Knew it shouldn’t be here.”
Not bad for a mindless brute, thought Gandaw. The mawg was right. He’d always known the homunculi were devious, but what did this new discovery mean? He didn’t like mysteries, they were a side-effect of a flawed universe. “You’d better kill it.”
Another channel opened and Mephesch’s voice crackled in his ear. “This Deacon Shader is the same knight who drove our mawgs from Oakendale.”
An image of a tall man appeared in a window beside the homunculus and the shaman. He wore a tall broad-brimmed hat which shrouded his eyes in shadow. The face was gaunt and angular above a white surcoat and long black overcoat.
“I retrieved this from the satellite when I followed up on an echo from the statue. If I’m not mistaken, Deacon Shader has a piece of the statue. It could even be the body.”
The shaman let out an excited yelp. “He does, he does. Seen him in the city house, we have. Came to aid music man who had serpent’s body. Must have taken it from him.”
“The signal is very faint,” Mephesch continued, “but it’s coming from within the Templum of the Knot. The big surge that set the kryeh off has resulted in a flurry of activity around the Council buildings, some of which is headed towards the templum.”
“Show me,” Gandaw said as needles jabbed him repeatedly.
Another window overlaid the images of the homunculus and the shaman. Gandaw squinted to make sure he was seeing correctly. Hordes of what looked like freshly disinterred corpses were shambling about outside the building known as Arnbrook House. The view panned to show a troop of cavalry riding in the direction of the templum. Their steeds were skeletal, the riders armored in rusty mail and wielding chipped and age-worn weapons.
“Someone is using Eingana’s power to locate the other pieces.” The realization hit Gandaw like a block of ice in his stomach.
“I agree,” Mephesch said. “The strongest signal came from Arnbrook House, but it’s moved and I can’t get a fix on it.”
Gandaw didn’t like this. All these centuries waiting like a spider for a fly to fall into its web and now some outsider was going to beat him to the prize. “Shaman, take your mawgs to the templum. We must get this piece before our rival does.”
A chorus of whimpering sounded from the mass of mawgs around the shaman. “We can’t, Master. My people are frightened of the things they’ve seen. We can’t kill the dead.”
Gandaw’s fist clenched and he grimaced as a hundred needles pierced his skin all at once.
“I’ll go,” the albino homunculus said.
“What?” Gandaw was on the brink of switching off the projector.
“I’ll get the statue for you. I have some expertise in these matters. It’s what I’m paid for.”
“Paid for?” Gandaw didn’t pay for things. People either did what they were told or…
The homunculus pressed his face right up to the screen. “I am Shadrak the Unseen. Tell your creatures to let me go and I’ll get your statue.”
He was a homunculus. How could Gandaw trust such a creature? He opened one physical eye and glanced at the black gauntlet, an orange light indicating it was partially charged—at least enough for a demonstration. He thrust his hand into the gauntlet and made a fist. Shadrak glanced up at the black form materializing above his head, eyes widening in terror as the fingers of a gigantic black hand curled around him.
“I see everything,” Gandaw said, giving a squeeze. “If you betray me, I have the means to wring the life-essence from your body. You will be nothing more than a dried out husk. Do I make myself clear? There will be nowhere you can hide from me. I have eyes and ears everywhere.”
Shadrak nodded. Gandaw was satisfied he’d got the message. He released his grip and tugged his hand from the gauntlet, its giant counterpart dissolving from view.
“Bring the statue to the Anglesh Isles. I will instruct my shaman Krylyrd to expect you.”
Without the use of a planeship it was the best he could do. The gauntlet couldn’t bring matter across the worlds—which was quite an irritation—but if the receiver beneath the amphitheater in the mawg settlement could be synchronized with the projector, he might be able to fabricate a temporary portal. If only those blasted hybrids hadn’t stolen the last of his planeships, things would have been so much easier.
Shadrak slipped from view and the shaman came back into focus.
“As for you,” Gandaw said, “get back to your ships. Join the rest of the hive on the ocean. There is another piece of the statue approaching Sahul, and this time the guardians are merely human.”
The shaman’s eyes flared and it let out a low growl as Gandaw flicked off the projector. He was about to stand when a warning LED flashed on his vambrace. At the same instant, Mephesch appeared on the top level, as if he’d just stepped out of the wall.
“Something’s happening on screen 55.” The homunculus was shaking. “There’s a tremor running across the web covering the black hole.”
“What?” Gandaw became aware of the pounding of his heart. LEDs were going off all over his vambrace and the needles were piercing deeper than usual.
“Something has left the Abyss,” Mephesch said, his brows furrowed. “Also heading for the templum.”
Gandaw saw the consternation on the homunculus’s face and shivered. He couldn’t be certain, but he thought he’d seen something else as well: the slightest curling of Mephesch’s mouth in what was either a grimace or a smile.



 




THE COMING TERROR
Elias was dying for a piss, and as if that wasn’t enough, he was freezing. The sun had set some time ago, and the chill night had cast its mantle of darkness over the templum. He dared to peek out from the cart at the sound of horses clattering down the Domus Tyalae. How many more knights were coming? How many did they need to root out a handful of priests and three fighting men?
As the newcomers came into view, the temperature plummeted further until Elias felt his teeth chattering and his fingers started to turn blue. The pressure in his bladder had reached bursting point and the hairs on the back of his neck were sticking up. Dread descended like a million tiny insects burrowing through his skin, a fearful panic that prickled along his veins and made him shake uncontrollably. He leapt up from the blankets and jumped from the cart, running for the tree line. One of the new knights steered its horse to intercept him and Elias’s limbs turned to jelly, sending him sprawling and gibbering to the ground.
The rider dismounted. Elias heard the rasping of a sword being drawn. He forced himself to look at the knight, who was dressed in a tattered once-white cloak that flapped like a shredded sail, even though there was no wind. A full-faced, pocked and rusty helm stared back at him. Even the now raised sword was chipped and dull, thick cobwebs clinging to the blade. Elias covered his face with his hands and squeezed his eyes shut.
“Don’t kill me!” he squealed, and immediately hated himself for being such a wuss. If only he still had the statue. And then he had one last desperate hope. “You’re with Dr. Cadman, yes? Looking for the statue? I used to have a piece—a big piece actually, the whole body.” He held up his hands to show just how big, probably exaggerated a little. “I know all about the Statue of Eingana. Don’t kill me and I’ll tell you where it is. I’ll tell you everything.”
The knight stayed his hand and another figure, ghostly in form, drifted over to hover in front of Elias like an unnatural shadow.
“What do you know?”
“I know who has the body.”
The wraith turned away dismissively.
“And I know the geezer who used it to bring about the Reckoning and who now works to keep it from you.”
“Take him to Dr. Cadman.”
Hands of ice dragged Elias to his feet and dumped him unceremoniously across the saddle of a horse—a horse without flesh. The knight remounted and they cantered down the Domus Tyalae.
Still spineless, Elias thought, hot piss drenching his trousers and already starting to chafe his inner thighs. Some things never change.
* * *
“They’ve got the bard!”
It was Hugues’ voice.
Shader instinctively drew the gladius and joined him at the window, straining to see in the silvery moonlight. Gaston looked up, the ghost of a sneer crossing his face before he lowered his eyes to his boots. Maldark stood, hammer at the ready, apparently awaiting Shader’s lead.
“Coming?” Shader asked as he strode to the doors and began to unbolt them.
“You can’t go out there,” Gaston said, rising from his pew.
“He’s right,” Cadris piped. “You’re putting us all in danger. Mater?”
Ioana suddenly looked like the strength had leaked out of her. She blinked rapidly, holding a shaky hand up in front of Cadris, one finger raised and wagging slightly. She opened her mouth to say something, but it was another voice that spoke.
“Help him.” All eyes turned towards the sacristy where Rhiannon stood clutching her arms across her chest, an expression like a mortal wound on her face. “Please, Deacon. Help him.”
Shader watched her over his shoulder as he and Maldark took hold of a door handle each. Rhiannon gave him the slightest of nods, a hollow gesture that may have been gratitude.
Shader threw back his door and stepped outside with Maldark close behind. The knights of the White Order were stunned into inaction and Shader took full advantage, striding straight towards them and throwing his voice with authority. “Release the bard. Now!”
The knights turned to each other, lost in indecision. Shader knew he had them, knew if he pressed home his advantage…
Justin Salace rode forward, face twisted with rage. “You have no right—”
He never finished the sentence. Shader leapt at him and dragged him squealing from the saddle. Justin flailed about with his arms and legs but Shader cracked his head brutally against the stone of the driveway until he stopped moving. Shader stood and immediately pushed his way in amongst the mounted knights, none of whom moved to stop him. Maldark shadowed him, glowering malevolently. Shader could just see Elias’s motley-clad form draped over the saddle of a horse passing round a bend in the Domus Tyalae. There was something about the horse… An old familiar terror washed over him, and his chest began to tighten. Breaking through the ring of the White Order, he started to give chase, but stopped. A new force emerged from the darkness beneath the trees to block his path.
“Nous!” he cursed, the blood freezing in his veins. “The Lost.”
Scores of armored knights on fleshless horses spilled across the road. The riders wore corroded armor beneath the faded tatters of Nousian surcoats, their shields jagged-edged and corroded, their swords brown with age. A shadowy wraith drifted to their fore, its spectral form garbed similarly in full armor and a white surcoat, ghastly red eyes burning through the slit of its visor.
“Callixus.”
The wraith grew a fraction more substantial. “Shader.”
The knights of the White Order had regained their composure, a group of about twenty moving in behind Maldark and Shader to cut off any retreat. The others maintained their cordon around the templum. Shader glanced back towards the open doors from where Ioana watched, her face impassive.
Callixus followed his gaze. “Priestess,” he hissed. “We are coming.”
Shader took a step towards him, but Callixus instantly vanished in a wisp of black smoke. The skeletal steeds before Shader stamped and scraped their hooves, snorted soot and flame. The death-knights sitting astride them lifted their visors as one, jaws clacking in a macabre semblance of laughter. Shader stiffened, and would have panicked had it not been for a surge of warmth from the gladius. He drew his longsword and stood doubly armed before the assembled host. Maldark swung his hammer in a wide arc that drove back the White Order. “‘Tis too late for the bard,” he bellowed. “We must get back inside!”
“You go first,” Shader said. “I’ll be right behind.”
“Aye,” Maldark growled. “Let’s get to it.” He crunched his hammer into the head of a horse that got too close.
Shader lost sight of him as the dwarf barged his way into the throng, bashing left and right and bellowing at the top of his voice, “For God, for Aethir, for Arnoch!”
And then the Lost charged, shrieking a deathly battle cry. Shader moved to intercept the first knight, who slashed down at him with a rusty broadsword. He sidestepped with ease and decapitated the cadaver with a fierce backslash. The head spun to the ground and glared up at him, teeth still chattering. The skeletal horse twisted its neck and tried to bite him, its headless rider thrashing about blindly with the sword. Shoulder-charging the steed, Shader knocked it to the ground. Bones splintered, ligaments snapped, but both horse and rider continued to drag themselves towards him.
Shader danced away from the sluggish attacks of four more knights before weaving in amongst them, hacking this way and that with both blades.
* * *
Rhiannon watched over Ioana’s shoulder as Maldark surged through the White Order, turning back to deliver a thumping blow to a shield. The knight screamed, his shoulder suddenly jutting at an impossible angle. The dwarf moved from foot to foot with surprising agility and awesome balance as he spun and twirled his way back into the ranks of the enemy. A sword slashed dangerously above his head, but Maldark was saved by his height. He swung at the rider and knocked him flying into the man behind. A horse kicked him in the lower back and Maldark roared, spinning on his heel and striking it with such force that it wobbled and then slumped to the floor.
Rhiannon strained on tiptoe for any sign of Shader, but there were too many mounted knights in the way. She felt her skin crawl and turned to see Gaston behind her. “Help them!” She grabbed him and swung him onto the road. “Get them back inside!”
Gaston wavered for a moment, looking from the fight to Rhiannon. “I t-t-told them not to go out there. It’s not my f-f-fault.”
“Go to them!” Rhiannon took hold of Gaston’s collar and shook him.
He gripped her wrists and squeezed, eyes hard and glinting dangerously. “They’re already dead!”
Rhiannon felt her face tighten into a grimace as Gaston let go of her and tried to step back into the narthex, but she held onto his collar and blocked the way. She glanced about for support, but Ioana looked like she’d been struck dumb, rooted to the spot, and the others hadn’t left the nave. Only Cadris caught her gaze, and he turned away, patting down his hair.
“You spineless bastards!” She shoved Gaston into the wall.
He rebounded and tried to get past her, but Rhiannon punched him full in the face, sending him reeling to the floor. She was immediately on top of him, ripping his sword from the scabbard and rushing outside.
She dredged up all her pain and fury and screamed it at the White Knights surrounding the templum. The horses before her panicked and bolted—straight into the backs of their comrades who were struggling to contain Maldark.
The dwarf was bleeding from a score of cuts, some deep and gushing blood that drenched his cloak and habit. He took advantage of the confusion and redoubled his onslaught, swinging the huge war-hammer to either side and opening a path between the knights.
Rhiannon threw herself forward, hacking and slashing in a crazed frenzy, battering back the horses in her way. Brutal strokes, clumsy, but she had enough rage to make up for lack of skill. But not enough rage that she didn’t see her mistake. She’d gone straight through the knights around the templum and now they were turning and cutting off her retreat.
A sword lanced out, catching her in the shoulder. She grunted and dropped Gaston’s blade, swore, and grabbed the rider who had struck her, pulling him to the ground and biting, clawing, gouging. Maldark stepped over her and thudded his hammer into the face of the knight behind, but another hit him hard in the chest, snapping links on his hauberk and sending a spray of blood across Rhiannon’s hair. Maldark staggered and then bellowed, smashing his hammer against the cobblestones where it emitted a sound like thunder that caused the lead horses to rear, throwing their riders.
For a fleeting moment, Rhiannon caught sight of the rotting horde surrounding Shader. She clambered to her feet, blood slicking her hair to her face, the knight’s skin beneath her nails. Shog, she probably knew him. Couldn’t really tell in all the chaos. The wound in her shoulder was throbbing and oozing hot blood across her robe. She clamped her hand over it and looked desperately for some way of escape. The knights were closing in again, more cautiously this time. She bent down and retrieved Gaston’s sword.
Maldark looked like he’d been dragged from the mortuary slab, but he still managed a broad grin. “By all that’s holy, thou canst fight, lassie. Whence comest thou?”
“Oakendale.” The name didn’t taste bad on her lips, like it ought to.
“Oakendale?” Maldark said, ducking beneath a blade. “For Arnoch!” he roared, hammering a knight from the saddle. “For Oakendale!” He clobbered another.
Rhiannon staggered back as she parried a scything saber, forgetting her injured shoulder and swinging two handed. “For Oakendale!” she screamed, thrilling as the blade bit deep into bone. “For Mom! For Dad!” She blocked another attack and buried the longsword in a lad’s throat. “For Sammy!”
* * *
Shader had lost count of how many death-knights he’d felled, each of them still relentlessly trying to get at him, a grisly cluster of reaching and grasping limbs scratching and clattering about the cobbled drive. The undead continued to press forward, their movements slow, their attacks easy to counter, but sheer weight of numbers threatened to overwhelm him. He tried to back away in the direction of the templum, but tripped on something that proceeded to scurry up his leg. He brushed off the severed hand with the flat of the gladius and barely managed to parry a blow aimed at his head, a rusty blade shattering against his longsword.
Callixus materialized three ranks back, red eyes blazing, black sword pointing at Shader and urging the horde forward like a tidal wave. Unnatural winds fanned the death-knights’ cloaks and added an eerie howl to the clash of steel.
Shader was beginning to slow, his footing growing unsteady. With a flurry of desperate blows, he broke through the line of the Lost and staggered towards Maldark and Rhiannon. As the three formed a defensive circle, Shader managed one brief, appalled glance at Rhiannon before blocking a strike from a rusty sword that disintegrated and showered them with iron.
“Too many,” Rhiannon gasped. “And what the shog are they?”
Before Shader could answer, all three came under a concerted assault from front and back, and Shader was sent hurtling into Rhiannon by a fierce blow from a mace. He struggled to rise, but felt an agonizing pain in his chest. A rib or two had been crushed. Rhiannon wrenched him to his feet and turned back to deflect a saber aimed at her head. Shader caught a slash with the longsword, wincing as pain jolted along his arm. He cut the attacker down with the gladius, thinking he recognized the face, dropped the longsword and let his arm hang limp.
Rhiannon sagged against him, blood gushing from a shoulder wound. A horse reared to her left and then bore down upon her, a White Knight swinging his saber above his head. Shader tugged her out of the way and braced himself for the killing blow, but the knight twisted in agony as a sword lanced through his ribs. Behind him, Barek Thomas pulled his blade free, and spurred his gray gelding back amongst the White Order knights.
Rhiannon slipped in a pool of her own blood and Shader caught her, no longer caring about his own defense. Maldark fought on furiously, but was so closely surrounded by death-knights that he could barely swing his hammer. The end was very close.
And then Ioana was amongst them, holding aloft the wooden Monas that stood behind the altar, a look of absolute compassion and love on her face that seemed disarmingly incongruous. The knights of the White Order did not move against her; indeed, it seemed they had parted to let her through. The undead shrieked and hissed, but came no closer. Callixus floated to their fore, his eyes a molten fury, but even he didn’t approach.
Barek rode back to the head of the White Order, and it was then that Shader realized he had somehow taken command during the fight and had allowed Ioana through. Not only that, but he had saved Rhiannon—saved Shader—at the expense of one of his own men.
“Into the templum,” Ioana commanded.
Shader picked up his longsword and followed Rhiannon and Maldark back towards the entrance. Ioana brought up the rear, the death-knights keeping their distance from the Monas. Shader nodded to Barek as he passed, but the lad didn’t seem able to meet his gaze as he ordered his remaining men to dismount. Ioana held back the undead long enough for the surviving White Knights to make their way into the templum, leaving their horses abandoned outside.
Agna set about staunching the bleeding from Rhiannon’s shoulder, whilst Velda fussed over the worst of Maldark’s many wounds. Shader lay heavily on the ground, wincing at the pain in his ribs. His fingers curled tightly around the statue in his pocket and he accepted its power without thinking. Suddenly his body was infused with blissful warmth and he sat up refreshed and painless. Cadris looked at him in amazement. Gaston raised an eyebrow then went to retrieve his sword from the floor beside Rhiannon. A crow cawed from somewhere in the distance, or maybe Shader was imagining it. He shook his head and climbed to his feet, returning both swords to their scabbards.
The knights of the White Order crowded inside and looked about in bewilderment. Barek raised his arms for silence and tried to reassert some sort of discipline.
Ioana paused in the doorway to cast one last glance over the hellish cavalry milling around the porch. She backed into the templum, but as she did so she seemed to glimpse something behind the mass of undead. She slammed the doors and pressed herself against them, fighting for breath.
“Mater?” Shader took her hands and led her from the door as Maldark slid the bolts across.
Ioana merely waved towards the rear of the templum. Her fear was contagious, and soon everyone was edging back into the nave. Barek ordered some of the knights to help move the sick to the sacristy, whilst Gaston simply glowered at him. Shader took the statue from his pocket, determined to use its power on Rhiannon and Maldark, when suddenly a dreadful chill pervaded the templum and the doors began to warp and buckle.



 





THE DEATH OF DEACON SHADER
Shadrak was lucky to be alive, he supposed, but at what cost?
According to his mental map, it should be just past the next intersection. He scanned the silver ceiling with its blue lights and found the symbols he was looking for. Running the palm of his hand over a section of the left wall, he was greeted by a sharp hiss. A panel slid open to reveal metal rungs set back a couple of feet behind the wall.
He hurried up the ladder and crawled into a crumbling and foul smelling tunnel that was lit only by moldy phosphorescence. There was a ledge a few feet above him, cold air spilling down and giving him pause. He became aware of the blood rushing in his ears, the rapid pounding in his ribcage. He flicked his eyes in every direction and held his breath as he listened.
Nothing.
As he reached for a handhold, Shadrak’s arm trembled. His knees went slack and he felt the urge to turn about and run.
“I am Shadrak the Unseen,” he whispered. “Killer, hunter, the knife in the dark.”
He gripped a jutting rock and jabbed a foot into an indent, pulling himself upwards until he hung from the ledge. Swinging one leg over the edge, he rolled onto a flagstone floor.
There was an iron grill set into the low ceiling. Reaching up, Shadrak tugged until it came away in his hands and he dropped it clanging to the floor. He sprang, catching hold of the sides of the opening and pulling himself through.
If he was right, he should be in the crypt beneath the sanctuary.
From somewhere up above he heard a great chorus of screams and began to shake once more. He shut his eyes, fighting for calm. Was he losing it? He’d never felt anything like this before. He was like a child frightened of the dark. And so he did what he’d have done as a boy: focused on the one face that had brought him comfort, the one person he could always turn to.
Kadee’s eyes gleamed their warmth from the brown skin of her face. Her gray hair was braided with strips of leather and sparkling quartz. Her mouth was moving silently and he strained to hear her speak, knowing all the while she’d never utter another word.
Shadrak’s eyes opened and he gritted his teeth.
“Anger, not tears,” he told himself, pulling up his hood and sprinting for the stone steps that led to a trap in the ceiling.
* * *
The doors lasted longer than Shader expected. The wood blistered and cracked, the frame smoldered, and the bolts screeched in protest.
Barek’s lads dragged the pallet-beds with the patients still lying on them to the sanctuary and set up a protective ring around them. There can’t have been many more than thirty knights left. Ioana forced a smile for their benefit, and Gaston approached them, head down, sword trailing behind, scraping the floor. Barek clapped him on the shoulder and made room for him.
The priests huddled in front of the altar, a few paces behind the knights. Shader and Maldark stood shoulder to shoulder halfway down the nave, eyes riveted to the straining and groaning doors. The surrounding wall shuddered and the doors buckled further, the wood warping to an alarming degree. Thin black tendrils slid beneath and around the sides of the frame, feeling their way to the center where they began to knot and intertwine. Within moments the doors were completely obscured by the writhing feelers, which suddenly tensed and then sagged as the doors finally gave way. The tendrils relaxed their hold, allowing the shards of the doors to clatter to the ground, and there in the doorway roiled a seething formless horror. Heads sprouted forth from a central mass of gelatinous blackness, eyes rolling, teeth grinding until they burst and reformed as legs, arms, or thick lengths of tentacle dripping with slime.
The abomination’s bulk filled the entrance and radiated such terror that Shader’s body sought to run, or collapse, until the warmth of the statue flowed once more and gave him the strength to stand firm. Maldark, likewise, withstood the fear that emanated from the beast and hefted his war-hammer with a look upon his face that was something between repulsion and anger.
Behind them, the cordon of knights turned away in panic. The priests scattered and sought the nearest exit. Even the plague victims upon their beds started to drag themselves towards the sacristy and the link corridor to the residences in order to get as far from the aberration as possible.
The creature roared—a loathsome gurgling susurration that immediately halted all activity as the priests, knights, and the sick screamed in absolute horror.
Shader’s arms and legs were trembling as he fumbled with the gladius. The blade left its scabbard, bursting with golden fire that suffused throughout the templum. Strength and courage such as he had never known flooded his body.
The monster lurched forward and those still in the sanctuary fought and screamed in their desperation to get away. Shader put his free hand on Maldark’s shoulder. The dwarf was shaking violently.
“Get the others out. I’ll hold it here.”
“‘Tis the Dweller,” Maldark said, his face ashen. “There is nothing thou canst do.”
“I can give you time. Now go!”
Shader risked a look over his shoulder as Maldark backed away towards the sanctuary. Ioana was ushering the others into the link corridor when the flagstone behind the altar shifted and a head appeared from the crypt beneath. Shader caught a glimpse of a pallid face and pinkish eyes before a small man in a black cloak clambered up.
“Quickly,” the albino shouted.
As fast as they could, the priests and knights began to lower the sick to the relative safety of the crypt. Gaston was staring at the newcomer, sword shaking and suddenly looking too heavy for him.
The Dweller roared again and surged forward.
“Deacon!” Rhiannon screamed, as the bubbling black mass bore down upon him.
“Get out!” Shader shot her a despairing look. “Everybody get out!”
The Dweller belched and emitted a noxious vapor that almost overpowered him. He lashed out with the gladius and an arc of fire followed the blade, searing into vile black flesh. The Dweller hissed and belched again, and this time Shader was blinded by a cloud of soot. Instinctively he clutched at the statue in his pocket and accepted its power. The blindness passed, but even as it did he was ensnared by countless tentacles that squeezed cruelly about his legs and torso, cutting into the flesh with serrated edges. As he hacked at the sinuous limbs, the gladius slicing and burning, Shader craned his neck and saw that the evacuation was almost complete. Only Ioana, Rhiannon, Maldark, and, surprisingly, Gaston remained.
Maldark took a step forward.
“Flee!” Shader bellowed as he cut his way free of the tentacles and leapt at the central mass hacking and slashing, a pattern of flame left in the wake of his sword. No matter how many times he cut and burned the demon, its oily flesh simply reformed. He drew the longsword and redoubled his efforts, but the mundane steel merely rebounded from the Dweller’s hide. This was a fight Shader knew he couldn’t win. All he could do was delay the inevitable.
Gaston ran towards him, eyes wide with fear, sword arm trembling. Maldark caught hold of Gaston’s arm and spun him in the direction of the crypt, but not before Shader glimpsed the tears spilling down his face.
More tentacles fastened around Shader’s boots and tugged him towards a cavernous maw. The gladius sliced through black flesh, affording Shader enough time to glance over his shoulder to see Maldark climbing down to the crypt, herding the others before him.
Shader launched a frantic attack in the hope of wounding the demon enough for him to make his own escape whilst it reformed. He hewed great gouges into the ever changing form and jumped backwards, batting aside a lashing tentacle with his longsword. He was about to turn and run when there was a sudden numbing sensation in his back. He stood motionless for a moment, blinking with shock, and then dropped to his knees as the Dweller surged over him.
* * *
Cadman watched Shadrak pull his stiletto from Shader’s back and slip behind the altar as the demon smothered the fallen knight. Backstabbing little runt. That could have been me. Could have been me. Could have been… Oh my giddy—
The Dweller exploded in a flash of amber and gold. The blast roared towards the shattered doors, smashing Cadman from his feet. Shreds of shadow shot past his face amidst a terrible screeching.
Callixus!
A black cloud descended over Cadman’s eyes. He tried to fan it away, but his hands wouldn’t move; suddenly felt he needed to breathe, but couldn’t. One, two, three. Oh cripes. Oh cripes, no! The dark fog was inside his skull, eating away at what was left of his brain, rolling down to consume his innards. Oblivion! Not me! Not meee!
Cadman sat bolt upright. Someone was screaming. Someone was… Oh, it’s me. He shook the fug from his head and tried to orientate himself. Misty black ribbons swirled beside him, coalescing into Callixus. Cadman followed the burning glare of the wraith’s eyes, saw movement in the templum as the smoke began to clear.
Shadrak crept back to Shader’s body, bent over the face as if listening for breath, then felt around the throat.
Probably as skilled at detecting death as I am.
Callixus drifted past Cadman’s shoulder, heading down the nave. Shadrak glanced up, then hurriedly rummaged through Shader’s pockets. He pulled out something dark and sinuous. Cadman squinted. That had to be the statue, the body of Eingana. It was still smoking, throwing off sparks of amber. Callixus drew his black blade, raised it to swing, but Shadrak managed to thrust the statue into a pouch and throw himself into a twisting backflip in one fluid motion. As Callixus struck air, the assassin darted behind the altar and seemed to be swallowed up by the ground.
Callixus started back down the aisle, eyes like twin red suns.
“No, you idiot!” Cadman’s toes clattered on stone as he stormed towards him. Bloody illusion had gone again, and with it every last scrap of security. “The statue! Get the sodding statue!”
The wraith sped back to the altar and dispersed through the floor.
Cadman sagged and nearly fell. He lacked the strength to resume his fatness. Lacked the strength to go on. What have you done, you stupid, stupid fool? Keep to the shadows, didn’t I always say? Never do anything rash. Just lie low and endure. But now someone else had the power of Eingana, and goodness only knew what that meant.
Cadman dragged himself as far as Shader’s body, which was lying in a steadily growing pool of blood. He almost felt sorry for the knight. You had to admit, his final stand had been somewhat valiant. But what chance had he had against the Dweller, not to mention a knife in the back? Comes to us all, in time.
Cadman knelt down on creaking joints and closed Shader’s eyes; didn’t think he could stand back up again. Something glinted, and he felt the distinct thrum of power. It was coming from Shader’s gladius. He reached for the hilt, but a jolt of pain shot up his arm.
Blasted thing zapped me!
He scowled at the sword, and he was sure it would have done the same to him, if it had eyes. Something about it made him feel extremely uncomfortable. Dirty, even.
He crawled away from it on his hands and knees, but stopped as he felt a different sensation.
Heat radiated from the pocket of his tattered robe, burning away the frost in his bones. Well, it couldn’t hurt, could it? If Eingana wanted to help him in his weakness, who was he to refuse? Just a quick dribble of power and he’d be right as—
He started at a squawk and slipped in a patch of blood, landing on his bony arse. He looked every which way, heart slapping crazily at his ribcage like there was no tomorrow.
Nothing. There was nothing there.
“Caw.”
There it was again, only this time closer, more urgent. He could almost feel something breathing down the back of his neck. The ice in Cadman’s bones chilled a few hundred degrees, sent its necrotic fingers around his heart. The walls of the templum closed in around him, the roof starting to drop like the lid of a tomb.
Breathe, you silly old sod. Breathe.
Suddenly the emptiness of the Void was looking like an old friend in comparison to the mess he’d got himself into. Well, maybe that was overstating it. He winced at the tightening in his stomach—psychosomatic of course, like the ghosting the amputees had reported to him back on the front. Back when… Back…
Too many chances, blast it. Too many actions. Didn’t I always say it would come to this? In for a penny, in for a pound, then. Too late to back out now.
His fingers closed around the amber pieces, absorbing their warmth, accepting their comfort. So what if some antediluvian bird cawed every time he used their power. It wasn’t as if anything bad had happened. Just needed to act fast, that’s what. Decide what to do with all that power and do it quick, before there were consequences.
The pieces throbbed in his hands, sent stabs of heat into his brain.
“Show me.” Cadman pressed the eye and the fang together, amber radiating from their contact like a miniature sun. “Show me what to do!”
Blistering flames filled his skull, burning away the fog and indecision. Clear as day, he saw it all laid out in front of him. The Dweller oozing malice, returning to claim its due. A blast of amber so powerful it seemed to burn the world. A face so bloodless it could have been made of wax. The most unnatural eyes of electric blue locked onto him, scrutinizing him as if from the other end of a microscope. Banks of screens flickering between images, row upon row of bat-winged demons staring at them with sightless eyes. Something dark dropping from the sky—a monstrous black spider, legs curling around him. No, not legs, they were fingers. Not a spider, then. A hand, gripping, squeezing, crushing.
“What have I done?” Cadman sent the eye and the fang clattering to the floor. “What have I done?”
Too late, old boy. Far too late.
The amber glow cast long shadows about the templum and momentarily lit up Shader’s dead face, formed a halo around his head like the Ancients’ paintings of the Luminaries, or whatever they’d been called back then.
And then Shader was lost to the dark as Eingana’s light faded and died. For the briefest of moments, Cadman was back in his cot, tiny hands grasping through the bars, tears streaming down his cheeks. “No, Mama. Please! Don’t turn out the light!”
He picked up the amber pieces and shoved them deep in his pockets, turned and headed back outside like a diver striking for the surface.
In for a penny—
Shut up!
In for a—
“I said shut…” Cadman took a deep breath and finished in a whisper. “Shut up.”
Outside, the knights of the Lost waited for him like his faithful children. Only they weren’t. They hated him, just as much as Callixus hated him. Couldn’t say he blamed them, either.
As he walked towards them they parted, revealing his black carriage at the end of the Domus Tyalae, the driver standing with the door open, chimney-stack hat held to his chest. He’d never done that before, and it quite put the frighteners on Cadman. He stepped inside and the driver shut the door behind him. For one very nasty moment, Cadman had the distinct feeling he was being taken to his own funeral. As the carriage clattered away, he put his head out of the window. The driver’s back was silhouetted against the silvery moon, creating the impression he was frozen in ice. He must have sensed Cadman watching and twisted in the seat to look over his shoulder. Crimson flame flickered from his eyes and he began to chuckle. He turned back to face the road ahead, and the chuckle bubbled up into a full and throaty laugh.

The story continues in Shader, Book Two: Best Laid Plans
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1
The two brothers were almost to the wall when the skulls flew overhead.
“Make them stop!” cried Harruq Tun, hands pressed against his ears. Beside him, Qurrah Tun stood mesmerized by the sight. Hundreds of skulls bathed in purple fire sailed over the walls of Veldaren like dark comets. Gaping mouths shrieked mindless wails, their voices bone-chilling and unrelenting. A few soldiers fired arrows, but most hid behind their shields.
“Why do you cower?” Qurrah asked, striking his brother on the shoulder. “The skulls are nuisances, nothing more.”
“Sorry,” Harruq muttered. He shivered as a skull sailed just above them, its screech turning to chaotic laughter. The sound raced up and down his spine, triggering fear no matter how irrational.
Qurrah watched as if immune to the sound. He was so much smaller than Harruq, his slender body wrapped in rags, thin flesh clinging to bone. Yet he was unafraid. Shame and embarrassment burned in Harruq’s cheeks. He towered over his brother, his hands beefy and arms muscular. Nothing should scare him. He was supposed to be Qurrah’s protector, not the other way around.
“Where can we climb?” Harruq asked, hoping to get his mind off the skulls.
“There,” Qurrah pointed. A narrow set of stairs climbed to the parapet and Harruq led the way. The city gates were lost in the distance, city guards clustered about them.
“Look,” Harruq said. “Orcs.”
He spoke the word with an odd reverence, but they both understood its significance. Unlike the humans, the two brothers’ skin was dark and tinged with gray, their ears long and curled to a point. They were half-orcs, condemned for the tainted blood coursing through their veins. The people of Veldaren hurled the word at them like a dagger, but in truth neither had ever seen a full orc before.
“Now we’ll finally see,” Qurrah said, “what we are, what we are meant to be.”
Thousands of orcs spilled into the west, needing no light to see in the darkness. They howled and cheered, drums and war chants mixing with the shrieks of the skulls. Harruq felt his temples throb. A wail rolled over him as a deathly comet swirled about, spotting the two and eying them like prey. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop from shaking.
“Can you stop them?” Harruq asked, squinting at the sky.
“Perhaps,” said Qurrah, eyes distant and unfocused. “But orcs don’t use necromancy, not if the stories I’ve heard are true. Someone else travels with them—someone who must be strong.”
“When it comes to this mind stuff, no one’s stronger than you.”
Qurrah chuckled.
“We’ll see.”
He closed his eyes, letting his mind sink into the ether. Like scent to a bloodhound, Qurrah could sense the magic flowing all about him. The flame surrounding the skulls flared even brighter, but beneath their tails trailed long threads of silver. When Qurrah looked up, he saw hundreds of the threads twisting and curling together, coiling toward a hidden presence deep within the orc army. Taking in a deep breath, Qurrah pooled his strength and focused on the skull taunting his brother, visualizing the thread and seeking to sever it.
There was a pull on his chest—the taste of copper on his tongue. When he opened his eyes, the skull fell to the battlements. The jaw snapped and rotting teeth clattered to the streets below.
“You did it!” Harruq picked up the skull, frowning at its ordinariness. Shrugging, he flung it toward the distant army of orcs.
“Not done yet,” Qurrah said, sweat lining his face, his breathing soft and ragged. “There’re so many. So…many…”
He closed his eyes. This time, he didn’t grab just one thread. He grabbed them all. They screeched and twisted in his grip. His head pounded, and the pull on his chest was so great he felt he might pitch over the wall to his death. Qurrah’s well of magic drained at frightening speed. He almost let go, but he thought of his brother, shaking under the spell of the skulls.
No, he thought. Enough. Cease your chatter.
He clutched tighter, the threads braiding into a giant rope in his mind. High above, the skulls quieted, and their fires dimmed.
When the necromancer noticed Qurrah’s meddling, his mental link pulsed with incredible energy. Colors swarmed through his mind, dark purples and reds across a macabre canvas of black. He felt his chest tightening, his neck constricting. A scrying eye was upon him, now, and he was losing. It felt like an arrow pierced his mind, and through it words seeped into his head.
Run. Die. Collapse. Fear. Failure.
An apparition swirled before him, blacker than the shadows, red eyes smoldering. Its rank claws touched his face, turning the sweat on his brow to ice. The arrow squirmed deeper. Qurrah focused every bit of his will upon it, desperately seeking to repulse it. His well of energy, which he’d thought empty, burgeoned and over-flowed. The arrow snapped, banishing the necromancer’s presence, but leaving a solitary impression squatting at the back of Qurrah’s mind:
Curiosity.
Qurrah opened his eyes. He lay on his back in his brother’s arms, yet he didn’t remember falling.
“You’re alright!” Harruq hugged him.
Qurrah laughed.
“He lost,” he said, pointing to the night sky. “And he doesn’t know how badly.”
One by one, the skulls’ fire went out and they fell like morbid hail upon the city.
“Limitless,” Qurrah said, his smile trembling. Blood ran from his nose, and his skin was so pale Harruq could see his veins. “The well is limitless.”
His eyes rolled into his head. Without another word, he collapsed.
He dreamt of fire poured into flesh and a man whose eyes were glass.
* * *
“Qurrah!” Harruq shouted when his brother finally opened his eyes.
“How long?” Qurrah asked as he lurched onto his feet.
“Not long,” Harruq said, holding Qurrah’s shoulder to steady him. “The orcs are almost here.”
As if on cue, they heard a collective roar from the south. Harruq glanced at the stairs along the wall, but Qurrah saw this and shook his head.
“We need to get closer to the fight,” Qurrah said, slurring his words. “I need to see him.”
“Sure thing,” Harruq agreed. “Come on. I have an idea.”
He grabbed Qurrah’s arm and hooked his elbow around it. Qurrah was too weak to complain, so together they ran down the streets. They passed closed homes containing people praying for safety and victory. Looming ahead of them was the southern gate. Hundreds of soldiers stacked against it, their shields braced and ready. All along the walls, archers released arrow after arrow into the darkness.
“How are we to get closer?” Qurrah asked.
“Ignore them,” Harruq said. “I know what I’m doing.”
He led them into an alley in between several worn buildings made of stone. He stopped just before the next set of homes, for he heard talking. Holding Qurrah back, he peered around the corner to find a soldier dressed in finely polished armor raising his sword in salute. At first Harruq did not see who he saluted, but an elf fell from the roof and landed before the soldier.
“An elf,” Harruq whispered, managing to grab Qurrah’s attention. Now both peered around the corner, curious why such an exotic creature had arrived mere seconds before war.
“Greetings, Dieredon,” the soldier hailed, pulling off his helmet. He was a middle-aged, blond-haired man who had numerous scars on his face.
“Greetings to you as well, guard captain Antonil,” Dieredon said, taking a step back and kneeling. “Though I fear greetings is all I may offer you.”
Antonil pointed to the wall, and he asked something which neither could hear when the orc army shouted another communal roar.
“The Ekreissar will not aid you,” Dieredon said when the noise died. He shook his head, and a bit of sadness crossed his face. “We have been forbidden. Ceredon insists this is a minor skirmish, nothing more. We are not the keepers of man.”
“Minor skirmish?” Antonil shouted. “What about the necromancer traveling with them? You’re the one who said he was dangerous, that he might be…”
Another communal roar, even closer.
“I know,” Dieredon glared. “Forgive me, Antonil. I will watch, and I will pray. Whoever started this war will not go unpunished.”
The elf whistled, and to the brothers’ surprise a winged horse landed on the rooftop of a nearby home. Its skin and mane were sparkling white. Dieredon bowed one last time and then leapt into the air, using the ledge of a window to swing himself onto the roof. He mounted his horse, patted her side, and then took off into the night.
“Damn it all!” Antonil shouted, slamming his mailed fist into the wall. Still shaking his head, he stormed back to the gate, muttering curses.
“What was that all about?” Harruq asked.
“King Vaelor asked for aid and the elves declined,” Qurrah answered, chuckling. “The King’s pride will not take too kindly to that.”
“He and his pride can suck a rotten egg,” Harruq said. “Hurry or we’ll miss the battle.”
He pulled his brother down the alley to where a tall, crumbled house leaned near the wall.
“Onto my shoulders,” Harruq suggested, grabbing Qurrah’s knees and hoisting him high. Qurrah latched onto the roof, paused, and then stepped onto Harruq’s shoulders. The extra height boosted his head and chest above the roof, allowing him to climb to the top despite a moment of flailing. Harruq clapped for him, and he smiled at the next roar from the orcs. It was a goofy smile, and Qurrah recognized the fear hiding behind it.
“Hurry,” Qurrah said as Harruq climbed, using a windowsill as a foothold. Together, they stood upon the roof and gazed over the wall, mesmerized by the sight before them. Mere seconds away, hundreds and hundreds of orcs charged. Their race could see as well in night as in day. That same racial ability allowed the two brothers to watch the approaching orcs, lean muscle bulging underneath their sweat-glistened pale gray skin. Some wore mismatched armor, though most had only skulls, straps of leather, and war paint covering their bodies.
Wave after wave of arrows rained upon them, and those who fell were trampled by the rest, but the masses were not even slowed. Harruq pointed past the army to where a long line of men stood in the distance, carrying no light or torch.
“What are they doing?” he asked.
Qurrah searched the line, and he saw what he suspected.
“The necromancer,” he observed, pointing to the black shape hidden underneath robes and a hood. “Those alongside him are dead, Harruq. They serve only him.”
“Huh,” Harruq said. “Lot of good he’s doing. How are the orcs going to get through the wall, they have nothing but…”
The man in black robes lifted his hand. Qurrah saw pale and bony fingers hooked in strange formations. Then came the fire, erupting as if those fingers were a crack releasing the melted rock of the abyss. The sudden light blinded them both. The fire burned through the orcs as a solid beam, melting their bodies and scattering their remains. When it struck the wooden gate, it exploded. Wood shattered. Guards behind the gate howled as molten rock struck them, piercing through their shields and armor.
The orcs roared at the sight, not at all upset at their own losses. The way into the city was clear. Axes and swords held high, they rushed the opening.
“A minor skirmish,” Qurrah chuckled, echoing the elf’s words. “How amusingly wrong.”
Harruq had anticipated watching the fight over the wall from the roof, but instead they turned and watched the orcs slam into the human forces that surrounded the opening. The first push was brutal. Screams of pain and the sound of clashing of metal on metal flowed into the city. Harruq watched an orc wielding two swords cut off the arm of one soldier, and, as the blood from the limb splattered across his face, he turned and decapitated another with two vicious hacks. The orc roared in victory only to die as a soldier shoved his sword in his side and out his back.
“Will they make it through?” Harruq asked, in awe of the display. Qurrah glanced over the wall and then back to the main combat. Archers continued eviscerating the orc forces. If they could push into the city, their arrows would be a nuisance at best, but it seemed they had underestimated the human soldiers.
“They are running out of time,” Qurrah said. “But they might.”
He glanced back to the necromancer, and then he saw his eyes, just hints of red underneath the hood of his robes. Qurrah shivered as whispers shot up his spine.
You silenced my pets, it said.
“I do as I wish,” Qurrah whispered back. He felt a touch of cold on his fingers, like the fleeting kiss of a corpse lover.
You ally with the city of men?
“Again, I do as I wish,” Qurrah whispered.
“Who are you talking to?” Harruq asked. “Qurrah, what’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Qurrah said. He tore his gaze back to the fight. More orcs had pushed inward, leaving them bunched in a wide circle. They flung themselves against the surrounding guards. Again he felt a cold chill, this time creeping across his arms like frost spiders. The sensation of being watched was unbearable.
“We need to move,” he said. “If the guards falter we might suffer.”
“We’re already high up,” Harruq said. “We’re perfectly safe…”
“I said now!” Qurrah shouted. He doubled over, hacking and coughing. His breath was raspy and weak. “Please,” he insisted. “Take me from the wall.” “Alright then,” Harruq said, grabbing his brother’s arm. “Just hold tight.”
He leapt off the roof, pulling Qurrah with him. As his feet smacked the hard ground, his knees buckled and he fell back, catching his brother as he did. Without a word of thanks, Qurrah stepped off him and leaned against the wall. His whole body shuddered. He had often looked into the darkness. For the first time, the darkness had looked back, and it was amused. Whoever this necromancer was, Qurrah knew he had been an idiot to challenge him.
“Lead the way,” Qurrah said. “And forgive my outburst.”
“I understand,” Harruq said, ignoring the pain in his knees and the bit of blood running from his elbow to his wrist. “We need to hurry, though.”
He looped his arm through Qurrah’s and then hurried down the alley. As a soldier’s body collapsed at the end, the two stopped, and Harruq swore.
“The orcs made it through,” he said, to which Qurrah nodded. “This could be bad.”
An orc stepped into the alley, blood splashed across his gray skin. He held a sword in each hand, dripping gore coating both. Shouting something in a guttural language neither understood, the orc charged.
“Get back,” Harruq ordered as he shoved Qurrah to one side. He slammed himself against a house, barely dodging a downward chop of the blades. The orc attacked again, all his strength behind the swing. Harruq ducked, narrowly avoiding decapitation. Qurrah lunged before the orc could strike again, latching onto his wrist and letting dark magic flow. The orc howled at the sensation of a hundred scorpions stinging his flesh. Flooded with adrenaline, he hurled Qurrah aside, desperate to break the contact between them. Qurrah’s thin body crumpled against the dirt. At the sight of it, Harruq felt his rage break loose.
He slammed his fist into the orc’s stomach, followed by a brutal kick to the groin. Harruq rammed his elbows into the orc’s face, baring his teeth in a feral grin as he felt cartilage crunch. Staggering back, the orc dropped one of his swords and clutched his face.
“His sword,” Qurrah shouted loud as he could. “Take it, brother!”
Harruq obeyed without thought. He dropped to his knees, grabbed the sword, and rolled forward. Steel smacked where he had been. Now on his back, Harruq tossed the sword in front of himself, clutching the hilt with both hands. The orc smashed his own blade downward, and as they connected, Harruq did not feel fear or the strain of his muscles. He felt exhilarated. Even though the orc pressed with all his strength, he could not force the kill.
At last, Harruq forced him back, and in the brief opening he spun his sword around and buried half the blade into the orc’s gut. The orc gasped something unintelligible, dropped his other sword, and fell limp. Harruq stared at the body, his hands shaking from the excitement and his breath thunderous in his ears. A hand touched his shoulder. He recoiled as if struck.
“Well done,” Qurrah said, his eyes locked on the corpse. Harruq recognized that look. His brother had seen something he wanted, and he would have it. “A strong life and a fresh death.”
“The battle?” Harruq asked. Even as they stood there, he watched several orcs go running past, howling murder.
“We will partake in our own way,” Qurrah said, kneeling beside the orc. The savage clutched his stomach, his hands the only thing holding in his innards. Qurrah’s thin, ashen face curled into a sneer. Harruq turned away. Perhaps his brother would think him weak, but he would not watch. He heard a sudden shriek of pain that morphed into a long, drawn-out moan. As the last of the air left the orc’s lungs, Harruq turned around, startled by the sight.
“Beauty in all things,” Qurrah said, purple light dancing across his face. “Especially those things that are controlled.”
An orb floated above his open palm, seemingly made of thick, violet smoke. Within its center, a face shifted, its sunken eyes glaring. When it opened its mouth, no sound came forth, just a soft puff of ash.
“A soul seeking release,” Qurrah said. “How destructive, I wonder?”
“Get rid of it,” Harruq said as he picked up the other sword the orc had dropped.
“You disagree?” Qurrah asked, his delight vanishing into a sudden frown.
“No,” Harruq said. He thought to explain and then just shrugged. “It makes me uneasy,” he said instead. “But do as you wish.”
The frailer brother approached the end of the alley where the sound of combat was strongest. His steps faltered only once. When Harruq moved to catch him, Qurrah glared and leaned against the side of a house. When a luckless orc rushed too close to the exit, Qurrah hurled the orb. Its explosion conjured shadows and shifting mists of violets and purples. The orc collapsed, white smoke rising softly from his tongue. In the sudden blinding light, Qurrah laughed.
“Never,” he said, “could I have imagined it so beautiful.”
* * *
An hour before dawn, the city’s soldiers cornered and killed the last of the orcs. The Tun brothers were not there to watch, for they had snuck back to the outer wall at Qurrah’s insistence.
“I know his plans,” Qurrah whispered as they stared across the open grass and the arrow-pierced orc bodies that covered it. “He is familiar to me, though I know him not.”
“He isn’t your former master, is he?” Harruq asked as he adjusted his newly acquired swords. He had taken a belt and some sheathes from one of the dead bodies, but he was having a devil of a time getting them to fit correctly.
“No,” Qurrah said. “He is dead. I killed him. Whoever this is, he is someone else. Someone stronger.”
He pointed into the darkness.
“There,” he said. “He returns.”
Robed in black, the figure approached unseen by the guards. He lifted his hands, which shone a pallid white in the fading moonlight. So very slowly their color faded, from white, to gray, to nothing, a darkness surrounding and hiding them.
“What’s going on?” Harruq asked. He pulled one of his swords out from its sheath, pleased by the feeling of confidence it gave him. Qurrah said not a word. His eyes were far away, and his lips moved but produced no sound.
“Qurrah?” Harruq asked again. “Qurrah!”
He struck his brother on the arm. Qurrah jolted as if suddenly waking.
“The dead,” Qurrah said. “They rise.”
Sure enough, the arrow-ridden bodies stirred. As if of one mind, they rose together, ignoring any injuries upon them. Some hobbled on broken legs while others shambled with twisted and mangled arms. The brothers watched as hundreds more lumbered through the still-broken southern gate. A few belated alarms cried out from the exhausted guards, but they were too few and too late. Unencumbered, the horde of dead marched out to where the necromancer extended his arms to embrace them.
Harruq and Qurrah watched until the sun rose in the east and all trace of the necromancer vanished.
“What is it he wanted?” Harruq asked, breaking their long silence.
“More dead for his army,” Qurrah surmised.
“No,” Harruq said. “With you.”
Qurrah nodded, knowing he disrespected his brother to think he might not have noticed.
“He wanted my name,” Qurrah said. “I did not give it. I have served a master once. I will not do so again.”
Harruq frowned but said no more. Together they climbed down from the wall and returned home.
* * *
Home to the two half-orcs was in the older, mostly abandoned southern district of Veldaren. Those with wealth had drifted northeast, closer to the castle and away from the busy streets and markets. When King Vaelor had ordered all trade to come in through the western gate, and not the south, it had been the final nail in the district’s coffin. The homeless, hungry, and destitute flooded the rows of abandoned buildings, clawing them away from their legal owners with their very presence, or sometimes their murders.
Harruq and Qurrah played that game well. They had grown up on the streets of Veldaren and fought for every scrap of food they’d eaten. They had punched and kicked for every soft, dry bed. Then, one day, they finally killed.
“A fine home is any home that’s yours,” Harruq said as he forced back a couple planks sealing a window. “Ain’t that right, Qurrah?”
“Whatever you say.”
Once the window was unblocked, the two climbed in. They lived in what had once been a large shed. The door was still boarded shut, but the window, well…
For two such as they, windows worked as well as doors.
They sat diagonally of each other so they had room to stretch their legs. Harruq unhooked his belt and placed his swords in a corner, brushing their hilts against his fingertips.
“I want to learn how to use them,” he said. “Think anyone will teach me?”
Qurrah laughed. “You’ll find plenty who’ll teach you how to die by one,” he said. “I’m not sure about the other way around.”
Harruq shrugged. His mind kept replaying the fight with the orc. Untrained and unprepared, he had still won. What could he accomplish with training? How many might fear him if he had skill to match his strength and steel to match his anger?
“I know of a way,” Qurrah said, pulling at one of many loose strands of his robes. “A way for you to practice. You saw what I did with that dead body.”
Harruq nodded, disturbed by the hungry look in Qurrah’s eyes.
“I did,” he said, “and it scared the abyss out of me.”
Qurrah dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “With exposure comes understanding. I am always in control, so don’t fear what I do. But I must learn, Harruq. I have no school, no teacher, nothing but scattered memories of my wretched master when I was nine. Nevertheless, death… death has a way of teaching us things. I can sense its power so clearly in its presence. I need it. You must give it to me.”
Harruq crossed his arms and stared into the corner.
“People die every day here,” he said. “Shall I find their bodies and bring them to you?”
“For now,” Qurrah said. “Yes. If the death is fresh, the power should still linger.”
Harruq reached out, grabbed his brother’s wrist, and clasped his hands in his.
“I won’t like it,” he said. “But I’ll do it for you.”
“We are better than them,” Qurrah said, standing so he could look through the cracks of the boards across the broken door. “Stronger. Life is for those who take it. I need you to understand this, brother. Together, we can become something great.”
“Like what?” Harruq asked. “What can we become?”
Qurrah’s eyes twinkled, but he said not a word.
* * *
Guard captain Antonil marched through the street, leading fifty of his men marching in perfect union. His face was a portrait of stoic calm, but it was all a lie. His heart was troubled and he had not a soul to tell why. He held a proclamation of King Vaelor to the entire nation of Neldar. He had argued as best he could, but his words meant little. When Antonil asked that someone else deliver the proclamation, a frown had crossed the king’s smooth face and he had slammed his lotioned hand against a table.
“It will mean more coming from you!” the king had shouted. “They will know the seriousness of my order. I will not be flooded with spies, treated like a mere peasant, and then insulted by such blatant snubbing of my humble call for aid. Let them know I am king, my dear Antonil. Make sure they know.”
Antonil halted at the center of Veldaren where the four main roads of the city interconnected and a large marble fountain towered over all. Not bothering to call for silence or attention, he unrolled the scroll and shouted its edict. Because of his rank, the troops in attendance, and the overall respect given to the man who had engineered the city’s successful defense only days before, he was quickly given a respectful silence.
“By order of the King, all elves are to be removed from Neldar lands. They shall not travel within our cities, live in our settlements, or trade with our people. They are banned in all possible sense of the word. They have abandoned us, so let us abandon them. These are the words of your King, Edwin Vaelor, and may they never be forgotten.”
Antonil closed the scroll and then nodded for his soldiers to return to their post. Holding in a curse, he headed to the royal stables. He needed to speak with Dieredon and personally break the terrible news.
* * *
Qurrah smirked as the guard captain hurried away.
“Elves banned,” he said to his brother. “Amusing, though unnecessary. Only handfuls live within these walls, and they are just diplomats and messengers. Our king is a spiteful, paranoid one.”
“Not my king,” Harruq muttered loud as he dared. He meant to say more but stopped as another man neared the fountain. He was large, well-muscled, and scratching at a long beard that stretched down to his belt. In a massive voice, he shouted to the mulling throngs.
“The royal guard is in need of able-bodied men to help rebuild the walls of the city,” he shouted. “The work will be hard, but we offer a threepence of copper a day. Come to the castle and ask for Alvrik.”
He repeated the message three more times and then wandered back north.
“A threepence,” Harruq said. “We could eat well for weeks.”
“The king must be desperate for workers,” Qurrah said. He raised an eyebrow at his brother. “I take it you’re interested?”
“I’m strong enough for whatever they want from me,” Harruq insisted.
“We have no need for money.” Qurrah reminded him. “We take what we need. We always have.”
“My days are spent in boredom and you know it,” Harruq said. “How long will they offer that much coin?”
Qurrah popped his neck, wincing as he did. “So be it,” he conceded. “Take the work…if they’ll take you.”
This put a bit of a damper on Harruq’s enthusiasm.
“Course they will,” he muttered, his frown betraying the confidence in his voice. “Why wouldn’t they?”
* * *
“Alvrik,” Harruq muttered as he approached the giant double doors leading into the castle, which were flanked on each side by two soldiers. “Avrik? Alrik? Avlerik? How the bloody abyss did he say his name?”
He stopped when he realized the soldiers were staring at him with none-too-happy looks on their faces.
“Oh, hello,” he said, doing his best to smile. “I was looking for, er, Alvrik. He was just in the center of town, and…”
“Does the orcie want some money?” one of the guards asked. He jabbed his elbow into the soldier next to him as both laughed in Harruq’s face.
“Just want some work,” he grumbled, his deep voice almost impossible to understand.
“Head around back,” one told him. “Alvrik will be waiting.”
“That’d be west,” said the same rude guard. “You know which way west is, right?”
Harruq’s hands opened and closed as he imagined his swords within them, ready to butcher for blood while the soldier proceeded to say the word ‘west’ as long and drawn out as possible.
“Thanks,” he mumbled and hurried off.
Accompanied by a young man scribbling on a sheet of parchment, Alvrik sat at a small table in front of a group of people waiting in line to address him. Harruq slipped into the back and tried to calm down. Never before had he done anything like this. He had stolen food, fled from guards, lived in poverty, and kept to himself. For he and his brother, that was life. What the abyss was he doing asking for work?
A swelling of nerves in his gut almost forced him to leave. Several men in front of him turned away, dejected or angry. He didn’t hear the reasons why and didn’t want to know. The idea of so much money, more than enough to buy warm food and clean drink, kept him there. At last it was his turn, and he approached the table where Alvrik sat chewing on a piece of bone long since void of meat.
“You,” he said before Harruq could mutter a word. “You don’t look like all the others.”
“I’m not like the others.”
“That so?” Alvrik’s face hadn’t changed in the slightest. “Tell me why.”
“Stronger,” he said. “Tougher. Whatever work you got two men doing, I can do alone. Whatever hours you got them working, I can do double.”
“A large boast,” Alvrik said. He took the bone out of his mouth and pointed at Harruq’s ears. “You got orc blood in you.”
“I do.”
“Will that be a problem?” Alvrik asked.
“Up to all the others you hire,” Harruq said. “But I’ll be fine. I don’t start much, but I always finish.”
Alvrik laughed. He nudged the man next to him, who grabbed the quill.
“Give me your name,” he asked, dabbing the tip into the ink.
“Harruq,” he said. “Harruq Tun.”
“Well, Harruq,” Alvrik said, slowly nodding his head. “I’ll see you right here at sunrise tomorrow. Got that?”
Harruq grinned ear to ear, even his nervousness unable to diminish his excitement.
“I’ll be here before the rooster knows it’s dawn.”
* * *
A sharp pain in his gut dragged Harruq from his dreams. He lifted open a single eye and glared at the blurry image of his brother.
“The sun is almost up,” Qurrah said, kicking him again. “You need to be as well.”
“What are you…awww, damn it.”
He sat up straight and shook his head, trying to clear the fuzz that clogged the vast empty space between his ears. Qurrah helped by offering a third kick, this one right to the kidney. Harruq gasped and staggered to his feet. He was outside their little home in seconds, urinating on the grass.
“Hadn’t pissed yet,” Harruq shouted to his brother. “You could be a bit kinder, you know.”
“At least you’re awake,” Qurrah said back. “Now get to the castle. I may not approve, and I still don’t trust them, but for once we might have something worthwhile to eat. I won’t let a simple thing like sleep keep us from it.”
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Months later, Harruq awoke at the dawn, jerking upward and uttering a sharp gasp. A constant cry of danger rang in his ears. A quick survey showed he slept alone in their small shed, his brother missing.
“Qurrah?” he dared ask.
“Outside,” came Qurrah’s muffled reply.
Harruq stretched, pushed away a plank of wood from the window, and climbed out. The sun was halfway visible, the standard noises of the city only in their infancy. Leaning against the shed, his eyes staring off toward the sunrise, waited Qurrah.
“What are you doing out here?” Harruq asked.
“Did you sense it?” Qurrah asked.
“Sense what?”
The smaller half-orc shook his head.
“If you must ask then you did not, at least not directly, though I did hear you startle awake. Perhaps a fleeting glimpse of it…”
“Qurrah,” Harruq said, crossing his arms and frowning at him. “What is this about? Tell me.”
“Remember the necromancer we witnessed at the siege?” Qurrah asked. “It is him. He has haunted my dreams lately, and today he whispered the name of a place I have already researched for my own purposes. I think we are being guided, though I dare not pretend to know why.”
Harruq shifted, the dark expression on his brother’s face making him uncomfortable.
“What’s the place?” he asked.
“It is where our mother came from,” Qurrah said. “A town called Woodhaven. Well, two towns really, Celed and Singhelm. They have since grown together and merged. It is an interesting place, Harruq, where elves and men live together, each in their respective parts of the city. Their tolerance of other races is, obviously, a necessity. I have thought to take us there.”
“Why do we need to leave?”
“Your work is almost done,” Qurrah said. “The walls are repaired, and half the men who worked with you have already been cut loose. I, however, have much to learn but cannot do so here because of prying eyes and attentive ears. I need privacy. I need silence.”
“What for?” Harruq asked.
“No,” Qurrah said. “Don’t ask when you full well know the answer.”
At this Harruq nodded. Yes, he did know. Over the past few months, he had killed seven men and carried their bodies to his brother.
“I still have at least a week,” Harruq said. “Give me until then, alright? We could use the money.”
“I have saved much of what you earned,” Qurrah said. “We will be able to eat, not well, but enough to live.”
“If you say so,” Harruq said. “Good luck with your, uh, studies. I have a wall to finish building.”
“Stay safe,” Qurrah said, offering a small wave as his brother trudged north. When he was gone, the smaller half-orc slipped back into the shed, removed a false floorboard, and grasped a small pouch containing various herbs, bones, and knives. Reaching back in again, he took out an object wrapped in sackcloth and soaked in blood. A knife in hand, he opened the pouch and closed his eyes. His mind attuned, he carved into the remains of a man’s heart.
* * *
On his way back home, the threepence jingling in his hand, Harruq spotted a patrol of guards approaching. He glanced to the right, where the small alley led back to their shed. If he hurried, he might be able to make it before they noticed…
He was halfway down the alley when he heard a voice call out.
“Hey!”
Harruq kept going. He was used to harassment and verbal abuse from the guards. Once out of sight, though, he was usually out of mind. He relied on that as he turned a corner into the small space around their shed. Qurrah, who had been resting on the shallow grass, hurried to his feet at Harruq’s approach.
“What is the matter?” he asked.
“Nothing, but you might want to hide in there. Quick!”
“I will do no such thing,” Qurrah said.
“I said hey!” shouted the same man. Harruq stepped in front of Qurrah and then turned, staring down a group of five heavily armored guards. Swords and clubs hung from their belts, though a fifth carried a weapon neither of them had ever seen before. It was a wooden stick with a bulbous gem on one end.
“You stop when asked or pay the price,” said one of the guards.
“If he can even understand us,” said another.
“We understand perfectly,” Qurrah said, stepping to one side. “What has my brother done to warrant your attention?”
“We’re on a quest,” said the man wielding the strange weapon. He had a stubbly beard and a hooked nose with a thick scar along the top. “A great quest from the king, you could say. We’re to rid scum from the city, elven scum. You know what I think? I think elves can look like anything. They’re devious little pricks like that, and you two seem rather ugly and devious, don’t you all agree?”
The other guards laughed and shouted in agreement. They had spread out, flanking the half-orcs on all sides. The leader stepped forward and gestured with his weapon.
“You know what this is? This detects elves, and every elf I find I get to politely escort out of the city. Oh, and their possessions, well, obviously they were stolen. That coin you got there, you might as well hand it over before I take it.”
Qurrah glared while Harruq clutched the coins tighter and fought down his anger. He glanced back to the shed, cursing his idiocy for not retrieving his weapons while he had the chance.
“The coin,” demanded a guard to their right. “Hand it over.”
“No,” Harruq said.
The leader rammed his fist into the half-orc’s face. Harruq staggered but held his ground. Blood ran down his face, and he spat some away from his mouth. He waited for another punch, but nothing came. The man was staring in total disbelief at the weapon he held. As he had stepped closer to punch, the gem at the end had shimmered a soft green.
“Of all the dumb luck,” he said, a grin spreading across his face. “We got some real elves here!”
They drew their swords. Harruq held an arm defensively in front of Qurrah, his eyes darting in all directions. Slowly, the leader extended the stick, poking it against Harruq’s chest. The soft glow turned into a brilliant flare of emerald.
“Elves,” the man said. “No doubt about it.”
He laughed to the others and then punched Harruq in the gut. As the half-orc doubled over, the guard grabbed his hair and tugged.
“Got to be a disguise,” he said. Another guard used the hilt of his sword to strike Harruq’s back. The blow blasted the air out of his lungs. The leader of the guards tugged all along Harruq’s face, pulling hair and scratching skin.
“I’ll be,” he said. “It is real. No illusion and no disguise. You two cretins have god-damned elf blood in you.”
“You jest,” Qurrah said, hanging back and showing no sign of aggression. The soldiers clearly thought Harruq the more dangerous of the two, and he was more than willing to let them continue thinking that.
“No jest,” the guard said. “You two are leaving this city, now.”
“My things,” Harruq said, his voice coming out as a weak croak.
“I don’t see anything,” said the guard, scooping down and retrieving the scattered coins Harruq had dropped.
“In the shed,” Qurrah said.
“That where you two live?”
“Yes.”
“Fine,” the leader said. “Go and get whatever the abyss you can carry.”
Harruq climbed into the shed, throwing Qurrah a worried look before he did. When he came out holding his sheathed swords to his chest, the guards tensed, readying their weapons.
“Drop those right now,” they ordered him. Harruq clutched them tight, and the look on his face was clear. He would fight, and die, before he gave them up. The lead guard, already having their coin as well as the bonus of having found elves in hiding, was willing to let it slide.
“You draw them, even fiddle with them in their sheaths, you die, that clear?” he told the half-orc. Harruq nodded, again saying nothing.
“Calm yourself,” Qurrah whispered to his brother as the two marched in front of the guards toward the main streets.
“Trying,” Harruq whispered back.
They marched at sword point. Onlookers cackled as they passed, figuring the two were thieves or vagrants caught brawling. Their orcish features lent them no kindness, and a few children even threw rocks until the guards shooed them away. The whole while Harruq burned with shame and rage.
They reached the western gate, which remained open during the day. Without ceremony, they were kicked through, both falling to the dirt and scraping their knees.
“Get going,” one said. “See if somewhere else will take your mutt ass.”
It was not just adrenaline that caused Harruq’s hands to shake, but Qurrah put his hand on his wrist and begged him to calm.
“Never forget this shame,” he said. “Let it burn in you. Let it be a reminder of what I have always said. We are better, superior. Never feel guilt at what we do to them, for you see what they would do to us.”
Harruq stood, brushed some dirt from his pants, and then offered Qurrah a hand. Together they trudged west, without food, water, or blankets. The guards watched them go, smirking all the while.
* * *
That night Harruq collected a bunch of sticks and twigs, which Qurrah lit with a clap of his hands. The two huddled over the fire, each lost in their thoughts. Harruq broke the silence first.
“So where will we go?” he asked.
“Where else is there?” Qurrah said. “Perhaps we were meant to go to Woodhaven. The journey will not be long, perhaps a week or two at most. There are enough animals about for me to kill, so do not worry about food. As for water, there are many small streams, and we can beg from the occasional farms we pass. We were to leave anyway, now we do so sooner.”
“Sooner?” Harruq said. “We paraded through the city like criminals and were tossed out with swords at our backs. If we were to leave, I wanted to leave on our own terms, not like that.”
He swore a few times, getting progressively more colorful as he went.
“Two minutes alone with that guard,” he muttered. “I’d have him drinking through a brand new hole in his neck.”
“How skilled are you with those?” Qurrah asked, gesturing at the swords in the grass next to Harruq. Even though they lived in such cramped quarters, Qurrah still knew very little of Harruq’s life other than what he did at his request.
“I’ve watched the guards training new men,” Harruq said, drawing a blade and holding it with one hand. “And I’ve been practicing every night after you’re in bed and no one is around to watch and get curious. Near the castle they have these stumps for smacking with your sword. Not sure what for, but it helps them, and it seemed to help me. I snuck over there plenty of times. No one guards a big, beaten log.”
“But you have yet to face men in combat,” Qurrah said. “Do not be overzealous about your skills. Confident, perhaps, but not foolish. Don’t die on me, brother, for I need you more than ever.”
“Yeah, I know,” Harruq said, growing quiet. The subject of Qurrah’s experiments always made him uneasy.
“This time there will be a slight difference,” Qurrah said.
“What’s that?”
The half-orc shook his head.
“Not now. Another time I will explain.”
The two grew quiet, and they stared at the fire as the time passed. At last, when Harruq was sure Qurrah would not bring up the subject, he spoke.
“About the guards,” he said. “You think they’re telling the truth?”
Qurrah glanced up.
“About the elven blood in us?”
“Yeah.”
Qurrah chuckled, but it was mirthless.
“I do, and it does not surprise me as much as it should. I’m not sure who would mate with our mother, but some elf man did. We are smarter than most realize, you know that. Our features are sharper, and we only resemble the orcs that attacked Veldaren. It is a part of us. Unwanted, perhaps, but I shall not cower and hide a part of who I am.”
“Just strange, is all,” Harruq said.
“Life is strange.”
They both lay down to rest, a new life awaiting them in Woodhaven.
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In silence, Harruq Tun stared at the body. Seven, he guessed. No older than seven. He didn’t know the boy’s name or why he had wandered into the forest. The bloodied corpse was sprawled across the knotted roots of a tree, its innards spilled through a massive gash from shoulder to waist. The eyes remained open, their young innocence spoiled by a lingering look of horror.
You’re an orc, aren’t you?
Harruq snarled and shook his head. He shouldn’t have spoken to him. Shouldn’t have let him ask questions. The last of his adrenaline faded as images of the child’s quivering lips and trembling hands haunted his vision.
“Half,” Harruq whispered as he wiped blood from his swords onto the grass. “Only half.”
The kill had been quick, just a single cut through the shoulder blade, the heart, and then the lung. No suffering, little pain. It was all he could offer.
“He’s dead, Qurrah,” the half-orc shouted. His deep voice, like a bear’s growl, seemed right at home in the forest. “Come on over.”
Qurrah approached through the trees, clutching a worn bag in his long fingers. His brown eyes glanced over the dead boy. He nodded in approval.
“Well done,” Qurrah said.
“Killing kids is hardly worth a well done.”
Qurrah frowned as he glanced from his prize to his brother, who sat against a tree, arms on his knees. “Take pride in all you do,” Qurrah said. “Only then will you improve.”
Harruq shrugged. “You need me?”
The smaller half-orc opened the bag he carried. Inside were ashes, roots, herbs, and a sharpened knife: all Qurrah needed to work his art.
“No. You may go.”
Harruq rose, glanced at the body, and then departed.
* * *
“What are they looking at?” Harruq later asked as the two brothers walked down the winding streets of Woodhaven.
“Let us see,” said Qurrah.
Harruq muscled his way past two men, his brother following in his wake. They found a proclamation nailed to a post.
“What’s it say?” Harruq asked.
“All children are to be kept outside the boundary of the forest,” Qurrah said, his eyes narrowing. “Six have been killed by the…”
Qurrah laughed, a hideous sound.
“By the what?” Harruq asked.
“The Forest Butcher,” said an aged woman next to him, her voice creaking as if she had tiny pebbles lodged in her throat. She glanced back to the worn brown paper. “Hope they find him. Been a long time since we had an execution, but whoever that sick bastard is deserves a gruesome one.”
“Such hatred in a meager body,” Qurrah said, and his smile earned him a sneer.
“Come on, Qurrah. I’m getting hungry,” Harruq said as he trudged off, his hands at his sides grabbing the air where his swords no longer were.
* * *
The two brothers lived in the poorest part of town, sheltered in an old building long abandoned. When they had first arrived, several homeless men claimed it as their own. Harruq had slit their throats when they slept and then Qurrah worked his art. The few vagabonds left in the city quickly learned to avoid the worn building marked by holes in its roof and long shadows that lingered no matter where the sun shone.
Harruq shoved open the door and then halted as he breathed in the stuffy air.
“Nothing like home, eh?” he said.
“Move, before the meat spoils,” Qurrah said.
The big half-orc stepped out of the way. Qurrah came through, carrying a slab of meat in his hands. He weaved across the missing planks in the floor and sat next to a small circle of stones. Above him was a hole in the ceiling for the smoke to escape.
“Since when has spoiling meat stopped me from eating it?” Harruq asked.
Qurrah laughed. “Which explains so much.”
Murmuring a few words, he smashed his hands together. Fire burst to life in the center of the stones. Harruq grabbed a small pot and brought it to the fire, but Qurrah stopped him.
“There is no need,” he said.
“How come?” Harruq asked.
Qurrah narrowed his eyes and stared at the meat in his hands.
“I have something I wish to try.”
The bigger half-orc stepped back, willing to watch his brother work. While Harruq was skilled in swords and had all the muscle, Qurrah possessed far more interesting talents.
Qurrah mumbled words, sick and spidery. The bones in the slab of meat snapped erect as if pulled by invisible strings. He kept whispering, his eyes wide. The meat floated from his hands and then lowered into the fire. Qurrah twirled his finger, and the slab turned as if on a spit.
“We’re eating fancy tonight,” Harruq said, tossing the pot back to its corner. His stomach growled as the aroma of cooked meat filled his nostrils.
“Glad you approve,” Qurrah said.
They ate in silence until only bones remained, which Qurrah then tucked away in a pouch. Harruq relaxed and enjoyed the heat while his brother tightened his robe and leaned toward the fire.
“Things are more dangerous now, aren’t they?” Harruq asked after a pause.
Qurrah nodded, his thoughts distant. “They’re ready for us. Many elves will be lurking inside the woods as they hunt for the Forest Butcher.” Again Qurrah chuckled at the name his brother had earned.
“Will we stop for a while?” Harruq asked.
The smaller half-orc shook his head. “Of course not. I must keep learning, increasing my strength. We will resume, just this time amid the darkness.”
Harruq nodded, obviously uneasy. “Hey brother?”
“Yes Harruq?”
“Are you sure what we’re doing isn’t wrong?” He twiddled his fingers, suddenly embarrassed. “I mean… they’re children.”
Qurrah sighed. He had sensed apprehension in his brother before, especially when it came to the children. Such nuisances needed to be eradicated.
“If given a choice,” Qurrah asked, “would you split a seed or burn a flower? Let the children meet their end before they learn the torment and anguish of their parents. Besides, kill a child and the mother has one less mouth to feed. Kill the mother or father and all the children suffer and starve.”
The larger half-orc shrugged. He was not convinced but that mattered little. He would trust his wiser brother as he always had. Qurrah let his eyes drift back to the fire. “Tomorrow night, bring me a body, but don’t let yourself be caught. A gruesome execution does not suit my immediate plans.”
“Sure,” Harruq said. “Whatever you want.”
They slept in their pile of hay and cloth. Harruq did not wake until late morning, but Qurrah slept far less. The dream had come again.
* * *
Woodhaven burned behind him, billowing smoke. The sun was gone, and no stars penetrated the blanket of rainless clouds that loomed above. Far away, a wolf howled.
Come to me, said a voice. Qurrah looked to the distance. He could see a man cloaked in black standing upon a hill. Red eyes burned through the blackness within his hood. The feeling of absolute power then was greater than Qurrah had ever felt, greater than even the master of his youth.
Why should I follow? Qurrah heard himself ask. Hands stretched to the heavens, the cloaked man laughed. His power surged with the laughter, obliterating Qurrah’s ability to stand.
Because I am eternal, said the figure. I sire war. I sow bloodshed. I create my dead, and the dead follow.
What must I do? Qurrah asked.
You know the words.
As the dream began to shatter, the words did indeed come to his mind. He could have everything he desired, but to obtain it he must give all he had.
My life for you.
Those were the words.
* * *
The following night, Harruq slipped out into the street. Lamps were lit here and there, casting shadows across the road. Harruq stayed far from Celed, the elven side of town, since they sent all their children to be raised in Nellassar, deep in the heart of the Erze forest. It was the human children, especially the poor and the destitute, that Harruq sought. Of course, none would be out playing, not with so many dead and missing. He would need to take different measures.
Not far from their home, a ratty building operated throughout the night. It was Maggie’s Place, half tavern and half orphanage. Maggie enjoyed the free labor and the ability to rant and slap her orphan workers without fear of reprisal while still maintaining the image of a heart of gold to her regulars. The tavern filled the first floor, while the orphanage and a few modest rooms for rent composed the second.
Harruq stepped into the alley beside the tavern and looked up. A window. Perfect. As he searched for a way to scale the wall, he saw a drunken man watching him.
“Get lost,” Harruq growled. The man obliged, taking his bottle of ale and running. That taken care of, the half-orc went around back where he found a few worn and uneven crates. He lifted one and approved of its strength after a simple test. Satisfied, he went back around and placed it against the wall. He was about to go back for a second when torchlight flooded the alley.
“Move and you’ll find an arrow in your throat,” said a voice.
“Pincushion him anyway,” urged another.
Harruq held a hand before his eyes, cursing his awful luck. He saw two figures, night patrolmen, and both human. One had a readied bow aimed at his neck.
“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Harruq said.
“Sure you haven’t,” one of the patrolmen said. “Then what’s with the crate?”
The half-orc’s mind groped for a reason. “Um, well, I needed to piss, so I came out here.”
“So you needed that to go behind?” asked the other. Harruq nodded. “Bullshit. Put your hands up. I see those sword hilts.”
Harruq mumbled another curse, his pulse racing. It wouldn’t take long to down the closer soldier, provided the archer wasn’t too good a shot. Even then, he risked at least two arrows sticking in his flesh. Unsure of what to do, he played dumb and let the first soldier approach.
“Careful, he’s a biggie,” the bowman said.
“Nothing I can’t handle,” said the other before smashing the butt of his sword into Harruq’s face. Rage surged through the half-orc’s veins, his orcish side screaming for blood. He fought it down even as a mailed fist smashed against his spine. Harruq collapsed to his knees, choking down a furious roar.
“Goes down easy, I say,” the guard said to the bowman. “How much you want to bet this guy is the sick bastard killing the kids?”
“How much you wanna bet we can hang him even if he isn’t?” the other asked.
Both guards laughed, and the sickness in Harruq’s gut grew. A boot kicked his stomach, and he knew his patience was near its end. Visions of ripping out entrails filled his mind, and all his willpower kept him crouched there. A kick to the face forced him over, and he reached for the impact point along his cheek. A sword hilt quickly found his exposed chest. Rolling over only shifted the next few blows to his back. When the heel of a boot crushed down on his kidney, Harruq felt ready to slaughter, no longer caring if he was caught or killed. He would make them both pay.
The tip of a sword pressed against the side of his neck, drawing blood from the slightest pressure.
“He looks mad,” said the guard. “Died fighting us, don’t that sound right?”
Every muscle in Harruq’s body tensed, knowing his moment to act would need to be perfect. Before he could, a feminine voice shouted down the alley, startling all three.
“Both of you, stop that this instant!”
Through blurred vision, Harruq saw a woman with auburn hair standing at the edge of the alley. The patrolmen also turned to look, their weapons still in hand.
“Who the abyss…oh, go on back to your forest, Aurelia. Nothing to see here.”
The woman pointed to the bleeding half-orc.
“I see plenty.”
“Just cleaning up some filth.” The bowman shifted his bow onto his shoulder. “Now move along.”
“I don’t see any filth. Some blood and dirt, maybe, but no filth.”
Harruq closed his eyes and listened as he tried to slow his pulse. He had no clue who this Aurelia was, but if she wanted to intervene he was glad to let her.
“This does not concern you, elf,” said one of the guards.
Harruq coughed at this. The woman saving him was an elf? Had the world turned upside down?
“Oh really?” Aurelia said. “How sad.”
“We said go, now, or else.”
“Or else what?”
The sword point left Harruq’s neck, and he assumed the guard made a threatening gesture. The next few seconds were a jumble. Sounds of surprised yells and sizzling fire filled the alleyway. The half-orc lifted his head, gasping at what he saw. One of the night patrol stood knee deep in dried mud. The other was hanging upside down from a flaming whip that failed to burn him.
“Get on up, orc,” Aurelia said. “Or half-orc, whatever you are. I can only keep them like this for a little while.”
Both men glared at Harruq as he stood, but while their mouths moved and their chests heaved neither produced a sound. The half-orc looked to the woman shrouded in the shadows cast by the fallen torch of the patrolmen.
“I said move along,” she said. “I need to give these men a talking to.”
“I’m going,” Harruq grumbled before staggering down the alley. He did not attempt either stealth or silence. Seething, he limped back to Qurrah and their home. Neither said a word as he discarded his armor, tossed his swords into a corner, and crashed onto their bed of straw. For a long moment, only the sound of Harruq’s heavy breathing filled the room.
“I assume things didn’t go well?” Qurrah finally asked. Harruq didn’t bother to answer.
* * *
The swarming sensation of power enveloped him. Beneath angry clouds, the man with red eyes beckoned.
I am waiting, he said. All the power of Dezrel is waiting.
What must I do? Qurrah asked as he crept up the hill toward the dark man as if approaching a god.
You know the words.
Can I trust you?
The red eyes flared in laughter. Can you trust anyone?
Qurrah crawled faster, knowing the dream was ending. But it couldn’t end. He had to know. He had to decide.
Say them. Say them and live.
My life for you, Qurrah shouted as the world crystallized. A red line slashed across his mind, and as the dream shattered into shards the words of the dark man ripped through him.
Then come reap the rewards.
* * *
Qurrah lurched awake, gasping for air. His throat ached, and he could feel the tiniest trickle of blood down his trachea. The night was still deep and the town quiet. Beside him, Harruq snored loud enough to wake the drunkest of men. Far away, a wolf howl beckoned.
“Sleep well,” Qurrah said, leaving the town.
His doubt faded with each step. All was identical to his dreams. A mile from town, he saw the hill, a smoldering fire atop it to guide his way. Waiting there was the dark man, his red eyes shining down on him as he approached.
“Say the words,” the man in the black robe ordered. His voice was quiet but deep, a mixture of hate and malice compressed into audible form.
“How can I make such a promise to one whose name I don’t know?” Qurrah asked. In answer, the man in black stood. His eyes flared and his arms spread wide. All his power rolled forth, and on trembling knees the half-orc looked upon a man more ancient than the forests, more powerful than the fury of nature, and more death than life.
“My life for you,” he gasped as a fresh wave of terror crawled over him.
“I would have it no other way,” the man in black said. “Now tell me your name.”
“I am Qurrah Tun.”
“And I am Velixar. Rise, Qurrah, and join me by the fire. Ever since I felt your presence back at Veldaren, I have yearned to speak with you.”
The half-orc took his seat opposite the man. He stared at Velixar, hardly believing what he saw. His face was smooth, his lips small, and his sunken eyes glowing a deep crimson. His features, however, kept changing. Every time Qurrah blinked the man’s face reassembled in some minutely different way. No matter how high or low his nose, or how wide or narrow his forehead, those burning eyes remained.
“What are you?” Qurrah asked.
Velixar laughed.
“How much do you know of the gods of this world, Qurrah Tun?”
Qurrah shrugged. “I know their names and little else. Karak is death, Ashhur is life, and Celestia everything else, if the ramblings of priests and elves is to be believed.”
Velixar nodded, the fire in his eyes growing. “This world is young, Qurrah, and Karak and Ashhur are young gods. Only five-hundred years ago they came and gave life to man.” Those eyes twinkled. “I was one of the first they made.”
The half-orc pulled his ragged robe tighter about him as he stared into the fire. “How is that possible?” he asked. A soft wind blew, making the fire dance, and in the flickering flames Velixar smiled.
“I was the favorite of Karak, my dear orcish friend. He gave me life when other men would have long turned to dust. When he was defeated, and his servants were cast into the abyss, I alone escaped punishment.”
“I am not orcish,” Qurrah said, harsher than he meant.
Velixar raised his hand in a small gesture of apology. “Orcish blood is in your veins, but perhaps I am mistaken. What are you then?”
“I am a half-orc,” Qurrah said. His shoulders hunched, and his head lowered as a reluctant bit of shame stung his words. “The blood of both elves and orcs fills my veins.”
He expected to be scoffed, mocked, or banished. Instead, Velixar laughed.
“Such blasphemy against the elven goddess,” he said. “Appropriate, so appropriate. You have sworn your life to me, half-orc. You should learn what you stand to gain.”
The cloaked man reached across the fire. His fingers brushed Qurrah’s pale face. Sudden, awful pain pierced his skull. Visions flowed through those fingers, dominant and brutal.
Qurrah marched through a burning city commanding a legion of walking dead. Screams of men and women sang a constant chorus, and in the distance, a castle crumbled to stone and dust. A demonic chant filled his ears, two words repeated again and again. It was a warcry against all life.
“For Qurrah! For Qurrah!”
As the vision faded, one last sight burned into Qurrah’s mind: it was he, dressed in deep robes of black, his eyes glowing a bloody crimson.
“That was Veldaren,” Qurrah said as Velixar’s fingers pulled back. He felt awe and fear at the sight of the magnificent city ablaze.
“I want all of Neldar to burn,” Velixar said, his deep voice rumbling. “Will you aid me?”
Such a great request, a desire for destruction that most would hesitate before. For Qurrah, though, it was a fate he had long expected. It was within his blood, the cursed, the race of the ugly and the destructive. Yet it had been his elvish blood that had him banished. Such foolishness. Such idiocy.
“King Vaelor cowers at the very thought of an elf,” Qurrah said. “The rest of the city despises us for the orc within me. I will punish all of their ignorance.”
“Tomorrow night, come to me,” Velixar said. “I have much to discuss and you have much to learn.”
Qurrah stood and bowed before his new master. “I will be here,” he said. “And I will be ready.”
“Go.” Velixar waved his hand, and Qurrah obeyed.
Harruq was still snoring when Qurrah returned to bed. If he had not been so preoccupied, he would have noticed the slight irregularity of the snoring and the exaggerated movements of his brother’s chest.



 




4
Harruq hurried down the road, doing his best to pretend he knew what he was doing. Most of his bruises had already faded, hidden beneath the gray hue of his skin. He drew many glances, however, and he did his best to ignore them. The people of Woodhaven accepted him but still viewed his blood in bad regard. Elves and humans held little love for the orcish kind and had ever since their creation. That distaste suited Harruq just fine. Deep down, Harruq felt he deserved their ire.
He stopped by Maggie’s Place, not bothering to go inside. It was early morning and anyone already drinking would hardly be useful. Instead, he stopped the first random passerby that appeared to be a kindly person.
“Do you know of a woman named Aurelia?” he asked, butchering the pronunciation. The passerby, an elderly woman, sneered at him.
“Have fun finding that forest slut,” she said before walking on. Harruq shrugged, deciding his ability to pick kindly people wasn’t very impressive. He tried again, this time with a tired man trudging down the street.
“Never heard of her,” the man said. A few more unsuccessful attempts sent Harruq away from Singhelm and further into Celed. There the reception toward him took a significant turn for the worse. Many refused to meet his eye or acknowledge his question. The half-orc’s frustration grew.
“That’s it,” he muttered to himself. “Just one more and I’m going home. To the abyss with all this.” An elf approached. He had long brown hair, walnut eyes, and an elaborate bow slung on his back. The hardened look on his face gave Harruq little hope.
“Do you know of a woman named Aurelia?” he asked anyway.
“Aurelia?” the elf asked. “Why in all of Dezrel would you be looking for her?”
“She, um, I kind of…” The half-orc faltered. “I owe her a favor.”
The elf smiled as if trying to appear amused, but it faltered miserably.
“You are looking in the wrong place,” he said. “Search the woods just outside town. Call her name a couple times. She’ll hear you.”
“Thank you,” Harruq said, grateful even though his insides churned. He had faced many men in battle, and yet here he was, his heart skipping beats at the thought of meeting this mysterious Aurelia. What was wrong with him?
“You are welcome, half-orc,” the elf said before moving on, the bow still hung comfortably on his back. Harruq watched him go, staring longer than he felt he should. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being led into a trap.
”So be it,” he said. He would not be afraid of meeting an elf in battle. Grumbling, he stormed off for the forest.
* * *
“Aurelia!”
No answer.
“Aurelia! It’s me, from last night! Can you hear me?”
Only the calm, scattered sounds of the forest returned his call.
“Damn elf,” Harruq grumbled, crossing his arms and looking all about. “She’s probably not here. He just sent me out here to look stupid yelling at trees.”
“And what elf would that be?” asked a familiar voice from behind. Harruq whirled, his heart jumping as Aurelia stepped out from behind a tree.
To his eyes, she was even more beautiful in the streaming daylight. Long auburn hair trailed past her shoulders, curled, and ended in several thin braids. Her face and eyes were small, the curve of her bones soft and elegant. She had small lips locked in a frown as she stood cross-armed, as if waiting on him. Her ears, upturned at the peak, were tiny even for her race. She wore a long green dress bound by a golden sash.
“Well? Who sent you here?” she asked. “Was it some mean man trying to toy with you?”
“I’m sorry,” Harruq said before resuming his slack-jawed staring. Aurelia uncrossed her arms, those same soft features turning remarkably fierce as she glared at him.
“Stop that. If you don’t shut your mouth, I’m turning you into a toad.”
He shut his mouth.
“So why are you here?” she asked.
“I was just, um, I never got a chance to thank you.” Harruq felt his face flush. This was the most awful thing he had ever done. He’d prefer to face a dragon in unarmed combat. He’d have better odds surviving, too, based on Aurelia’s cold, steeled look.
“You came all the way out here to thank me? Hardly sounds like an orcish thing to do.”
One would not have thought gray skin could turn so red, but it did.
“Well, I still want to repay you.” Harruq held out a small bag containing copper coins. “It’s all I have. Please, take it.”
Aurelia glanced at the bag. “No,” she said.
“But why?”
The elf shook her head. “Your swords. Where are they?”
Harruq glanced at his waist. “They’re at my home,” he said.
“Are you any good with them?”
The half-orc shrugged. “Better than most. So yeah.”
The elf looked him up and down, sending chills roaring along his spine. It seemed so strange that she had saved his life, since at that moment he felt like all she wanted was to see him dead.
“Come tomorrow with swords to spar,” she said at last, tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear. “You can train me to wield my staff in melee combat.”
“I don’t see a staff,” Harruq said.
“I don’t see any swords either,” she shot back.
“Fine. When?”
“Tomorrow,” Aurelia said. “Early morning.”
Harruq nodded, his whole body fidgeting. Now that he’d found her he wanted nothing more than to escape. He was supposed to thank her and go, not be mocked and ordered around.
“Go on home,” Aurelia said. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
He did as commanded, and that fact disturbed him greatly. Qurrah was awake when he returned.
“Where have you been?” he asked.
“I went out to train,” Harruq said.
“Without them?” Qurrah pointed to Harruq’s swords stacked in the corner. The larger half-orc shrugged.
“Didn’t need them.”
Harruq went to the other side of the house and started punching holes in the walls. Qurrah might have inquired further but he was lost in his own secret. The night didn’t come soon enough for either of the two brothers.
* * *
The air was cold, a sudden chill from the north chasing away the heat of the day. Qurrah wrapped himself best he could as he climbed the hill. He spotted the small fire, and beside it Velixar bathed in its red glow. The fledgling necromancer took his seat across from the man in black.
“Are you ready to listen?” Velixar asked. Qurrah nodded. “Good. The story of this world’s gods is not lengthy, nor complicated, but it is a story that you must learn.
“Celestia created the rock, the grass, and the water. Her hand formed the wildlife, and to tend her creation she created elves. The goddess gave them long life and abundant land so quarrels within their race were of the petty sort. Then the brother gods came. Ashhur of Justice, Karak of Order. There are many worlds beyond our own, Qurrah. I have seen fleeting glimpses of them in my dreams. Karak and Ashhur came from one of those worlds, and Celestia welcomed them. To them she gave the grasslands and rolling hills.
“These brother gods did not make their own creation. Instead, they made man, much the same as man existed in their former world. They wanted to make a paradise, one of justice and order. The world they came from was full of chaos, death, and murder. This world, this land of Dezrel, would be different.”
Both men shared a soft laugh, Velixar’s far bitterer than Qurrah’s.
“What caused their failure?” Qurrah asked.
“Karak and Ashhur spoiled their creations. Crops grew bountiful and healthy. A single prayer cured all sickness and disease. Mankind spread across the land with remarkable speed, forming two kingdoms. East of the Rigon River was Neldar, ruled by Karak. To the west was Mordan, governed by Ashhur. However, there was a delta at the end of the river controlled by none. Within were a few small villages with no government, no ruler. Karak brought his troops to establish order. Ashhur was quick to defend it, and in turn, claim it as his own.”
“You speak of centuries ago,” Qurrah interrupted. “Yet you claim to be one of Karak’s first.”
“I was his high priest, half-orc,” Velixar said, his eyes narrowing. “He blessed me so I would never die of sickness, age, or blade. I have watched the world evolve, and I have watched gods make war. Do not accuse me of having a lying tongue. The truth is always enough, even for those who walk in the darkness.”
“Forgive me, master,” Qurrah said, bowing. His teeth chattered in the cold.
Velixar waved a hand. The dwindling fire between them swelled to a healthy blaze.
“The two brothers were arrogant to think they could create a paradise with a creature so full of faults as man,” Velixar continued. “I saw the battle waged in the small town of Haven, there in the center of the delta. It is an awesome thing to watch gods duel. Ashhur fled before either could strike a killing blow. I summoned our armies, as did the priests of Ashhur. Think now of the many deformed creatures that walk this world. Know they were all mere animals before the gods turned them into soldiers for their war. The elves were vicious in this time, slaying any who dared come near their forests. But some elves did side with Karak, determined to help end the war so the world could heal.”
“Did Celestia not interfere?” Qurrah asked.
In the darkness, Qurrah watched as Velixar’s face curled into a deep snarl.
“Celestia befriended both brothers, but she took Ashhur to be her lover. She begged each to stop, though neither listened. It was a dark time, Qurrah. All squabbles and wars since are a pittance compared. Ashhur’s great city of Mordeina nearly toppled to my hand, but then the priests of Ashhur brought the dead to life to fight against us. Yes, Qurrah, it was the priests of Ashhur, not Karak, who first created the undead. We were beaten back, forced into Veldaren with little hope of survival.”
The man in black removed his hood to reveal a long scar. It ran from his left ear, across his throat, and down past the neck of his robe. “I died in that battle. Celestia had begged Ashhur to make peace. He should have listened. The two gods fought once more as I remained a rotting body.”
The fire between the two suddenly roared with life. Its flames danced in the air far above their heads. Amongst the fire’s flickering tails, Qurrah saw images take shape. They were scattered and random, without time or order. He saw a small town besieged by corpses. He saw massive armies of undead marching across the plains to battle a horde of hyena-men. He saw the walls of a great city smashed to pieces as men climbed over, swords high and armor shining. And then he saw Karak and Ashhur cross blades.
He tore his eyes from the fire, unable to withstand the strength of the image. The fire shrank back to a small blaze.
“Most men cowered at the sight of it. Do not be ashamed,” Velixar said. “There might have been a victor, but Celestia interfered at last. She cast each god far beyond the sky, to where she herself had made a home. She gave half to Ashhur and half to Karak. The souls of the soldiers who fought and died alongside them were given to their masters. She cursed the elves who sided with Karak, branding them the ‘orcs,’ or ‘betrayers’ in her tongue. Once the brother gods were locked away from the world, and each other, Celestia issued her final decree.”
“What was it?” asked Qurrah after Velixar remained quiet for a moment.
“She ordered that Ashhur and Karak continue the fight they refused to end for all eternity. Many centuries have passed, Qurrah. I am the hilt of Karak’s sword, the greatest priest in the war against Ashhur, and I have not relinquished my position.”
The man’s eyes grew so bright that the half-orc felt the urge to grovel.
“Ashhur himself killed me. Karak brought me back. He cursed those who had failed him, changing his realm into the abyss. I was the only one he spared, and he gave me life with all of his dwindling power.”
The two sat in silence as the fire crackled between them. Qurrah dwelt on all he had heard, trying to decide what he believed. Strange as it seemed to him, he accepted every word.
“So what the priests say of how Karak is the god of death and darkness,” Qurrah asked, “is it true?”
Velixar’s eyes narrowed, and that vicious snarl returned.
“There were good men and evil men in his abyss after the war. The punishment was not to be eternal, not then, but Celestia chose Ashhur over my master.” Qurrah watched as Velixar’s hands clenched so tight his nails dug deep into his skin. Flesh tore, but no blood surfaced. “She took all who were good out of the abyss and gave their care to Ashhur. Left with nothing but thieves and murderers, Karak had no choice but to make it eternal. The abyss is dark, Qurrah, and there is fire, but there is also order.”
“What do you wish of me?” Qurrah asked. Velixar’s face softened into a dark smile.
“To fight the war. Celestia may have condemned it to continue forever, but she slumbers now. Harnessing enough power, we can defeat the goddess. We can bring all of Dezrel under our control and declare victory for Karak.”
Qurrah stood, his eyes glimmering with anticipation. “Where will we strike first?”
“Woodhaven is a symbol of cooperation between races. That must be ended. We will burn Veldaren to ash thereafter. Once all of Neldar is in chaos, we may proceed however we wish.”
“Will we strike the elves?” Qurrah asked.
“Why do you ask?”
The half-orc laughed.
“Mother was an orc who had lived here in Woodhaven. I do not know her name, other than what she instructed my brother and I to call her: Mama Tun. Our father was from Woodhaven, she told us. We later found out he was an elf, bizarre as it seems.”
“It is a wretched elf who would mate with an orc,” Velixar said.
“No true elf would,” Qurrah said. “This means he was weak to have done so. His weakness has seeped into my blood.”
“You hold no weakness,” the man in black said. “The blood of orcs and elves is more similar than either race would care to admit. What happened to your mother?”
“I don’t know. I was sold,” he said, his face visibly darkening.
“To whom?”
“I was never given his name,” Qurrah said. His voice, already soft and quiet, grew even quieter. “He was Master. That was all that mattered.”
“Tell me of your time with Master,” Velixar ordered.
“There is little to tell,” Qurrah said. “I was his slave. I cleaned up after him while he fed me scraps of his failed experiments. I slept in a cage. One time he caught me practicing words of magic. As punishment, he shoved a hot poker down my throat, ruining my voice into what you hear now. One night tribes of hyena-men stormed his tower, wanting vengeance for the many of their kind he had taken to butcher and maim.”
Qurrah kept his eyes low, unable to meet Velixar’s gaze.
“I was afraid when they came, but as I watched Master slaughter hundreds of them with his golems and his shields of bone I felt at home amid the carnage. I knew then what I was to become.”
“How did you escape?” Velixar asked.
“Master exhausted himself defending his tower,” Qurrah said, waving a dismissive hand. “He collapsed at the very top. I cast a spell upon his throat, filling it with ice. I watched him die and then I left that disgusting place forever.”
“You were a worthy apprentice,” Velixar said. “Especially to learn such a spell on your own. Your master was blind.”
“He was weakened,” Qurrah said. “Even the clumsiest of fighters can slay a sleeping man.”
“How old were you then?” Velixar asked.
“Nine,” Qurrah said.
The man in black shook his head. His expression showed there would be no further argument. “If you had been mine at the age of nine… my previous apprentice Xelrak held but a shred of your strength.”
Qurrah straightened at the name. “I have heard of Xelrak. He toppled the Citadel.”
Velixar smiled as he remembered a cherished memory. “Indeed. It was his finest hour, and a significant victory for Karak. The paladins of Ashhur are all but crushed.”
“What happened to him?”
His burning eyes held no kindness when the man in black spoke.
“Xelrak failed. Despite all the power I granted him, he failed. He tried to destroy the Council of Mages, but they destroyed him instead.” Velixar gave a greedy look at Qurrah. “He was but a starving boy when I found him. I gave him a name and lent him my power. It is how I have survived all these centuries. I do not risk my own life, choosing instead to give my power to others. I am the hilt, and my apprentice is the blade. But you…”
Again that greedy look.
“You are extraordinary. I do not have to give you unearned power. I must simply guide and instruct.” Velixar stood, and when his power flared, Qurrah fell to his knees and worshipped his new master. “You are what I have searched for all these years. You and I will destroy this world side by side. We will lay waste to all life and put absolute order upon every last soul.”
“Teach me,” Qurrah said, his mouth buried into the dirt. “Show me the power I have sought for so very long.”
Velixar looked down at his thin, ragged apprentice. “Rise. Let us begin.”
Velixar taught until the stars retreated from the obnoxious sun. Qurrah returned home, his eyes sagging and his mind exhausted. When he climbed into bed, he fell asleep instantly. Not long after, Harruq rose, took his swords, and left for his own meeting.
* * *
“You’re late,” Aurelia said, stepping out from behind a tree. Harruq shrugged and held out two branches he had whittled into crude imitations of swords.
“Had to make something for me to spar you with,” he said.
“Those sticks are unnecessary,” Aurelia said as she took up her staff, the tiniest hint of a smile curling on her lips. “Draw your swords.”
“Are you sure?” Harruq asked, raising an eyebrow and gesturing to her completely unarmored figure. “I’ll only end up hurting you.”
“You won’t,” she said. “Here. Strike me with your blade.”
The half-orc’s jaw dropped a little. “You’ve lost your mind?”
“I said hit me, orc!” Aurelia shouted.
Harruq snarled, and out came his weapons. He swung for her face, turning the blade at the last moment so the flat side struck her. The sword smacked off Aurelia’s cheek as if she were made of stone. The clear noise rang throughout the forest.
“What the abyss was that?” Harruq asked.
Aurelia laughed. “I’ve cast an enchantment that protects me from your blades.”
Harruq looked at his weapons and then shrugged. “Interesting. Do I get one too?”
In answer, Aurelia smacked her staff against Harruq’s shin. The half-orc roared in pain as he hopped up and down on one foot.
“Damn it!” he shouted. “What was that for?”
“Hitting you is my reward for doing well,” she said. “Consider it my way of making sure you don’t go easy on me. So are you ready to begin?”
Harruq mumbled something obscene. He nodded, swinging in a low chop. As his sword struck her staff, the sparring began.
Aurelia was familiar with her staff, the wood comfortable in her grip. She had no sense of tactic, though, and all it took was a quick feint or two before she left herself horribly open.
Harruq used only one sword, running it in slow circles, stabs, and the occasional feint. He enjoyed the steady workout but savored even more watching Aurelia move gracefully through the air. Whenever his eyes lingered too long, however, he’d feel the sharp sting of Aurelia’s staff against his arms or chest.
When they finished, Harruq slumped onto his rear and rubbed his bruises.
“I shouldn’t be able to hit you,” Aurelia said as she sat across from him, her legs tucked underneath her.
“Yeah, so?” Harruq asked.
“So tomorrow don’t let me hit you,” she said.
The half-orc mumbled and rolled his eyes. Aurelia leaned back against a tree, her eyes studying him. Her look gave him shivers, both good and bad.
“Tell me about yourself,” she said. Harruq raised an eyebrow. “Your childhood. Your likes. Your life.”
“For what reason?” he asked.
“I heard those men. I saved you from the gallows. I would prefer to know more about the life I spared.”
Harruq leaned his head on his fist and stared at the grass, growing increasingly uncomfortable. “I don’t know. Not too much to tell really. My brother and I grew up in Veldaren, and about three months ago the king kicked out all elves. Believe it or not, that included us.”
Aurelia grabbed his sleeve to halt him. “First, who is your brother? Second, since when are you elvish?”
The half-orc chuckled, but still kept his eyes downward. “Our mum was an orc. Dad was an elf. Never met dad, and mum sold Qurrah and me when we were both little. I ran away and lived on the streets of Veldaren. Found Qurrah about a year or two later, hiding in the streets after he escaped his master. My brother, well…”
She watched as Harruq struggled through some sort of internal debate. His brown eyes finally rose to meet hers.
“Qurrah’s like you, but not. You can cast magic right?” Aurelia nodded. “Well, he can too. But he… he’s different. When we were kids, he found a little mouse. It was dead as dead can be. He closed his hands around it, just like this, and then whispered some words he learned from secretly watching Master.”
“Master?” Aurelia asked, interrupting him again.
“Yeah,” Harruq said, frowning. “My brother didn’t have too much fun before I found him. We were both sold, but I escaped. Qurrah, though, he was sold to Master…forget it, that’s for another time. All that matters is that he learned those words before he met me. He whispered something, opened his hands, and then just like that the mouse got up and started running.”
“He brought it to life?” she asked.
“Well…” Again he stopped, obviously uneasy about what he wanted to say. “It was still dead, but it was moving now. That make sense? Qurrah could make it do whatever he wanted. He let it run off and die, that first one he showed me. He was pretty shy about it. Don’t think he had any idea how I would react.”
Harruq suddenly stopped and laughed. “You should have seen us, Aurelia. We spent the rest of the day chasing after mice so we could stomp them and have Qurrah bring them back to do tricks.”
Aurelia smiled at the burly half-orc.
“You really made them do tricks?” she asked.
“Well, yeah, some jumps and flips. We tried to see how high we could make one climb before… what?”
She was smiling, but when pressed she refused to answer him. Instead, she stood, brushed off her dress, and flipped her hair over her shoulders. “Same time tomorrow?” she asked.
“Sure,” Harruq said. “But how many times will we be doing this?”
Aurelia shrugged. “Until I feel you have paid me back.”
“So what, a couple days?”
“You know very well I can’t obtain any proficiency in such a short time,” she said.
Harruq shrugged. “Fine then,” he said. “How long you want me stuck here with you?”
“Two weeks,” she said. The elf danced away behind a tree. Harruq followed, but all he caught when he stepped around was a tiny line of blue fading on the afternoon wind.
“That was interesting,” he said before returning to Woodhaven.
* * *
Deeper in the forest, Aurelia stepped out of a glowing blue portal. An elf waited there, an ornate bow slung across his back.
“So do you think it could be him?” he asked her.
“Perhaps,” Aurelia said. “I think it’s in him. Something is wrong, though. He’s too light hearted, too free.”
“What does that mean?” the other elf asked, his fingers twitching at the string of his bow.
“I don’t know, Dieredon.” Aurelia sighed. “It means he’s capable, but would not do so without reason. If he’s butchering the children, he’s doing it for someone else.”
“Who?” Dieredon asked.
She shrugged. “My guess is his brother. He sounds like a necromancer.”
Dieredon nodded. “I’ll find him and watch him for a bit. If either of them slaughters another child, I will see it and put an end to it.”
Aurelia pulled a few strands of hair away from her mouth and tucked them behind her ear.
“This seems like a small matter for a scoutmaster to be involved. Are you sure you have nothing more important to do?”
“Murdered human children?” Dieredon shrugged. “Let the humans and orcs do as they wish, but when they butcher their young they must be made to suffer. You were right to contact me, Aurelia.”
“I hope so,” Aurelia said. “I saw one of the bodies, and what was done to him, those vile carvings…”
Dieredon kissed her forehead.
“Put it behind you so you may focus on the task at hand. If the half-orcs are guilty, they will make a mistake soon enough. Your eyes and ears are vital in confirming their guilt.”
“I’ll try to keep him talking,” Aurelia said. “And I’ll find out more about his brother. I hope I can bear Harruq’s company in the meanwhile. He can be quite a brute sometimes.”
“Come now,” Dieredon said, his face suddenly brightening into a smile. “He sounds like a real fine man to me. I wouldn’t be surprised if you two got married. Perhaps a kid or three. Little gray-skinned Aurrys crawling over the forest, wouldn’t that be cute?”
She smacked him with her staff and then teleported away, leaving Dieredon to laugh long after her departure.
* * *
“Where did you get the bruises?” Qurrah asked when Harruq returned to their squalid home.
“Practicing,” Harruq said. “We have anything to eat?”
His brother motioned to a small plate of bacon and some eggs still in their shells.
“Wonderful.”
The smaller half-orc watched his brother wolf down the meal.
“Would you accompany me into madness?” he asked. Harruq gave him a funny look, half a piece of bacon still hanging in his mouth.
“Of course I would,” he replied. “If you go mad, I’ve got no chance in this world. You brains, me brawn, right?”
“Yes,” Qurrah said absently. “That’s right. But would you kill? Without reason, without pause. Could you?”
Harruq cracked open an egg and swallowed it raw.
“Don’t I do so already?” he asked. “If I had to pick between the world and you, the entire world would be a bloody mess.”
He swallowed the other egg, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and burped.
“Well put, Harruq,” Qurrah said.
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“Did you practice the spells I taught you?” Velixar asked as Qurrah took his seat by the fire.
“Yes,” Qurrah said. “I am more than pleased with them.”
“You will need to keep a fresh supply of bones with you,” Velixar said, reaching into his pouch. “Take these for now until you can obtain more.”
Qurrah accepted the bones, stashing them into a small pocket he had sewn onto his robe. A silence fell over the two as far away a wolf howled.
“I wonder,” Velixar said, gazing in the direction of the howl. “Do you have a brother?”
Qurrah shifted his weight a bit. “Why do you ask?”
Velixar looked up to the moon and stared as he spoke.
“I have had dreams. I see you beside me, a strong ally, but I see another half-orc leading my army. He is strong and wields two enormous swords. Again I ask, do you have a brother?”
Qurrah pulled out a bone from his pouch and stared at it.
“I do,” he said. “You wish for him to help?”
“He will do more than aid us,” Velixar whispered to the moon. “His power is as great as yours, Qurrah. You two are vessels of possibility unseen in centuries. It is as if one of the gods had a hand in your creation.”
Qurrah chuckled. “If any god had a hand in creating us, we were forgotten soon after. We both have suffered, I more than Harruq. We never had a home or a family. By will alone we survived. There is nothing special about us, not even our blood.”
“And that is why you are strong,” the man in black said, his lips ever-changing. “All things are for a reason. Even those who dwell in the darkness such as I will not deny this truth. You were meant for me. I will train you, and you will aid me in sundering all that brings false stability to this chaotic world.”
“For death and power,” Qurrah whispered.
“For Karak,” Velixar corrected. “When can I meet your brother?”
The half-orc shrugged. While he seemed calm, the man in black did not miss how his eyes still refused to meet his.
“Give me time,” Qurrah said. “Let me make sure he is ready.”
“Is he not open to Karak?” Velixar asked.
“He is open,” Qurrah said a bit too vehemently. A glare from Velixar calmed him before he continued. “My brother can be a mindless butcher, but he must be angered or spurned into battle. When peaceful, his mind entertains ideas that run… contrary to what he and I are.”
“And what is that, Qurrah? What are you and your brother?”
The fire sparked a shower of orange into the sky as Qurrah spoke.
“Superior.”
In the distance, elven eyes watched that cough of flame stretch to the stars, as well as the sight of those two huddled figures talking long through the night.
* * *
The first week of training went well for both Harruq and Aurelia. The half-orc kept on the offensive, determined not to add a fresh set of bruises to his body. Aurelia still fell for the feints, however slow, but her blocks were already quicker and more precise. They fought until both collapsed against trees, sweat soaking their bodies.
“You’re starting to get the hang of it,” Harruq said after their fifth session.
“Don’t flatter me,” Aurelia said, refastening one of her braids that had come loose. “You’re still going too easy.”
“If I move too fast you won’t learn anything,” Harruq insisted.
“How do you know?” she asked. “Do you train elves often?”
The half-orc grinned. “All the time. I’m known for it, in fact. Harruq Tun, trainer of elves, slayer of dragons, and man of the ladies.”
“Please.” She rolled her eyes. “Not this lady.”
“Never said you were one, elfie.”
Aurelia gave Harruq a brutal glare. “And why not?”
He picked at some grass and said nothing.
“Well?” she asked.
“Well what?” He looked up, his face blank and his eyes wide as if he hadn’t a clue.
“Why am I not a lady?” Aurelia asked.
“I don’t know,” Harruq said. “Did you cast a spell on yourself or something? Look like one to me.”
She stood and took up her staff. Instead of grabbing his swords, Harruq ducked behind a tree.
“Don’t hurt me,” he shouted. His face poked around the tree, his long brown hair falling down past his eyes. Much as she tried not to, Aurelia burst into laughter.
“Get over here,” she said.
A small silver dagger appeared in her hands. Harruq eyed it warily.
“What’s that for?” he asked.
“When was the last time you cut your hair?” Aurelia asked.
The half-orc shrugged, for some reason embarrassed. “I don’t know. I just hack it off with a sword if it ever gets to be a bother. Been awhile, though.”
“It shows.” The elf motioned to the grass before her. “Sit, and tell me another of your wonderful stories while I make you look less like an animal.”
Harruq grumbled, but when she frowned and crossed her arms the normal defiance in him melted away. He plopped down and sighed.
“Something must be wrong with me,” he said.
“Shut up and start telling me more about yourself.”
“Huh?”
“Just do it.”
So the half-orc shut up, paused, shrugged, and then began.
“Well, this isn’t a happy tale, but it’s the only one I can think of. It’s about a present Qurrah gave me. He’s a softie at times, and this is one of them times.”
Aurelia smoothed his hair in her fingers, frowned, and then sliced off a large chunk with the incredibly sharp dagger. Brown hair fell in clumps at Harruq’s feet.
“You’re going to leave me some up there, right?” he asked.
“Don’t make me cut your ears,” Aurelia warned.
Harruq began his story. He told her of a gift from his brother, a tiny sword Qurrah had whittled from bone. A bully had stolen it, but then Qurrah used a dead rat under his control to steal it back while they slept.
The haircut and the story ended at the same time. Dirty hair was strewn over the grass.
“Never had much,” Harruq said. “That bone sword was my only possession. Still had to hide it because of that bully. You know, it’s probably still there, buried underneath our home.”
“You and your brother had such rough beginnings,” Aurelia said, tucking away the dagger. “Very rough.”
Harruq shrugged. “Never seemed a big deal to us. Others were better off. A few were worse. We did what we had to live, just like everybody else.”
He ran a hand through his now shoulder-length hair, shaking away loose strands. It felt odd having so little hair on his head. Aurelia sat down on her legs, her hands folded upon her dress.
“Harruq, have you killed before?” she asked.
The half-orc opened his mouth and then closed it. A boy’s face flashed before his eyes.
You’re an orc, aren’t you?
“Yes,” he said at last. “I’ve killed.”
He eyed Aurelia, desperately wishing to know what she thought yet unable to figure out why he even cared. He thought he saw pity in her eyes, perhaps compassion. But there was a hardness there, a doubting that made him wonder just how much of him she truly knew.
“Tell me of the first time,” she said.
He shook his head. “Not today. Maybe some other session, if I feel I can.”
They both stood, Aurelia stepping away while Harruq stretched and popped his back.
“Goodbye Harruq,” she said.
The elf was almost past the trees when he spoke. “Hey, Aurelia?”
“Yes, Harruq?” she said, turning to face him.
“Have you ever killed?”
She paused, and then ever so slightly nodded. The two parted without another word.
* * *
“What did you learn this time?” Dieredon asked as Aurelia arrived at their designated spot in the forest.
“Something is wrong,” she told him. “He’s kind-hearted, even goofy. He takes to his swordcraft with almost perfectionist precision. Everything else he does is for fun or survival.” Aurelia sighed and rubbed her hands across her face.
“It could all be an act,” Dieredon ventured. “Or just a side of his personality. Perhaps you see the elf in him. There are multiple sides to all men, for only the insane and the dull contain just one facet to their being. It could be Harruq’s orcish side that pushes him to kill the children.”
She nodded at the possibility. “I will defer to your wisdom. The more time I spend with him, the more I wonder. What about you? What have you learned?”
Dieredon’s face darkened. “His brother worries me. I have seen him conversing at night with a strange man.”
“Strange?” she asked. “How so?”
He chuckled. “It may sound odd, but I can see his eyes. They burn like fire. He dresses himself in the black robes of a priest, and I cannot find his tracks come the morning. That doesn’t happen, Aurelia. If it moves, I can track it. And I can’t find a thing.”
“These two brothers are certainly a mystery,” Aurelia said.
“When will you meet this other brother?” Dieredon asked.
“Qurrah?” Aurelia shrugged. “When Harruq is ready for us to meet.”
“Very well. I will continue tracking them. There have been no murders for the past few days. It seems our warnings have worked, for now.”
Aurelia smiled. “Praise Celestia for that. May she watch over you, Dieredon.”
“And you as well, Aurelia Thyne,” he replied.
* * *
“Clear your mind,” Velixar said to his apprentice. “Let the emptiness give you comfort.”
The wind blew, swirling cold through his ragged clothes. Velixar watched his apprentice take several deep breaths.
“For this spell to work, you must have a significant idea in mind,” he said. “Make it bleak and vile. If you are to darken someone’s dreams, your own mind must be just as dark.”
Qurrah breathed out, his eyelids fluttering as a memory surfaced in his meditation.
“Send the image to me, my apprentice. Let me have the anger, the darkness, and the despair.”
Velixar lurched backward as the memory rammed into his mind. Qurrah was unpracticed, and his delivery brutal. Still, the vision did come, clouded and chaotic.
A gang of children slept on a stack of hay. They were filthy, scrawny, and diseased. A small rat crept near, its mouth covered with flecks of white foam. When close enough, it latched onto the hand of the biggest child, who awoke screaming. Time distorted so that days passed as that scream lingered. His face paled, his mouth foamed, and then he died, screaming, still screaming.
The vision ended. Velixar opened his eyes.
“What is it that I saw?” he asked.
“The second time I ever killed,” Qurrah said. “I watched that wretched bully succumb to madness from the disease carried by an undead rat. He took something I made for my brother, and I made him pay dearly for it.”
The man in black nodded, going over the memory in his mind.
“Could be darker, though,” he said. “You need not use memories, but they are easier to project. Any thought can be sent to those who slumber. After you have practiced, we will try with images you created on your own.”
The half-orc pulled his robes around him and looked back to the city. “When will we assault Woodhaven?” he asked.
Velixar’s face was an unmoving stone. “When did I say we would?”
“When we first met,” Qurrah said. “You said the cooperation between the races needs to end. If we are to destroy our home, I must know when.”
Then Velixar did something completely unexpected. He laughed.
“It will not be our hands that destroy Woodhaven,” Velixar said. “King Vaelor will do so for us by starting a war that will give us the dead we need.”
“How?” Qurrah asked.
The fire burned in Velixar’s eyes, deep with anticipation.
“I will darken his dreams, just as I have shown you. He is a cowardly man, and fears the elves already. I played a large part in his decision to banish the elves from the city. After I’m done, he will want them gone from all his lands, including here.”
The man in black gestured to the city nestled against the forest.
“This city has long been treated neutral, even though it resides within Neldar’s border. The elves will not take kindly to removal from a home many have lived in since before our dear king’s grandparents were alive.”
“I eagerly await the bloodshed,” Qurrah said. He bowed to his master.
“Go. The night is young. Taint the dreams of the slumbering.”
Qurrah left Velixar to sit alone before the fire. The dark night sang a song of crickets and wind. In the quiet, Dieredon entered the light of the fire.
“Greetings, traveler,” the elf said, bowing. “The town is not far, and all are welcome. Would you not sleep in safety rather than in the wild?”
Velixar looked at the elf, dressed in camouflaged armor and holding his wicked bow.
“You are a scoutmaster for the Quellan elves, are you not?” he asked.
“I am. And you have remained outside our village for several days yet vanish with the morning sun.”
“Have I done something wrong?” Velixar asked.
Dieredon frowned, noticing the subtle yet constant changes to the man’s facial features. His instincts cried out in warning. This man was dangerous.
“Children have been dying in our forest, all found horribly butchered,” Dieredon said.
“As you can plainly see, I am nowhere near the forest,” Velixar said. His voice was calm, disarming. Dieredon did not buy it.
“Give me your name,” he said.
“Earn the privilege,” Velixar countered. The elf’s arms blurred, and then the bow was in his hands. He pulled no arrow, though, for he held the weapon much like one would hold a staff.
“Leave this place,” Dieredon ordered as two long blades snapped out of either side of the bow and many spikes punched out the front. The man in black rose to his feet, an aura of death and despair rolling out around him.
“You should not threaten those who can rip the bones from your body with a thought,” he said, his voice dripping with venom.
“And you should not threaten an elf who can tear out your throat before a single word of a spell may pass through your lips. Go. Now.”
“As you wish,” Velixar said, giving a low, mocking bow. Then he was gone, fading away like smoke on a strong wind. Dieredon sprinted back to Woodhaven, knowing that the darkness was no longer safe to him.
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One sword came from above, aiming for her shoulder, while the other thrust low. The staff twirled, batting the thrust to one side. Aurelia spun, evading a downward strike slicing through the air by just an inch. She continued the turn, her staff whirling. The swords sliced, trying to block, but they were too slow. The staff cracked against Harruq’s forehead.
He staggered backward, his eyes going wide and blank.
“You could fell an ogre with that hit,” he said.
“Very funny,” Aurelia said. She smiled. “That was my first good hit of the day. Mind if we make it the last?”
“I’m doomed,” Harruq said, ignoring her. “Oh, the agony. What a way to die.” He collapsed, his arms splayed wide and his tongue hanging out of his mouth.
Aurelia giggled. “Never thought a half-orc dying could be so adorable.”
His eyes flared wide.
“I’m not!” he insisted.
She slid over beside him, her long hair cascading toward his face.
“Oh, but I think you are,” she said. “Since you’re down here, how about I—”
“I’m fine. I’m fine.” Harruq sat up, breathing heavily even though the sparring match had been relatively casual. The elf smirked and trotted away.
“Hey, Aurelia,” Harruq said.
“Yes, Harruq?” She turned around.
Harruq tapped his fingers against the hilts of his swords and glanced about the clearing.
“I…you still want to hear that story?” he asked.
The playful atmosphere vanished into the trees. Aurelia returned and sat on her heels. She placed a hand on his shoulder. He tensed and jerked away, then blushed at his reaction.
“Sorry,” Harruq stood up, his face burning red. “This is stupid. I’m leaving.”
“Stay, please,” Aurelia said. The half-orc halted, turned, and sat back down. His face was still beet red but the elf paid it no mind.
“Alright,” Harruq grumbled. “No interrupting, and no saying a thing. I just want to get this over with. Don’t even know why I’m telling you this.”
“Because you must,” she said, a bit of her stubbornness returning. “Because I need to know.”
The half-orc nodded. He began his story.
“The only money I ever made was working for the king,” Harruq said. “This was after the orcs attacked Veldaren about a year ago and busted up the walls. They were hiring everybody to help rebuild and I was just as strong then as I am now. They weren’t paying much, but you got to remember we were stealing food to live. Those few coins they gave me were a treasure.
“Most didn’t mind me working with ‘em. I worked hard, harder than most, and I kept my mouth shut if you can believe it. Only one guy there hated me, and I mean hated. Perry was his name. Always calling me names, trying to make me lose my balance while lifting and carrying things. Then he did something stupid, Aurelia. He did that in front of Qurrah.”
Harruq thrust out his chin and squinted.
“This was how that Perry guy looked. Seen dogs look more human. He was strong, and I think he was the strongest before I showed up. I told him about this contest me and Qurrah made up, some arm wrestling thing. Guy was drunk out of his mind, so when I told him we could win four gold coins he should have figured something was off.
“We met after work, just past sundown, and I led him straight to Qurrah, who cast a spell on Perry then, kind of like you did with the guards. He shouted until his head turned purple but made no sound for the effort. Then Qurrah cast another spell that made him go all tough and rigid. Felt like I was holding a stick. We took him inside and put him on the floor.
“He wasn’t supposed to die,” Harruq said, staring right into Aurelia’s eyes so she would know he spoke the truth. “We didn’t mean to have what happened happen, but well… Qurrah put a bunch of meat on Perry’s face. It was old and rancid. Poor guy still had to keep smelling it though, and then Qurrah cast his spell.
“The meat started bubbling and turning watery. It ran down his face, getting into his eyes. It burned him. His skin turned black, like it was rotting. He called me dogface all the time, Perry did. We were making him just like what he called me. A dogface. But it went wrong. I yelled at Qurrah to stop, and I think he wanted to, but he kept shrieking more of that curse. Then he…”
Harruq rubbed his eyes and refused to meet Aurelia’s gaze.
“And then Qurrah removed the spells that kept him from talking and moving. He screamed and screamed and he just, he just…he tore off his own face. He reached up and yanked that mess off him. He died. Qurrah fell over, too weak to stand. Never seen him so scared in my life. He kept staring at that guy’s face and blubbering, saying he didn’t mean to. That’s all he said, over and over. He didn’t mean to. He tried to stop. We burned the body and haven’t ever talked about it since.”
Silence filled their clearing as Harruq’s story ended.
“I asked for the first time you killed,” Aurelia said after an agonizingly long pause.
“I know,” Harruq said. “And I did. I brought Perry to Qurrah. I failed to stop him when I saw something was wrong. If there is blame, it falls on me.”
The elf stared off into the forest, her brown eyes seeing nothing. Harruq and Qurrah’s relationship could not be clearer to her mind. Qurrah directed, Qurrah ordered, and then Harruq bore the guilt and the blame. Did Harruq ever consider disobedience? She didn’t know.
“We done here?” the half-orc asked.
He left without giving her a chance to answer.
* * *
The final days of sparring with Aurelia passed quietly and swiftly. Aurelia asked for no stories and Harruq told her none. They simply enjoyed each other’s company, fought to the extent of their skill, and then parted. On the fourteenth and final day, however, Harruq was in an unusually quiet mood. His mind refused to stay on the mock combat, and many times a quick jab of Aurelia’s staff cracked his arm or wrist when he should have easily deflected it away.
Finally, the elf called it a day. She set aside her staff.
“I thank you for sparring with me,” she told him.
“It’s nothing,” he said. “Better to spar with someone than practice alone.”
Aurelia smiled. “You’re different than what I expected, Harruq. Smarter, too.”
Harruq blushed. “No need for lies,” he said.
The elf laughed a little but said nothing. Instead, she walked over and gave Harruq a quick peck on the cheek.
“Keep your big butt safe, okay?” she said.
The half-orc tried to answer but his mouth refused to cooperate. Somehow, it seemed to have become unhinged. Besides, it wasn’t as if he could think of anything to say. All his mind could concentrate on was the feel of the elf’s soft lips on his cheek, the flowery scent of her perfume mixed with sweat, and the quick brush of her breasts against his arm.
By the time his jaw and mind began working again, Aurelia was laughing.
“What’s so funny?” he demanded. The elf smiled.
“Nothing. Just a big stupid half-orc I’m going to miss. Bye-bye.”
She waved and then vanished into the forest. For a long time, Harruq remained. He ran a hand through his hair and pondered what in the abyss was wrong with him.
“Never get involved with elves,” he mumbled. “Never ever should have gotten myself screwed up like this.”
But a part of him liked it, and that scared him even more.
* * *
Harruq arrived at the clearing the next morning at the same time as always. Aurelia stepped out from behind a tree, her cold, emotionless face so different from the previous day.
“We have sparred our two weeks, Harruq,” she said. “You have no need to come here.”
“Yeah, well, you heard what I said yesterday,” Harruq said, his face red.
“What was that?”
He kicked a rock. “It’s better to spar with another, remember?”
Aurelia frowned. “You know I am a sorceress. My time should be spent studying my craft. I only wanted to be proficient with my staff, not a master.”
A tiny bit of panic crept into Harruq’s voice. “Yeah, but, but, it’s only an hour or two, and who said you were proficient anyway? I could beat you without trying, and so could anyone better than me. It would be stupid now to just stop and…”
Aurelia crossed the distance between them and placed her hand across his mouth to shut him up. A grin lit her entire face.
“Okay, Harruq. I will do as you wish and keep meeting with you.”
“For sparring,” he said after she pulled her hand away.
“Sure. That too.”
Harruq blushed but let it go.
“Well, you ready to go, little elfie?” he said, trying act gruff.
“Of course.” Aurelia retrieved her staff, smiling to herself. The offer flattered her more than Harruq could know.
“Well,” Aurelia said, twirling her staff. “Ready for a go?”
“Oh yeah,” Harruq said, drawing his swords. “You’ve got no idea.”
But she did, and it made her laugh all the more.
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“It is time I met your brother,” Velixar said as the clouds rolled above, obscuring the waning moon. He had trained with Qurrah for almost two months, and over that time the half-orc had grown greatly in power. “King Vaelor’s nightmares have never been stronger, and he will act upon them soon.”
“I am not sure Harruq is ready,” Qurrah said. “It is difficult enough bringing me here. The two of us sneaking out each night might be noticed.”
“You will draw no attention,” Velixar said, ending the debate. “Bring him. Let him swear his life to me.”
“As you wish, my master,” Qurrah said with a bow.
* * *
“Hey Aurry, I got something for you!”
Harruq tramped into the clearing, his two swords sheathed. Aurelia waited there, her arms crossed.
“A present from a half-orc,” she said. “Should I be worried?”
“Nope. Just take it.” He held out a small brown box. It was in poor shape, picked out of a heap of trash, but the elf could see the great care spent attempting to clean and fix it.
“What is inside?” she asked as she took the box.
“Open it,” Harruq said. “You’ll see.”
Aurelia pried off the lid and peered inside. A small bouquet of flowers lay on the bottom of the box. She lifted them up, smiling at the violets, blues, and reds.
“That’s sweet Harruq, but why?”
“Just to, you know.” He kicked a rock. “Wanted to thank you for sparring with me,” he said.
“They’re beautiful,” Aurelia said as she inhaled the aroma. “But why the box?”
Harruq turned a new shade of red. “Well, I’d look weird walking down the street with those flowers in hand. I do have a reputation to keep.”
The elf laughed. “Thank you, Harruq. Are you ready to begin?”
He nodded, eager to have the awkwardness pass. Aurelia twirled the staff in her hands as her smile faded into seriousness. Harruq drew his swords, and then they sparred.
* * *
“You’re out later than normal,” Qurrah said when Harruq returned to their home.
“I get restless stuck in here,” he said. He dropped his weapons in the corner, shed much of his leather armor, and then released a loud groan as he settled down.
“Harruq, I must ask a favor of you,” Qurrah said. He sat next to his brother.
“Sure thing,” Harruq said. “What you need?”
Qurrah fiddled with the bones in his pouch. “There is someone I need you to meet.”
Harruq raised an eyebrow. “The person you’ve been sneaking off to each night?” he asked.
“You know?” Qurrah asked.
“Course,” he said, shrugging. “You’re sneaky, brother, but I’m not as deep a sleeper as you think I am. So who is this person?”
Qurrah bit his lower lip. “His name is…he will tell you his name. He is powerful, Harruq. Very powerful. I’ve taken him as my teacher, and I want him to become yours as well.”
Harruq raised his arms and flexed, watching his calloused hands open and close. “What can a teacher of magic offer me?” he asked.
Qurrah chuckled.
“You’d be surprised,” he replied. “But will you accompany me tonight?”
“Fine, fine, I will,” he said.
“You will impress him, Harruq, do not worry about that.”
Qurrah left his brother to rest.
* * *
“Grab my wrist,” Qurrah said as the dark cloud arrived that night. Harruq did so, and together they stepped inside. He felt an unseen hand grab his chest, and then they were running blind. The minutes crawled, their frantic breathing the only audible sound. Qurrah lagged further and further behind, unable to keep the pace. Harruq tightened his grip on his wrist and pulled him along. The terrain sloped beneath them as they climbed a hill. Another quick shift and they were stumbling down that same hill. The cold hand vanished. The cloud dissipated. Before him, standing with his arms crossed, waited Velixar.
Qurrah stunned his brother by falling to one knee and bowing his head.
“Greetings, master,” Qurrah said. “I have brought him as you asked.”
Delighted, Velixar grinned as he surveyed the tall, muscular half-orc. As with Qurrah, he saw the untapped potential, incredible strength, and skill waiting for a purpose to harness it. The subtle shift of Velixar’s features slowed as he approached. When he spoke in his deep, rumbling voice, Harruq struggled against a sudden urge to join his brother on one knee.
“So you are Harruq?” the man in black asked.
“I am,” Harruq said.
Velixar reached out a hand. It was frail, bony. So similar to his brother’s.
“Kneel.”
Harruq did so unwillingly.
“I am Velixar,” he continued. “I am the voice of Karak. I’ve heard much about you, Harruq Tun, bastard child of an orcish womb. You are strong, and I sense your anger raging to be unleashed.”
Harruq trembled, indeed feeling that anger. He felt it deep inside his chest, urging him to rise and defy Velixar.
“The orcish were elves who swore their lives to Karak. Part of you still yearns to do what your ancestors have done. They reveled in bloodshed, warred against men who followed a false god. I offer you a chance to do as you were meant to and serve Karak. Answer me this question, half-orc. Do you love your brother?”
A chill ran through his spine. He glanced to Qurrah, who still knelt. His eyes were focused on him. In them, he saw pride.
“Aye, I do,” Harruq said. “I would do anything for him.”
Velixar let his hand slowly lower until his fingertips hovered before Harruq’s forehead.
“Then I ask you this: will you devote your life to the protection of his? Will you swear your life to me, as your brother has? I can guide you, teach you, and give you the power to protect him. Answer me.”
Harruq looked once more at his brother and then let his head fall.
“I swear my life to you. And to Qurrah.”
“I would have it no other way,” Velixar said.
A hand touched his forehead. All the anger that had raged inside Harruq roared like a fire suddenly loosed upon a dry forest. Sweat poured from his skin. His head jerked upward, his eyes soaking in the white of Velixar’s hand and the dim glow of the stars. Power flowed into him, his muscles stretching and tightening in a chaotic manner.
“Rise, Harruq Tun,” Velixar said. “Revel in the power of Karak.”
“By the gods, brother, if you could see yourself,” Qurrah said, his voice full of shock and wonder.
“Just one god, Qurrah,” Velixar corrected. “All this by the hand of one. I am that hand.”
Harruq stood and looked down. His arms and legs bulged with muscle. He flexed his arm and stared at the growth that traveled all the way up to his neck. He felt within himself a lifewell of energy, one infinitely deep.
“Discard your swords, Harruq,” Velixar said. “You are the protector of my disciple. You deserve better.”
He slid his two swords out from their sheaths, stunned by the ease in which he moved them. It was if they went from being made of steel to air. He tossed them aside. Velixar pulled from within his cloak a chest the size of a small stone. He placed it on the grass where it shone gold in the light of the stars. As the two brothers watched, he whispered a few words of magic, enlarging the chest to normal size.
“Over the centuries, I have gathered many items to aid those who would swear their lives to me,” Velixar said. The locks clicked open, the lid raised, and then he reached inside and pulled out two swords sheathed in gleaming obsidian. “These swords were once wielded by Aerland Shen. He led the elves that aided Karak in the great war against Ashhur. When Celestia cursed his kind, they shared his curse.” Velixar smiled at Harruq, his eyes gleaming.
“Long have I waited for someone to wield these blades. An elf crafted and used them in battle, an elf cursed into an orc. These swords can only be held by one who has the blood of both inside him.” Velixar held the hilts out to Harruq, who drew one from its sheath. The sword’s blade was deep black and wreathed in a soft red glow. He weaved it through the air, his mouth agape at the ease in which it glided.
“They are not as long as your previous weapons,” Velixar said, “but you will adjust. These blades will make you faster and more skillful than ever before. Forget everything you know about yourself, and know only that you are unstoppable.”
Harruq took the other sword and held both in his hands. He noticed the writing that flared on each hilt, one red, the other gold.
“What do they say?” he asked, staring at them in wonder.
“Condemnation and Salvation. You are judgment, Harruq. May it be swift and merciless.”
Harruq sheathed the swords and clipped them to his belt. He knelt as his head swirled.
“Thank you, master.”
“None are more deserving,” Qurrah said, putting an arm on his brother’s shoulder.
“There is one, and it is you, Qurrah,” Velixar said. He pulled out one item more before closing the chest and shrinking it back to its original size. In his hand remained a long black whip that curled about as if alive.
“Weapons may not be your preference, but I trust you will find some use for this.”
As both brothers watched, the whip burst into flame. Velixar cracked it once to the grass, instantly charring the green earth into ash.
“Why?” Qurrah asked.
“Magic is not your greatest weapon, my disciple. Fear and pain are, and this whip is capable of producing both.”
The fire died as the whip wound itself around Velixar’s arm like a snake. He held it out to Qurrah, who took it with great reverence.
“With but a thought it will strike as you wish,” his master told him. “Let it learn your heart, and you will find it more than sufficient.” Velixar held out his arms and smiled at the two half-orc brothers. They both knelt before him, basking in his unhidden power. “It is time you used these gifts. Not far is a small village. Go to it. Slaughter everyone without exception.”
Harruq’s muscles screamed for use. He could barely register the request asked of him. All he could think of was wielding his swords in battle.
“Which way do we go?” he asked.
“I know the way,” Qurrah said, his eyes lingering on the whip curled about his right arm. “Their nightmares are crying out to me. You have prepared them, haven’t you master?”
The man in black nodded. “They know death is coming. So go.”
Qurrah bowed once more and then began walking west. Harruq followed.
As the two left his sight Velixar broke out in hysterical laughter.
“Yes, I do believe the time has come,” the man said to his master. “Celestia has faltered greatly to let them fall into our hands.” He paused, listening to the soft whisper of Karak in his mind. “Perhaps. With Qurrah’s magic as strong as it is, I have an ally worthy of your name. All of Neldar will burn, and thereafter, you will have your freedom!”
Velixar traveled west, following unseen after his two apprentices. He would witness their first true test, and he would bask in the bloodshed that was sure to come.
* * *
The two traveled over the gentle hills, only the rough gasps of Qurrah’s breathing breaking the silence. As the two neared the village, Harruq dared to speak.
“Qurrah,” he asked, “who is this Velixar?”
“He is a teacher,” the half-orc whispered in between ragged breaths. “One wiser than I ever thought possible.”
“So we’ll do what he says? We’ll kill the village, all of them, without reason?”
Qurrah stopped their progress by turning and placing his hands on his brother’s shoulders. His eyes burned into Harruq’s, so strong in force that the larger brother could not look away.
“You have done much for me without question, without pause. This is different. Velixar has given us the power and privilege to do what we were always meant to do. I need you to embrace this. Velixar’s reason is the only reason we need, that we will ever need. It is in our blood, our orcish blood, and that is a weight even your muscles cannot hold back. We are killers, murderers, butchers, now granted purpose within that. That is our fate. That is our reason. Do you understand?”
Harruq’s fingers traced the hilts of his new swords. He knew what his brother asked. He had killed before, but this was different. This was a complete surrender to the murderer within. He thought of his vow to Velixar, and also to his brother. Obedience. Loyalty. He had sworn his entire life to them. What else did he know? What else could he be?
He thought of Aurelia only once before he spoke. Her face was a white knife in the darkness of his mind, and he buried her deep within his heart as he yielded to the wisdom of his brother.
“Yeah,” Harruq said. “I understand.”
“Good. Now come.” The two resumed traveling up the small hill. They stopped again, however, for from their vantage point they could see the village.
“See the torches?” Harruq asked, pointing. His brother nodded.
“Velixar’s nightmares have pulled them from their slumber. It would be too easy otherwise.”
“It’s going to be easy anyway,” Harruq said, drawing his blades. The soft red glow splashed across their faces.
“Are you ready, brother?”
“I am,” he lied. “Let’s go.”
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Jeremiah Stoutmire walked through the village of Cornrows, the hair on his neck erect. The cool spring breeze was weak compared to the ice that locked his spine. He held a torch in one hand and a shortsword in the other. At first, he had thought himself foolish waking in a full panic from a nightmare he could not remember. Then he saw others about, lit torches in their hands, and he knew his fear was justified. A young, fat-nosed farmer saw him awake and approached.
“Couldn’t sleep either, Jeremiah?” he asked.
“Aye, had the worst nightmares.” Jeremiah glanced at the sword in the farmer’s hand. “You feel the same, don’t you?”
The farmer nodded.
“Feels like the dark god himself is coming for us. Part of me wants to grab my children and run.”
“Perhaps it is a warning,” Jeremiah said. “Ashhur may be granting us a chance. Bandits, or worse. The orcs have struck Veldaren once. They may well have found a way across the bone ditch again.”
“Hard to rest with torchlight flickering into your bedroom,” said an elderly man behind Jeremiah.
“Something ain’t right, Corren,” Jeremiah said, “and I’d bet all my harvest you feel it stronger than we do.”
Corren stroked his beard as his eyes went blank.
“Two men come from the east,” he said, his voice distant. “But they are not men. Troubled spirits, half-demons…”
The two farmers stared at Corren in horror as the old man’s voice returned to normal.
“Ashhur will not grant me to see any more.”
“Gather the children on the west side of the town,” Jeremiah ordered. “Tell everyone they must be ready to flee.”
“Flee from what?” the farmer asked.
“It doesn’t matter!” Jeremiah shouted. “Tell the others!”
The man went to do as ordered. He had not the heart to argue, not with the fear of his nightmare still lingering. He spread the word to the rest searching the town.
“Ashhur help us,” Corren suddenly whispered. “Hurry. I feel they have arrived.”
A warcry rolled from the east, a primal, mindless roar that shook every man in the village.
“Flee west,” Jeremiah ordered Corren. “And take every one you find with you.”
The old man put a hand on the young farmer’s shoulder.
“Fear not,” he said, a weak smile on his face. “Ashhur’s golden eternity awaits us.”
Jeremiah raised his sword so that the flame of his torch flickered across it.
“Not this night, not if I can help it,” he said before running toward the battle cry.
The town held only ninety members, half of them younger than eighteen. When the second brutal cry rolled over the houses, most were running west, dragging children and carrying young ones in their arms. The men, young and old, took up torches, shortswords, even rakes and sickles, and prepared to defend their homes. Bravely they fought, and bravely they died.
“Run, run, run!” Jeremiah shouted to a mother pulling along a young boy. “Run west, and don’t look back!” A horrible shriek of pain tore his attention past them to a circle of torches, held by the gathered defenders of the small village. He kissed his sword as he approached, horrified by the massacre he saw in the dim light.
A great half-orc bore down on a strong child of thirteen that Jeremiah knew well. Strength in fields and spirit meant little compared to the might of a warrior conducting the dark god’s power. Condemnation tore through his rusted sickle, cut his arm from his body, and then hooked around, severing his ankles. The boy fell, dying in four pieces.
Jeremiah knew then he would enter the golden eternity before the dawn.
Someone swung a torch while another man thrust his short sword. The half-orc shattered the sword with a savage swipe while ignoring the torch as it smashed across his leather armor. He roared as he chopped that man’s head into pieces. The dropped torch sputtered and died.
All the courage he could muster failed to move Jeremiah forward. He watched the raging warrior butcher friend after friend, so many having never seen their eighteenth winter. Harruq tore a neck open, punctured the same man three times, and then gutted another who had closed the distance. The man died after his final slash passed an inch from the half-orc’s skin.
“Come on,” Jeremiah said to himself. “Hang it all, come on!”
The half-orc held both swords out wide and roared at the remaining three facing him. When they held their ground, Jeremiah could bear the sight no more. He charged, screaming the cry of one expecting to die. He did not get far though, for a sharp burning pain enveloped his wrist. His arm jerked back, and the sudden force spun him to his knees. As he knelt there, a voice spat down at him.
“Pitiful.”
Jeremiah looked up to see another half-orc clad in ragged robes. The fire came once more, wrapping around his throat. Smoke blurred his vision, the smell of his own charring flesh filled his nose, and he dropped his sword to claw at his neck. Flesh burned off his fingers. He felt the pain fade away. Then nothing.
The whip slithered off his throat and coiled around the half-orc’s hand.
“Simply pitiful,” Qurrah said again, but Jeremiah did not hear it. His soul was already on its way.
* * *
Red eyes watched from afar, their owner relishing the carnage amid the dying torchlight. A smile grew on his ever-changing face.
“Beautiful,” Velixar whispered as the number of dead grew. Shifting sighs and mindless moans drifted from behind. Velixar glanced back at his companions, who now numbered in the thousands.
“Surround the town,” he commanded them. The nearest nodded, the movement swinging the entirety of his rotting face. He moaned to the others, sending them in motion. The man in black extended a hand to his two disciples.
“Send on their souls,” he said, “but leave the bodies for me.”
* * *
Harruq stormed through the village, roaring for any to stand and fight.
“We’re coming for you,” he shouted, his voice like the growl of a dog. “You are weak! Weak!”
The cry of a child sent him bashing through the door of a small home. Inside, a girl huddled beside her much younger sister. They were wrapped in blankets. The little girl clutched a doll in her hands. Harruq paused, and deep in his heart, some piece of him shrieked in protest.
“I’m sorry,” he said. Salvation and Condemnation quivered in his hands. “There’s no room for compassion. Not here. Not tonight.”
He left the house, blood covering his blades. He let out a primal cry to the stars, whether of anguish or elation, he did not know.
* * *
Qurrah broke away from his brother when the last died before them. He could smell the fear of the villagers, and like a tracking dog he could use it to find where they fled.
Flames danced across the side of one house, alerting Qurrah. The half-orc coiled the whip around his arm and pulled out a scrap of bone from a pouch. It was time to test the spells his master had taught him. An elderly man came around the corner, a torch his only weapon. He glared at Qurrah with unabashed hatred.
“Weakness,” the necromancer hissed in the wispy tongue of magic. The old man dropped his torch and wobbled on his legs. His elderly arms, already shriveled, shrunk even more. Skin tightened against his frame, and in seconds it was if the man had become a living skeleton decorated with flesh, hair, and clothes. The man took a staggered step forward, still determined to fight Qurrah even as his arms struggled to bear their own weight. He let out a moan of unintelligible loathing.
“You are not worth my time,” Qurrah told him. “So consider this an honor for your determination.”
He began casting, relishing the feeling of control flowing throughout his body. Never before had he felt so powerful, so invincible. He prayed the night would never end.
“Verl Yun Kleis,” he hissed. Hands of ice. The half-orc lunged forward, grabbing the old man by the wrist. Blue light swirled around the contact of their flesh, causing the water and blood inside his arm to freeze. Qurrah’s smile broadened as the man collapsed and died while still within his grasp. When he let go, the icy flesh hit the dirt hard enough to crack the arm at the shoulder. Blood poured out from the body but not the arm.
“A marvelous spell,” the half-orc gasped, fighting away a momentary wave of dizziness.
He closed his eyes and attuned his mind to the village. A stench of fear trailed west. Women and children, all of them panicked and confused.
“Harruq, they flee west,” Qurrah whispered, magically enhancing his voice using a spell Velixar had taught him. His quiet words flooded the town, audible by all yet still sounding like a whisper. The fleeing residents of the town heard and were terrified. His brother heard and obeyed.
The two met at the edge of town. They saw scattered groups of families not far in the distance.
“Get them, my brother,” Qurrah ordered. “None may live or they will tell of the half-orcs who destroyed their town.”
“Then they’re dead,” Harruq said, clanging his swords together. Power crackled through them. He took up the chase.
* * *
An elderly man and woman, propping each other up as they ran side by side, refused to turn when Harruq barreled toward them. Salvation took the woman’s life, Condemnation the man’s. The two bodies collapsed, their lifeless limbs entangled. Not far ahead of them, a woman ran in only her shift, a child clutched to her breast.
“Why do you flee?” Harruq roared when her crying eyes glanced back at him. “This life is pain, suffering! I’m here to end it, end it all!”
The woman ran faster and her child cried louder. It didn’t matter. Harruq rammed her with his shoulder. To protect her child, the woman rolled so that her side took the brunt of the fall. As the half-orc’s blades twirled in the air, the mother kissed her child one last time before curling up around the joy of her life. Then the blades fell.
On the half-orc ran. Innocent blood stained his sword as life after life ended. Harruq felt no remorse and saw no pain. The blood haze of rage and dark magic blocked all. Man, woman, child, it didn’t matter. They all died. Only seven managed to keep ahead of his berserking madness: a mother, her two children, a few farmers, and their daughters. They dared to hope.
As they ran, a strange sight met their eyes. In the distance were hundreds of bodies lined in perfect formation. They held no torches or lanterns. The wind shifted, and upon its gentle flow the stench of death came to them. The villagers slowed, fearfully eyeing the line. The stars were bright, and there was no mistaking that something was amiss. They were no soldiers. Only a scattered few wore armor. Still, they stood in the straight lines of a disciplined army.
A roar from Harruq at their heels spurred them on. They charged the line, crying out for aid.
“A creature attacked our town,” shouted the mother. “Please, my daughter is still there. They might hurt her. Please, help us!”
“There’s two,” shouted one of the farmers. “They killed my wife! You have to…”
Their words trailed off once they were close enough to see clearly. Flesh hung from their bones, pale and rotting. Wounds spotted nearly every one, although no blood poured from them. Their saviors were men, orc, and elf, but they were dead.
“Ashhur help us,” an exhausted farmer murmured before the line advanced upon them. The Forest Butcher at their heels, they could not run. Velixar’s army of undead tore the seven apart and cast their remains to the dirt. So ended the last life of Cornrows.
* * *
Harruq halted before the mess that had been his prey. The line of undead stood motionless, their unfocused eyes looking nowhere. The wind blew through them, shifting their hair and whistling through the holes in their bodies. The half-orc said nothing, just stared at the carnage and the servants of his master as he waited for Qurrah. The mindless rage that had consumed him slowly faded. By the time his brother arrived, it was all but a memory.
“The undead took them,” Qurrah said, his breath quick and shallow. “Velixar did not trust us.”
“I trust little,” Velixar said, stepping through the line of his servants. “The truth is I do not take risks. If any survived you would have been identified and my plans ruined.”
Both brothers bowed to their master.
“What are the plans you speak of?” Harruq asked.
“In time, my dear bone general, I will tell you both. For now though, I must deal with your brother.” Velixar brought his gaze to the young necromancer.
“Let us return to the village. It is time we test your power.”
* * *
The three stood in the center of the town, corpses scattered in all directions. There was an eerie silence creeping about, its soft touch tickling Harruq’s spine. He held the hilts of his twin blades in his hands, drawing comfort from them. At that dark moment, it was his only comfort.
“You know what I ask of you,” Velixar said.
“I do,” Qurrah said. “I pray I do not disappoint.”
He closed his eyes, his hands stretched to either side. His fingers hooked and curled in strange ways, many times so twisted and odd that Harruq could not bear to watch them dance. Words spilled from the frail half-orc’s lips. Some were strong, demanding, while others came limping out, twisted in form and barely existing as they were meant to exist. The words, however, did not matter as much as the dark power rolling forth from Qurrah. His sheer will would determine the full strength of the spell.
A cold wind came blasting in, seemingly from all directions. Faster and faster, the words poured from Qurrah’s pale lips. Harruq braced himself as his hair fluttered before his eyes. The spell neared completion, and Velixar hissed in sheer pleasure at the power flaring from his apprentice. Qurrah shrieked out one final word, the signal, the climax of the spell.
“Rise!”
All around corpses staggered to their feet.
“Qurrah,” Harruq stammered but could say no more.
“Eight,” Qurrah gasped, dropping to his knees. “It is…I am sorry, master.”
Velixar walked about, examining each of the undead farmers. He remained quiet, hiding all emotion from his apprentice and even refusing to look at him.
“This is the first time you have ever brought the dead back to life,” Velixar said. “Correct?”
“Of this size, yes,” Qurrah answered. His entire body rose and fell according to his unsteady gasps.
The man in black turned to him.
“When I was first taught that same spell I managed only four. Rise from your feet, Qurrah Tun.” He faced the undead. “Kneel!” he shouted to them. At once, the eight bowed to Qurrah. Velixar placed a hand on the half-orc’s shoulder.
“It is your servants that should bow to you,” he said. “And one could not ask for a more gifted disciple.”
Qurrah stood but kept his head bowed. Harruq shifted on his feet, scared and confused. The eyes of his brother…tears?
“Thank you, my master,” whispered the half-orc. “I have never felt more honored.”
Velixar placed a hand atop Qurrah’s head and accepted the tears he knew the half-orc tried to hide. He had long thought the weaker emotions fled from his soul, but that night he felt an overwhelming sense of pride.
“Harruq,” Velixar said, his normally unshakable voice faltering. “Escort your brother home. Protect him, even unto death. He will usher in a new age to this world. Of this I have no doubt.” He shouted an order to Qurrah’s undead. The eight obeyed, marching out of town to join the rest of Velixar’s army.
“I will take control now,” he said to his disciple. “In time, the burden of sustaining life in them will seem weightless. Until then, let me bear it. Look at me.”
Qurrah did, his eyes red and his face wet. “Yes master?” he asked. No weakness tainted his voice. The man in black put a hand on either side of Qurrah’s face and drew him close.
“Become a god among men,” he whispered. “Remain faithful to me, and to Karak, and I shall see it come to pass.”
Qurrah nodded but said nothing. Instead, he turned and joined his brother.
“Let’s go home,” he said.
“I’m thinking that’s a great idea,” Harruq said. The two stepped around the bodies of the slain as they headed east, leaving Velixar alone in the emptiness of Cornrows.
“Incredible,” Velixar said when they were gone. “Never would I have guessed they had such power.” He paused, listening to the words of his master. The man in black smiled.
“If you didn’t know then I do not feel as blind,” he said. “He will surpass me. Surpass us all. Should I bring him to your dark paladins?”
Karak’s answer was swift.
Let him learn at your side. He loves you, and this love will drive him to power not seen since I walked Dezrel. Use it. Give me a sacrifice worthy of my name. Burn the east to the ground.
Velixar closed his eyes and bowed his head in acknowledgement.
“Only in absolute emptiness is there order,” he said, the goal of all those who worshiped Karak and knew the true purpose of their lives. “And I will bring order.”
* * *
The Tun brothers did not go straight home that night. Harruq veered them off into the grassy hills south of Woodhaven.
“Why do we go this way?” Qurrah asked, his arm draped around his brother. His sagging body seemed ready to collapse into slumber at any time.
“I need to retrieve the swords I dropped,” Harruq said quietly. “I want to train with them.”
Qurrah nodded so absently that Harruq wondered if his brother even heard him. They walked in silence under the beauty of the stars.
“Hey, Qurrah?”
“Yes, brother?”
“What we did…is it…”
“Did you revel in the power granted to you?” Qurrah asked. Harruq paused, searching for an honest answer.
“Aye,” he said at last. “I did.”
“Then why do you now question it?”
Harruq shrugged. “Velixar’s strong. What do you think he wants with us?”
“Order,” Qurrah said. “We will kill, brother. It is all we are good at. It was what we were made for. What other purpose do you see for your life?”
Harruq shrugged. “I said it before. I’m here to protect you.”
“Then kill those that seek to kill me,” Qurrah said, a bit of his sleepiness leaving him. “Our master has given us so much. Power. Weapons. A purpose. What more could we ever ask for?”
“Yeah, what else,” Harruq said, shifting more of his brother’s weight onto his shoulder. Qurrah’s eyes drooped, and it seemed sleep would steal him away before they reached town.
Harruq found his blades without too much trouble. He laid Qurrah down. His brother slept peacefully, and in silence the half-orc took the old weapons into his hands. He looked to the stars. Even as a child, those far away lights had awakened something in him, something so different from what he thought he was. Right then, it was awakening guilt and fear.
“I do what I choose,” he argued to the stars. “No, what I must.”
The words felt hollow, nothing more than self-serving lies. He kept remembering the mother with her young babe clutched to her breast as she fled from him. When he had rammed her, she had tucked the child to guard it from the fall. Right before the kill, she had held him, trying to protect him.
“Why?” he asked. A part of him worried he might wake his brother, but he was too drained to care. “Why did she do that? She could have run faster without the child!”
No, he knew that answer. She would not abandon her child just as he would not abandon Qurrah. Then what was bothering him so? He fell to his knees and stabbed the old weapons into the dirt. The faces of those he had killed danced before his eyes, especially the mother and her child, and the young girl holding her little sister. The fear in their eyes. The screams. The panic. Horror.
“I do what I have to do,” he said again. But did the villagers have to die? All those children, mothers, sisters, fathers…nothing but a test. And all those small bodies he left for his brother to mutilate? What was it his swords were accomplishing? Every action, every kill, seemed to confirm the words of his brother. He was a killer and nothing more. His legacy would be one of death and emptiness.
The ghosts of the village clung to his back and neck. His choice was made. When he looked to the stars, he saw Aurelia’s face among them. He tried not to think of what she’d say if she knew what he had done. Guilt and regret meant nothing so he choked it down. It didn’t matter what he wanted. His oath was made. His swords had swung. The weight of blood was on his shoulders, and who was he to fight against it?
“I’m sorry if I’m weak,” Harruq whispered to his sleeping brother. “I can’t be like you. I can’t be strong like you…”
The half-orc buckled the old pair of swords next to the gleaming black blades on his belt. He then gently took his brother into his arms and carried him back to town. The weight of his brother in his hands was a feather compared to the burden on his heart.
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Harruq arrived late to his sparring match with Aurelia. His face was haggard and his eyes bloodshot.
“Rough night?” Aurelia asked. She blinked as a tingle in her head insisted that something was different about the half-orc. After a few seconds, she saw it.
“Harruq,” she asked, “is it me, or did you grow thirty pounds of muscle overnight?”
“Yup,” Harruq muttered. “I’m magical like that.”
The elf glared at him.
“Sorry,” he said, his face reddening. “I had a long night.”
Aurelia nodded. She twirled the staff in the air and then hooked it underneath her arm.
“Ready to start?”
The half-orc shrugged. “Sure, why not?”
Instead of starting, she lowered her staff and crossed her arms. “Something’s wrong, Harruq. Tell me what bothers you so?”
Harruq sighed and looked away. He gently tapped his swords together. “I don’t know. Bored.”
“Am I not a challenge?”
He made vague shrug that could be taken either way. Let her think that was it, he thought. It was a whole lot better than the truth. Aurelia, however, seemed none too pleased. She twirled her staff again.
“You might be surprised, orcyboy, but I could beat you in a spar.”
Harruq scoffed. “You have no chance,” he said.
“First to three hits,” the elf said, taking a few steps back.
“Very well,” Harruq said, drawing his swords in his gigantic arms. “Guess you need a reminder of who you’re learning from.” He lowered his weapons and thrust out his chest. “Here. I’ll prove it. Two free hits. I’ll still beat you.”
Aurelia eyed him, obviously insulted. She gave him two quick raps across the chest.
“Two to zero,” she said before dancing away. Harruq raised his swords and roared.
He crossed the distance between them in a heartbeat, twice as fast as he had ever moved in their previous sparring matches. Aurelia leapt backward as blades dove for her chest and abdomen. Her staff shot spun back and forth to parry thrust after thrust. Harruq pressed his attack, shifting on one foot so that his next two attacks came slashing downward for her thigh and ankle.
The staff blocked one but the other banged against her calf.
“One to two,” Harruq said. He double thrust, offering the elf no reprieve. She jabbed her staff upward, pushing the two attacks high and giving her room underneath. Ducking forward, she tried to strike the half-orc’s leg.
She badly underestimated Harruq’s new speed though, and one blade looped around to block the attack. The other went straight down, the edge smashing hard against the top of Aurelia’s skull. While it did not draw blood, the jolt of it knocked the elf to one knee and gave her a dull ache in her head.
“Have you lost your mind?” Aurelia asked as she rolled away. Harruq’s mad charge was her answer, and it sparked fear in her heart.
Sword strikes assailed her impossibly fast. Any thought of the fight being practice left Aurelia’s mind. It felt too real. She stayed defensive, parrying with all her skill while constantly dancing away. Harruq pressed closer, and every time the elf pulled out of a roll or landed from a leap backward, he was upon her. Notch after notch covered her staff as the swords chopped harder and harder.
His strength grew as the fight progressed. He held nothing back. He weaved his swords through three stabs, feinted a high slash, and then twirled up and around for a low thrust. Aurelia fell for the feint and brought her staff up high, leaving her lower half exposed. Her slender frame twisted. A sword cut a thin line across the green fabric of her dress but did not touch skin.
She thought Harruq might stop and claim the cut counted. He didn’t.
Instead he crosscut, his left arm swiping right while the other swept left. She turned to one side, using her staff to press one sword into the dirt and knock the second swipe just above her. The staff continued twirling, positioning Harruq’s hands further out of place. She used the awkwardness to gain further separation between them.
Her hands ached from the force of every block and parry. Her breath was fast and shallow. Her hair, which she had failed to tie up before the fight, hung in wild strands before her face. She was beautiful, but Harruq did not see it.
To Harruq, she was the young girl cradling her sister.
Aurelia thrust her right hand forward, her fingers spread wide and stiff. Words of power poured from her lips, and without hesitation the forest obeyed. Vines shot from the earth and wrapped around Harruq’s arms and legs. Down he went. Aurelia gave him no chance to recover. She raised her outstretched hand higher. More and more vines appeared, covering the half-orc’s arms and legs with green. They lifted him into the air, his boots dangling two feet above the ground.
Harruq bellowed like a bull caught in a cage. He jerked against his restraints but they held firm. Aurelia calmly walked over, raised her staff, and tapped him on the chest.
“Three,” she said.
The half-orc roared his protest.
Aurelia swung the staff with all her strength. The end cracked against Harruq’s cheek. Blood shot from his mouth.
“Four!” she shouted. The fierce pain appeared to knock some sense into him. He looked down at Aurelia with a mixture of anger and embarrassment.
“Sorry,” he said. Blood ran from a busted lip. The skin on his cheek was already blackening.
“I don’t know what just happened,” she said, the quiver in her voice belying her calm speech. “But I know I don’t like it and will not accept it. Ever. Is that clear?”
“Yeah,” Harruq said. “Now will you let me down?”
For a moment, she said nothing, catching her breath and doing her best to calm the flood of adrenaline that still rushed through her. Harruq twisted against the vines, but they still held firm. Blood continued to trinkle down his chin.
“I’m not blind,” she said, suddenly looking away. “Not stupid, either. I don’t know why I’m here. Lie to me if you must, just don’t expect me to believe it. Forgive me for hoping you could trust me.”
The vines released, freeing the half-orc who smacked against the ground. By the time he picked himself up, the vines had pulled into the dirt.
“I have something new planned for tomorrow,” she said. “Don’t be late.”
“You’re going to pay for that,” he grumbled, rubbing his sore wrists after she was gone. His heart was not in it, though. More than anything, he was embarrassed and frightened about losing control.
* * *
“It can be one of your most powerful spells,” Velixar said. “It is quick, deadly, and strikes from nowhere. Listen to these words very carefully. If you give it enough of your power, nary a soul can withstand the shock and blood loss.”
The man in black listed off a stream of seven words. Seven times he pronounced them, giving his disciple ample chances to hear the precise, delicate pronunciations and mimic them himself.
“Prepare the spell with these words in the morning and you may trigger it at any time with but a single word.”
“And what is that?” Qurrah asked once the words were tucked firmly into his mind.
“Hemorrhage,” Velixar hissed. The frail half-orc smiled, loving the sound.
Harruq sat nearby. The spidery, intangible lessons in spellcasting had little to do with him, but he politely remained silent and respected their usefulness
“Harruq Tun,” Velixar said suddenly, jolting him from his drifting thoughts.
“Yes, master?” he asked, rising and straightening his back. He could feel the eyes of his brother on him and did not wish to disappoint.
“Qurrah has told me of the troubles in your heart. I must see them.”
“He did?” Harruq asked, glancing at his brother. His stomach dropped, and his heart quickened as Velixar approached. He felt like a truant servant caught by his master…which perhaps he was.
“You killed many yesterday,” the man in black said. “Do you feel guilt for their deaths?”
Harruq took a deep breath, analyzing every word before he opened his mouth. Velixar could surely tell if he lied. But what did he believe? Did he even know?
“I’m not strong like Qurrah,” he said. “Sometimes I can be weak. Only after, though. I will try to never question the order of my master or the will of my brother.”
Velixar nodded although he appeared not to listen. Instead, his eyes burrowed into Harruq’s, prying information not from his mouth but from his very soul.
“Tell me, Harruq, why do you mourn the lives of those you kill?”
“I don’t,” Harruq said. He wasn’t sure if it was lie or truth, most likely a lie.
“War is brutal. Life is brutal.” Velixar put a cold hand against Harruq’s face. “You do not understand, but we are bringers of peace. We will end all war. We will end all murder. We will end everything, Harruq. Kneel. I will show you.”
Harruq obeyed. His insides churned as icy fingers pressed against his forehead. Images crackled through his mind. The entire world burned to ash and blew away on the wind. The painting revealed beneath was in fluid motion, an artwork of death and fire. He saw a city burning, people fleeing in the streets, and then he saw himself dressed in black armor that oozed power. Salvation and Condemnation waved high above his head, both drenched in blood. He looked like a god among men, and the way the soldiers fell at his feet made him think he might have been one.
This red-dream self looked straight at him and spoke, but Harruq could not understand the words. The sound of his own voice chilled him, though, for it was dark, it was dangerous, and it was exactly like Velixar’s.
A god among men, said a second voice, one he had never heard before. It was darker than any shade that haunted his nightmares. There was only one it could be, and it was no mortal.
Protect your brother, and I will grant you a kingdom. Live as you have always lived, and I will reward you with eternity. Kill, as I desire you to kill, and you will find a peace unknown to the mortal realm. The time for questioning is over. Trust your god as I now trust you.
Love me, Harruq Tun. Kill for me.
The dream shattered. Amid the haze of red and black, he heard the cries of battle urging him on, offering him a future he had always feared and desired. A life of killing and battle. A life given to Karak. An orcish life.
The icy fingers left his forehead.
“It is a select few who have received such a gift,” Velixar said in the quiet night. “You have heard the voice of the dark god himself. Now tell me, what is it you saw?”
“Please, brother,” Qurrah said. “I need to know.”
Harruq stared at the dirt, each breath making his shoulders heave. His mind reeled, and for reasons he did not understand, he opened his mouth and said, “That which I fear and desire. I have had no questions answered, but I do know this: the time for questions has long ended.”
Velixar nodded. “Indeed, Harruq. It is time for action. I am done with both of you. Go home and rest. Tomorrow we will begin my plan. War shall come to Woodhaven.”
“We await your orders,” Qurrah said. The two bowed and then returned to town beneath the blanket of stars.
* * *
As the two brothers left, another soul traveled in the dark. He made not a sound as he moved. Any attempts at tracking his passage would be utterly futile, for not a single blade of grass remained bent when his foot stepped away. He was Dieredon, Scoutmaster of the Quellan elves, and few souls could match his silence, speed, or skills with blade and bow.
When the village came into view of his eagle-like eyes, his gut sank. Not a single sign of life decorated the streets or moved in the fields. He prayed to Celestia he was wrong, but his heart knew he wasn’t.
He found nothing to convince him otherwise as he quickly scanned the village. He found many homes left wide open, yet none answered him when he called inside. Everywhere, staining the earth a dark crimson, there was blood.
“It is as I feared,” he whispered to the night. He stood, took his bow off his shoulder, and then thoroughly searched the town. He found no trace of life barring a few rats that fed off the now unguarded remnants of food. Several homes, those with their doors smashed open, had gore smeared on their floors. One pained Dieredon’s heart greatly; amid a great red circle on a wooden floor laid a small, bloodstained doll.
He said a silent prayer before moving on.
At the edge of the town, he found many frantic tracks fleeing west. He followed them, wincing as some ended in dried smears of red upon the grass. Others led far past the others. They ended at once in an enormous pool of blood, leaving the town a somber image in the distance. Chasing them the whole while were twin sets of tracks, one of enormous weight, the other light as a feather.
“Every one of them,” he said, his hand clutching his bow so tight his knuckles were whiter than the moon. “They slaughtered even those that fled. Yet there are no corpses.”
The corpses had been taken. Or made to walk again.
“The man with infinite faces,” Dieredon concluded. Another thought came to him. “Or was it you, Qurrah Tun?”
He raced back to Woodhaven, his mind decided. It was time he had a talk with one of the brothers Tun.
* * *
Harruq arrived at the sparring point in the forest less disheveled than the previous day, and he seemed in better spirits.
“So what is your surprise for me?” he asked.
Aurelia smiled from her seat against a tree. She patted the grass beside her.
“Have a seat. How’s your head?”
Harruq grumbled as he plopped down. “My head is fine.”
From behind her back, Aurelia pulled out a small blue object.
“Ever seen one of these before?” she asked. The half-orc stared at it, thinking. Suddenly he knew, and he looked at Aurelia in total disbelief.
“Is that a book?”
The elf nodded. “Is it a safe assumption that you don’t know how to read?”
Harruq frowned at the book. “You’re not going to teach me elvish, are you?”
Aurelia gave him a playful jab to the side.
“No, it is in the gods’ language, your gods anyway. Karak and Ashhur got something right having humans speak and write the same language.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you not know the story of Karak and Ashhur?” The half-orc shook his head. “I will tell you it, if you care to hear. Mankind, as well as orcs, wolf-men, hyena-men, and all the other odd races scattered about Dezrel, are less than five hundred years old. Many elves remember the arrival of the brother gods and the creation of man.”
“Huh,” Harruq said. “You may have to tell me the story sometime. Are you one of the elves that were there way back then?”
She gave him a wink.
“No, but my father was. I’m not that old, Harruq. In elven terms, I am but a child.”
“How old a child?” he prodded.
“Seventy.”
“Seventy?”
The elf laughed.
“Don’t be too shocked. You have elven blood in you as well. I wouldn’t be surprised if you lasted a couple hundred years yourself. This is assuming someone doesn’t kill you, which I find rather unlikely.”
Harruq gasped at the thought. He had always felt akin to man and orcs, whose lives burnt out so quickly. The idea of living two hundred years was…well, more than he could handle.
“Strange,” he said. “Guess I have plenty of time to learn to read, don’t I?”
Aurelia laughed. “You do, but I would prefer we not take too many years. Spending that much time around you is bound to give me bad habits.”
She handed over the book. Harruq opened it and flipped through the pages. Each one depicted various symbols, lines, and curls. Aurelia winced at the rough way he handled the paper.
“What are these?” he asked.
“The human alphabet. And you’re going to learn it.”
He protested, but it was a weak protest. They went over the alphabet several times until Harruq could repeat most without thinking too hard.
“I want you to take it home with you,” she said when they were done. To her annoyance, Harruq refused to accept the book.
“I really don’t want to take it,” he said.
“Why not?”
“Well I, just…” His face turned a mixture of gray and red. “Qurrah doesn’t know I’m doing this.”
Aurelia sighed and set the book down beside her.
“Why don’t you tell him about me? Well? Why not?”
“I’m just embarrassed, all right,” he finally muttered.
“Embarrassed? Why?”
“Qurrah’s smart, can read and everything. He’d want to know why I never asked him. That and, well, you’re a…you know…”
“What?”
Harruq grew redder. “An elf!”
“What’s wrong with that?”
Harruq viciously plucked blades of grass. “I don’t know.”
Aurelia stared at Harruq for a while, her eyes probing. The half-orc endured the gaze, concentrating fully on his grass-removing project.
“I would feel better having met your brother,” she said at last. “But you may take as long as you wish.”
“Good. Can we spar now?”
“Of course,” Aurelia said, picking up her staff.
* * *
Hours later, they finished and said their goodbyes.
“See you tomorrow,” Harruq called, sheathing his blades. The elf did not reply as she vanished behind the trees. He stared after her for a bit, then turned toward home. Before he could take two steps, a sudden weight crashed into his side. He tumbled best he could, his shoulder absorbing much of the impact. His legs tucked underneath him and pushed, shooting him back to his feet. Out came his swords.
Standing before him was Dieredon, his bow held in both hands like a staff. Long blades stretched out from either end, tiny razor teeth lining the front. The elf twirled the bow in his hands and then charged. Two quick hits batted one of Harruq’s swords out and away. A feint, so quick Harruq blocked on instinct, took care of the other. His weapons gone, the half-orc was exposed. Dieredon wasted no time smashing the half-orc’s groin. As he doubled over in pain, a snap kick smacked his chin, splattering blood and forcing him to drop.
The sharp tip of a blade pressed against Harruq’s throat before he knew what was happening.
“Move,” Dieredon said. “Please, move. Give me an excuse to kill you.”
Harruq was too stunned and disoriented to give him what he wanted. Instead he lied there, his nose throbbing and his swords limp in his hands.
“What do you want?” he asked, ignoring the sharp pain in his throat as a tiny drop of blood trickled down his neck.
“The entire village of Cornrows is missing,” Dieredon said. “Most likely dead.”
Harruq’s breathing quickened. His hands tightened around the hilts of his weapons.
“I had nothing to do with it,” he said. “Why would I?”
“Children have been dying since you arrived here in Woodhaven,” Dieredon replied. “Butchered, intestines removed, strange carvings on the bodies, and pieces of them missing. We thought a sick mind, but now I understand better. Necromancy requires many interesting artifacts for spells. Your brother is a necromancer, isn’t he?”
Harruq said nothing. He fought back his swelling anger and panic.
“I don’t understand what Aurelia sees in you,” Dieredon continued. “You murdered the children and gave them to your brother. You’re the Forest Butcher. Admit it so I may kill you.”
“I will admit no such thing,” Harruq said, his jaw trembling. “You’re guessing.”
“I have also seen your brother meeting the strange man in black of the ever-changing face. What is his name, Harruq? What is it he offers you?”
“You’re out of your mind.”
The tip buried in deeper. The elf lowered his face so the fury in his eyes was all Harruq could see.
“Yes, I am out of my mind. I will let you live. Until Aurelia sees you for what you are, I will spare your life. But know I will be watching you, and I will be watching your brother. One false move and I’ll kill you both. Is that clear?”
Harruq nodded, shivering as he felt the tip of the blade rubbing against the tender skin of his throat.
“Good. Pleasant days, half-orc. May Celestia watch over you…and condemn your actions to death.”
The biting tip left his throat, the blades in the bow retracted, and then the elf vanished. Harruq struggled to his feet, clutching his neck as he gasped for air.
“Damn elf,” he cursed. “How dare you threaten us.”
His hands shook violently as his adrenaline faded. He had been terrified, convinced the elf would kill him, yet he didn’t.
“Big mistake, elfie,” he said. He snatched his swords and sheathed them. “I’ll make you pay for that.”
After a bit of debate, he decided not to tell Qurrah. Velixar had already made it clear they needed to be careful. Now he understood why. He wouldn’t tell Aurelia, either. That would be stupid, and stupid he was not…most of the time.
“I need a drink,” he said, turning toward the town and trudging back. All he could think about was getting a good, stiff drink. If he was lucky, he might get in a good bar fight. Nothing helped him forget his worries better than walloping a fellow drunken idiot.
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She felt guilty for spying on him, but Aurelia was convinced she had no other choice. Over the past month, she had grown close to the half-orc Harruq Tun, and with that closeness was danger. She saw only a goofy young man while Dieredon swore she met with a killer. Only one of them could be right, but who?
Perhaps not, she wondered. Perhaps she saw the elf in Harruq while Dieredon saw the orc. The kindest man might become a brute when surrounded by other brutes. When Harruq was with his brother, or the strange man in black, how then did he behave? Could he kill? Could he murder?
She had to know. It took a simple invisibility spell to approach their rundown home unnoticed, her feet moving silently because of her natural elven grace. It was midday and the sun was high in the sky. Most of the murders occurred once darkness fell, and always when the child wandered into the forest to play. Lately no murders had been found, and Aurelia couldn’t decide if she should be worried or hopeful that they had stopped at the same time she had begun training with Harruq.
Aurelia peered through a gap in the boards. She and Harruq had finished their sparring an hour before, and she expected him to be resting. She was right. What surprised her was how Qurrah remained asleep as well. Dieredon had mentioned nocturnal visits between the other brother and the man in black, but she had no idea how long they lasted. For Qurrah to still slumber they must last for several hours, if not the entire night.
She looked at him, sprawled out on a thick pile of straw, and wondered how he managed to walk, let alone cast spells as Harruq implied. His skin was pale and had a stretched look across his bones. He looked like a drained, emaciated version of his larger brother.
A good set of meals would do him wonders, Aurelia thought.
Boring as it was, Aurelia sat down and prepared to wait. She glanced around, making sure there was no chance a wandering passerby could accidentally bump into her invisible form. The sun moved along its path in the sky, and the brothers finally awoke. Qurrah vanished, returning later with meager portions of bread and tough meat. Aurelia watched, oddly amused by their silent noshing. Harruq continuously glanced over at Qurrah, and when the frailer half-orc was overtaken by a coughing fit, Harruq was there, pounding his brother’s back and looking like his world was about to end. Qurrah merely looked embarrassed and pushed him away.
They clearly love each other, thought Aurelia. Maybe Harruq more than Qurrah.
The day passed, and it was thankfully uneventful. She was almost ready to leave when Qurrah pulled Harruq closer and began whispering. Aurelia cast a spell over her ears, heightening her already sharp hearing. A pall settled over her as she listened.
“…must resume,” Qurrah was saying as her spell enacted.
“It’s dangerous,” Harruq said. “I thought you were learning enough from Velixar.”
“Exactly,” said Qurrah. “But I must practice what I learn. These nights are not enough, will never be enough. What point is sharpening your sword if you never wield it?”
Harruq had no reply. Eyes low, he stepped out into the night, Aurelia trailing not far behind. They travelled deeper into the town. A knot grew in her stomach as she noticed he had both his swords, and as they approached the poorer parts of the town, the knot only tightened. She watched the half-orc glance in through the windows of the buildings he passed. She found herself praying he only meant to steal possessions…just possessions, nothing more. Keep the swords sheathed, she prayed. Sheathed and bloodless.
He continued wandering, and she found herself circling several streets multiple times. Stalling, she thought, but it was little comfort. The day was almost done, the town covered with long shadows and darkened spaces. The older boys and girls would still be out to play, but the younger ones…
Harruq stopped. Aurelia positioned herself to the side, struggling to keep her breathing calm lest she alert him to her presence. They were beside an old house made of slanted boards shoddily nailed together. There was no glass for the window, nor a covering. She wondered what the occupants did during the winter months, preferring her mind dwell on that than the terrible look marring Harruq’s face. His skin had turned ashen. His right hand stroked the hilt of his sword like an itch he couldn’t ignore. He put a hand on the wood. Aurelia could only imagine what he saw: a small child slumbering in bed, positioned by the window to keep him cool. Just a child like any other the Forest Butcher had claimed.
When Dieredon had first come to her, she had expected little difficulty in the task.
“They are new to the town, and when they came so did the murders,” he had said. “Meet with one of them, discover who they are. If they are the vagrant scum they appear to be, it will be easy enough to catch them in their crime. The humans can then deal their judgment with a rope.”
It seemed perverse that she had met Harruq by saving him from the fate she was supposed to doom him to. Still, Aurelia was not one to judge by appearances, and what she had seen that night had seared her heart. Two soldiers beating Harruq bloody without cause or reason, Harruq who was so kind to her when they sparred, who brought her flowers and told her stories, who looked upon her like she was a goddess of light in his dreary world…
Harruq drew his sword. It shook in his hand. Aurelia watched as if in a dream. She felt magic spark on her fingertips. Under no circumstances could she watch him. She couldn’t. Nor could she believe it. He was so kind to her, so kind.
“Why,” she whispered.
He put a hand inside the window. The other pressed his sword against the side of the house. No longer a dream. A nightmare. She would kill him, burn his whole body to ash so she never had to look upon his dead face. Hatred burned in her breast. Qurrah, she thought. You make him do this. Put the blood on your own hands, you coward.
She knew the moment she struck with a spell her invisibility would end. She wondered how he would look at her when she killed him. Surprise? Anger? Shame? She didn’t know. She didn’t want to know. Magic sparked on her fingertips. Harruq might have seen if he had looked over, but his eyes stared through the window. He pulled back the sword. His hand reached in. Aurelia prepared to kill him.
“Damn it,” she heard him say. “I’m sorry, Qurrah. I can’t.”
He sheathed the blade.
Aurelia felt her world slow and the nightmare relent. He did no harm, she thought. No killing. He may not be the Forest Butcher, and even if he meant to do what she feared, it didn’t mean the others were him. The hope felt juvenile and ignorant but she clung to it tightly. The magic left her fingertips, and doing her best to calm her heart, she followed Harruq back home.
“Nothing?” Qurrah asked when Harruq stepped inside.
“Nothing.”
It seemed Qurrah would leave it at that, but he clearly saw the apprehension on his brother’s face.
“Tell me the truth,” he said. “What happened?”
Harruq sighed, and he removed his swords and flung them to the ground.
“I can’t do it,” he said. “We don’t need it. You don’t need it. Our war is coming, Qurrah. Let us fight it when it comes, but not sooner, not now, not while they sleep…”
He looked away as if expecting to be berated for the outburst. Instead, Qurrah walked over and put a hand on his brother’s shoulder.
“Be careful,” he said in his raspy voice. “Your power was given at a cost. Any hesitation or doubt risks the permanency of your gift. I understand, please know that. In time, you will learn, and you will see things as I do. Until then, rest. Velixar will come for us soon. I do not want to fail him. That is all that matters. We must not fail.”
Aurelia had heard enough. She knew their roles, the balance and position of their hearts. It was absurd, poor souls without a home, family, or position to be speaking of power and obligation. Her hatred of their unknown master grew. He was a puppet-master, and her dear friend was one of his puppets. If they still doubted, even for a moment, perhaps she could save them. Perhaps there was still time to pull them from the necromancer’s cold fingers.
Aurelia turned and ran for the forest. Dieredon had not known of her spying, but she would tell him everything. If there was any hope, it was in his skill with blade and bow. To free the puppets, one must cut the strings.
It was time for Dieredon to slay the man in black.
* * *
That night, Velixar gave them their orders, putting in motion his plan to blanket the east in war.
“In Celed there is a male elf by the name of Ahrqur Tun’del,” he told the two under the cover of stars. “He has visited King Vaelor before, and was quite vocal when the elves were expelled from his capital city. He is well known in Woodhaven, at least to those of elven blood. I need him killed and his body brought before me.”
“How will we hide the body?” asked Harruq.
“Wrap it in cloth and make sure you are not seen,” Velixar said. “And make no mistakes.”
“We will not,” Qurrah said. “How will I know where this Ahrqur lives?”
“I will show you, my disciple, but first I have a gift for my dearest bone general.”
Velixar drew out his magical chest. He set it beside him and let it grow out to normal size. From within he pulled out a suit of armor stained a deep shade of black. He threw it to Harruq, who managed to catch it even though his mouth hung wide open.
“The first Horde War was caused by a disciple of mine,” the man in black explained. “He blessed the armor of one of the leaders of the orcish clans. I claimed it when he fell on the battlefield.”
Harruq examined the suit, turning it over in his hands. It was composed of many interwoven straps of thick leather. Obsidian buckles and clamps held the pieces together. The only color was a yellow scorpion emblazoned on the chest.
“Why the scorpion?” he asked.
“The orcs have forgotten Karak, whom they once served. They worship animals as their gods, believing they take strength from them. The warlord who wore that armor worshipped the scorpion. It is appropriate, for his opponent crushed him underneath his heel like one.”
Harruq folded the armor as best he could and clutched it to his chest.
“My thanks, master,” he said. “We do not deserve what you have given us.”
“You will earn your gifts in time. Ahrqur is a skilled swordsman. The armor, weapons, and strength I have granted you will make you near invincible. Do not fail.”
Velixar turned his attention to Qurrah.
“Give me your hand,” he said, and the thin half-orc obeyed. Velixar closed his eyes and whispered a few brief words. Qurrah’s head jerked suddenly, and his eyes flared open. Velixar released his hand as the half-orc murmured.
“I know where he is,” he said. “It is all I can see.”
“Go now,” Velixar said. “The night is young. Hide his body in your home and bring it to me tomorrow. And Qurrah, remember to bring his blade with you.”
The two brothers bowed and then left to do as their master commanded.
* * *
Dieredon watched the brothers travel back to Woodhaven. He had been waiting outside the town, and in the starlight the swathe of darkness rolling across the land had caught his eye. He had followed and from a distance observed the short meeting. His eyes flipped between the half-orcs and their master. His heart was torn. He had already warned Harruq that he would tolerate no strange behavior, yet he had given a similar warning to the man with the ever-changing face.
“I do this for you, Aurelia,” he said, his decision made. He removed his bow and ran across the grass.
Velixar had not moved since the brothers’ departure, his hands resting on the grass, palms upward. His hood fell far past his eyes, blocking nearly all of his face. Yet even with lack of sight and sound from Dieredon’s approach, the man knew someone neared.
“Greetings Scoutmaster,” Velixar said, his deep voice rumbling. “I would call you otherwise but I have not been granted your name.”
“You have not earned it,” Dieredon said. He halted directly in front of the motionless man. Less than six feet separated them.
“I have been watching you,” the man in black said. “I have dipped inside your dreams. You have seen me before, haven’t you?”
“You were the necromancer that led the orcs against Veldaren. You helped them cross the bone ditch.”
“Correct,” Velixar said, his smile visible beneath his hood. “It was a glorious day. Men of the east no longer trust the elves, and the elves hold little love for our beloved King. Of course, thousands died, but what is a little sacrifice compared to such gains?”
“They joined your army, didn’t they, necromancer?” Dieredon asked. Velixar laughed.
“You are wise, elf, and you are strong, but you have sheltered arrogance.”
The man in black stood, pulling the hood back from his face. His eyes shone a blinding red. His face was a pale skull covered with dead gray skin. Maggots crawled through the flesh, feasting. Dieredon delayed his attack, stunned by the horrific sight.
Velixar, however, gave no pause. From within his robe he pulled out a handful of bone fragments. A word of power sent them flying. The elf dropped low, his right leg stretching back as he crouched. The bone fragments flew over his head, faster than arrows. Then he was up, his bow in hand. The string vanished from the bow, spikes pierced the front, and out came the long blades at each side.
“You foolish mortal,” Velixar said. His voice was far deeper than before, less like a man and more like a demon. “I do not fear your steel.”
Pale hands shot upward, hooked in strange formations. Dieredon stabbed a long blade straight at the man’s throat. The blade halted halfway there, crashing against an invisible barrier. The elf struck again, this time lower. Velixar’s image rippled as if beneath water, his body protected by some unseen wall. Faster and faster Dieredon swung, whirling his blades against where he perceived the wall to be. Power rippled in the air, black and deadly.
As the elf fought against the shadow wall Velixar began another spell. Words of magic flew off his tongue in perfect pitch and pronunciation in spite of their incredible difficulty. A strong thrust from Dieredon finally shattered the invisible barrier but the explosion of power sent him flying backward. He rolled when he hit the ground, his legs tucked, and then with a kick he vaulted himself into the air. He landed on his feet and lunged at the necromancer, the blades of his bow leading.
“Be gone!” Velixar roared, the sound of a daemon unleashed. Dieredon fought, but it felt as if a thousand hands pulled him back. Pain spiked within his chest, and a sick sound filled his head as two of his ribs broke. A harrowing gasp escaped his lips. He dropped to his knees as the pressure finally ended.
Dieredon lifted the bow and reached to his quiver. The blades retracted, and in the heartbeat it took him to draw two arrows, a thin string materialized in the air, ready to be drawn. The elf fired the arrows.
Velixar laughed as they pierced into his stomach and chest. No blood ran from them.
“You must do far better than that,” he said, his fingers hooked in strange positions. Another blast of dark power washed over Dieredon. He felt his right shoulder crack into fragments. Darkness swam before his eyes, darkness dominated by twin red orbs. The elf reached into a small pocket of his armor and drew out a glass vial.
“Healing potions will not aid you,” Velixar mocked.
“This is no healing potion,” Dieredon said. He threw the vial. It shattered. Velixar snarled as holy light of the elven goddess burned his decaying flesh. After a few seconds, the light vanished. Velixar glanced about, seeing no sign of the elf.
“No matter,” he said. “Come my minions. It is time to hunt.”
He spread his hands wide and let all of his power flow freely. A swirling black portal ripped into existence behind him, a bleak wind wailing from it. Out came his undead, marching in rows of ten. More than a hundred rows spilled out, surrounding their master with mindless perfection.
“Find him,” he ordered as he covered his face with his hood. “He is wounded. Find him and kill him.”
As one, the thousand moaned their acknowledgment. They scattered, spreading out like a ripple in a pond. In the center stood Velixar, his hands out and his eyes closed.
“Reveal yourself to any one of them and I will know it,” he said, his sick face smiling. “You’re no longer amusing, Scoutmaster. It is time you died.”
The chorus of droning moans agreed.
* * *
“If there was any time I needed you, Sonowin, it is now,” the elf said as he fled across the grass. Each breath made his chest ache. His right arm hung limp, and his other hand clutched his shoulder. He desperately needed to bandage it but had no time.
A wave of undead moans reached his sensitive ears. Dieredon shuddered.
“How many does he command?” he asked. He crouched as he ran, his right arm dragging against the grass. Under normal circumstances, he might have been able to hold his own against the undead. However, these were not normal circumstances.
Minutes passed, long and painful. The light of Woodhaven beckoned him to his left but he dared not approach. Velixar would expect him to flee there, but he was as at home in the wild as he was in any town. He halted his run and fell to one knee. His adrenaline was still high, but deep inside he knew he had to find a place to rest. The real pain was coming.
A glance behind did little to raise his spirits. He saw at least thirty undead shambling as fast as they could in a widening arc. If he remained where he was, he would be seen.
He struggled to his feet and ran.
More minutes passed. The glow of Woodhaven drifted behind him. Breathing was agony. Moving was torment. All his extremities grew cold and his head felt light. The pain in his shoulder threatened to send him into shock. It was just waiting for his body to succumb.
His eyes searched for anything that could grant him cover. The forest was too far, and all about was shin-high grass.
“No choice,” he gasped. His entire right half of his body ached. “Celestia, grant me mercy. I cannot go further.”
He stumbled to the ground. His face and armor were camouflaged with greens and browns, but just grass would make it difficult to go unnoticed. Still, he had no choice but to try. He tucked his bow beneath him and then smashed his face into the dirt while sprinkling grass atop his head. He shifted his legs back and forth until as much grass sprang up around them as possible. He covered the rest of his body in his cloak. A few words of magic shifted its colors, better emulating the nearby terrain. He tucked his arms underneath him, closed his eyes, and waited for his fate.
For the longest of time, silence. His shoulder pounded with each heartbeat; his chest screamed with each breath. Colors swam across his eyes. His ears, incredibly sensitive even compared to other elves, strained for the sound of approaching dead. He heard nothing but a strange ringing inside his skull. It seemed he had put more distance between them than he first thought.
A footstep fell beside his head. His heart and lungs halted. The pain had diminished his skills. They were atop him, but he dared not move. He sent a silent prayer to Celestia as more footfalls clomped all around him. He guessed at least ten. Soft clacking sounds of bone, swinging metal, and crushed grass erased the silence of the night.
Dieredon’s heart resumed. His breathing continued, slow and steady. He fought down a laugh, despite all his training. As dire as his situation seemed, he could honestly say he had been in worse shape before and survived. Three times, even.
Then his ears heard what he had feared: something walking directly behind him. The others might not see him, but seeing wouldn’t be necessary if one stumbled directly atop his prone body. His good hand fingered the bow pinned beneath him. If discovered, he would die fighting. The footsteps neared. A clacking sound haunted his hearing. It rattled sporadically, and it was most certainly bone hitting bone. He imagined a loose jaw hanging by only one side, or perhaps a hand held by a thread of flesh banging against a rotted femur.
It took all his will not to scream when a great weight pressed against his shoulder. The pain that exploded throughout his body was so great he blacked out as he lay there in the grass, a horde of undead searching for his wounded form.
* * *
As Dieredon fought for his life, Harruq and Qurrah snuck through the streets of Woodhaven. They avoided the light of lamps at all costs and stopped only a moment so Harruq could don his new armor. They had to be careful, for if any saw the two half-orcs traveling amid the dark their lives would be forfeit.
When they neared Celed, Qurrah halted. He stared down a particular street for a long while before closing his eyes. Harruq waited in silence.
“That is the way,” Qurrah said. “It will be the only gated home.”
“I already see it,” Harruq said. He pointed at a sizable mansion towering above the smaller nearby homes. The two brothers hurried into the space between the fence and the surrounding buildings.
“It seems our friend has some prominence,” Qurrah said. Harruq nodded in agreement. The two-story mansion was beautifully painted and decorated. The sides of the building were a deep brown, like the trunk of an ancient tree. The roof jutted out far past the walls. It was the color of wet leaves. Many windows decorated the front, all covered with silken curtains. The fence surrounded the entire property, black iron spiked ten feet at the top.
“How do we get in?” Harruq asked. Qurrah examined the fence, his face locked in a frown.
“I don’t know. I have no spells that can aid us.”
The bigger half-orc stood and stretched his muscles.
“Well, up to me then.” He took out Condemnation, grinning as the soft red glow lit up his face. “Let’s see how strong this girl is.”
He swung the blade. Qurrah closed his eyes and hoped no significant enchantments guarded the fence. If any did, they fizzled against the magic of the ancient sword. Harruq sliced two of the bars cleanly, and a third dented in enough so that a follow up chop cut it like butter. Pleased, Harruq took two of the bars into his hands. His neck bulged, his arm muscles tensed, and then the iron screeched backward. Both winced at the noise. They did not move for the next five minutes.
When both felt comfortable, Harruq shoved the third bar forward, giving them a nice clean entrance. The two brothers slipped under, the bigger half-orc having to press his arms together to squeeze through. They slunk across the lawn to the front door.
“Hold,” Qurrah said softly. “I will take care of this.”
Qurrah stood erect, his hands touching the sturdy oak. Words of magic slipped from his lips. The shadows that weaved about the door suddenly gained life, crawling and gliding until impenetrable darkness covered every bit of oak.
“What’d that do?” Harruq asked. His deep voice seemed like thunder in the quiet, although he did his best to speak softly.
“Follow me,” Qurrah whispered. “You will see.”
He took a step forward and vanished into the shadows. Harruq glanced around, swallowed, took two quick breaths, and then hopped into the door with his eyes squeezed shut. He expected to thud against wood, feel a strange sense of vertigo, or some other bizarre sensation usually accompanied with magic. Instead, he felt only the slightest tingle of cold air before his feet thumped against the floor. He opened his eyes to see a posh living room decorated with red and gold furniture, silk sheets, and a lit fireplace. Everything oozed elegance, to a point that even the half-orcs knew was over the top. When Harruq looked behind him, the darkness had left the door.
“Why did you not do that to the gate?” he asked.
“I can let us pass but a single object at a time,” Qurrah whispered. “The bars had gaps between them.”
Harruq gestured to the room.
“Amazing no one ever robbed this guy before,” he said. Qurrah shot him a glance, his meaning clear. The half-orc shrugged, drew his swords, and began walking. A sleek staircase led to the upper floor, while through the hallway they could see a room with an iron stove and shelves for storing food.
“Which way do we go?” Harruq asked.
“Up,” Qurrah said. “And quiet, before you wake him.”
“Too late,” said a voice from the stairs. Both turned to see Ahrqur standing at the top step, his arms crossed. He was dressed in a long green robe. Silver swirls marked the sleeves and front. Brown hair fell far past his shoulders.
“Pleased to meet you,” Harruq said with a bow.
“Indeed,” Qurrah said, his hand itching to retrieve his whip curled underneath his raggedy robe.
“If you are thieves, you are certainly incompetent ones,” Ahrqur said, his voice full of contempt. He descended halfway down the stairs, his eyes never leaving the two. “Of course, what could one expect from Celestia’s cursed?”
“We are not thieves, Ahrqur Tun’del,” Qurrah said. “We are assassins.” The whip writhed around his arm, begging for use.
“Arrogant ones at that,” said the elf. “Such a claim is foolish. If you were assassins, you would strike without chatter. You are nothing but pretenders.”
Harruq clanged his swords together, showering the ground with sparks. His armor shimmered as his anger grew.
“Pretenders with wonderful toys,” the elf continued, eyeing Harruq’s blades. “Toys I will take from your dead bodies.”
He leapt down the stairs in a single bound. His feet hardly touched before he was vaulting over a red silk couch to land before the fireplace. He drew an ornate sword that hung over the fireplace, letting the scabbard fall to the floor. The blade gleamed in the firelight, impossibly sharp and deadly.
“I have killed a hundred like you,” Ahrqur said.
“And I hope to kill a thousand just like you,” Harruq said, clanging his swords together one more time before lunging across the room. Salvation and Condemnation smacked hard against Ahrqur’s blade. The weapons sparked, all three of the swords imbued with powerful magic. The elf fell back, his arms lacking the strength to block the massive blow. He danced away, his sword whirling upward to deflect two quick slashes by the half-orc.
Ahrqur found no reprieve for three bones flew for his eyes and face, even veering to follow the elf’s dodges. The elven blade whirled, cutting two out of the air. The third smacked into his throat. Luckily, the bone was part of a finger and lacked a sharp enough edge to cut skin. Instead, the elf was left gasping as he retreated from another series of strikes from Harruq.
“Pretenders, are we?” Qurrah asked as his fingers performed a dark weave. “How much I wish for your pride to suffer.” Magical energy rippled out of him and tore across the air. The elf whirled, sensing the incoming invisible blow. Only a tiny part hit his shoulder, immediately encasing it in ice. Then Harruq was upon him, slashing recklessly.
Ahrqur batted his sword left and right, then jumped as Harruq swung back in a scissor-cut that should have shredded his waist. The elf landed atop one of his couches, balancing with ease.
“What reason do you have to kill me?” the elf asked. “Are you here for money? I could pay you twice the pittance you work for.”
“Just shut up,” Harruq said, hurling Salvation across the room. Ahrqur leapt again. The sword punched through the couch and embedded in the wall. The half-orc gripped Condemnation in both hands, snarling as the elf launched his own offensive series. The elven blade glided through the air, repeatedly feinting and looping wide so that Harruq’s sword danced about for phantom blows. Ahrqur let out a mocking laugh, gave him an obvious feint, and then kicked high. The foot smashed the bottom of Harruq’s chin, the same sore part Dieredon had hit.
Harruq staggered back, his sword swinging wildly. The elf charged in, knowing he outmatched the half-orc in speed and skill. The kill would be his.
“Hemorrhage.”
A sudden purging of blood vessels exploded across Ahrqur’s side. The force smashed him into a decorative table. He rolled off the broken thing and glanced down at the blood soaking his robe. Despite the wound, no cut or hole was visible in the cloth.
“You are pathetic, Ahrqur,” Qurrah said, his hands whirling. “You are skilled but you are soft. You lack spirit, will. It is why you cannot resist my power. Hemorrhage!”
A visible wave of distorted reality crossed the distance between the necromancer and Ahrqur. The elf crossed his arms against the blow. His mind was nearly overwhelmed by the sudden tearing sensation that hit him. Blood splattered from two horrid gashes along his forearms, soaking the carpet crimson. He collapsed to one knee, his hands latched around his sword. He tried to raise the blade, but all the strength had left his hands. He had lost too much blood. When Harruq came charging forward, Condemnation red and hungry, all he could do was dodge.
Condemnation shattered what remained of the table. The elf rolled, his arms tucked against his chest. When he pulled out of the roll, he dashed for a large dresser. Inside was a stash of healing potions. All he needed was one and he could fight again. Just one. As he reached to open a drawer he felt his leg jerk back, halting his momentum. He crashed to the floor, screaming in pain as one of his forearms landed hard. Then he felt his ankle start to burn.
“Take him, brother,” Qurrah said, his whip wrapped around Ahrqur’s left foot. Harruq did not bother to cross the distance. He had had enough. Condemnation flew through the air, its aim true. The blade sank into the elf’s back. Blood and fluid covered the carpet as all life fled the body of Ahrqur Tun’del.
Harruq strolled forward, the sound of his ragged breathing filling the sudden quiet. He drew out his sword, grimacing at the sick wet sound it made.
“What do we do about all the blood?” he asked.
“We will clean it, but first we must drain the body.”
The two dug through dressers upstairs, grabbing old and expensive robes and shirts. They then dragged the body outside to where the deceased elf had kept a private garden. Thick brick walls guarded against any prying eyes. They dug a large hole in a corner and then bled the body dry, letting the fluids soak into the dirt. Occasionally, they would halt and listen, worried their violent struggle had reached unwanted ears. No curious investigators arrived, however, and they continued with their dark deed. When the blood dripping from the elf’s wounds became but a trickle, they filled the hole and moved on.
Using the clothes and robes from upstairs, the two brothers wiped away as much of Ahrqur’s blood as they could. They tossed the bloody clothes, the table, and the pieces of glass they into the fireplace and burned them. Harruq wrapped the body in spare blankets he found in a closet.
“Grab the sword,” he said as he hoisted the dead elf onto his shoulder.
“I have it,” Qurrah said, retrieving the elven blade and its dark green sheath from the floor. They gave one last look around. Everything was back in place. No drawers remained open or scattered, no blood stained the floor, and only the sword that used to hang above the fireplace was blatantly missing.
“Come brother, the night is waning fast,” Qurrah said.
Harruq shifted the body to a more comfortable position.
“Lead the way.”
The two slipped out the front door and into the night. Upon arriving home, Harruq tossed the body into the far room, stripped off his gorgeous black armor, and plopped down onto the bed.
“Night, Qurrah,” he said. “Sorry, but that elfie wore me out, and I never thought cleaning a place could be so tiring. I need to rest.”
“Good night, then,” Qurrah replied, crawling onto his side of the uncomfortable bed. He curled his rags about him and drifted off to sleep, pleasant memories of the battle looping in his mind.
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Dieredon was stunned by the simple fact that he was awake. He had expected death. He had also expected darkness. Instead, the welcoming light of morning met his eyes when he leaned up and looked around. The elf smiled, then laughed. They had walked right over him but not seen him.
“Thank you, Celestia,” he said, his smile remaining even as the pain in his ribs and shoulder reawakened. The stinging, however, paled compared to the previous night. He sat up, cradling his right arm. A look around showed no sign of Velixar or his undead. The morning continued to be full of delightful surprises. The elf pulled out a roll of thick cloth from a knapsack and began bandaging his wounds.
“Aurelia, we need to talk,” Dieredon said while fashioning a sling for his right arm. “Those half-orcs have some very interesting friends.”
He stood, tested the tightness of his bandages, took up his bow, and then headed for town.
* * *
Harruq awoke late the next morning. His tired eyes winced at the sunlight. He covered his face with an arm, moaning against the evils of interrupted sleep. Then he remembered Aurelia.
“Aaah, I’ll be late,” he said. He rubbed his eyes once, and then blinked when he saw his brother leaning against the far wall, waiting for him.
“What will you be late for?” Qurrah asked, his voice hinting only mild curiosity but his eyes revealing otherwise.
“Nothing. Just my practice is all.”
“Indeed. Your practice. I have held my tongue, Harruq, but I will hold it no longer. Your hair is cut. You come back every morning bruised. What is it that you hide from me?”
Harruq lowered his eyes in shame. “It’s not…I didn’t mean anything…”
“What is it, Harruq? Tell me the truth.”
“I…I’ve been training with someone.”
Qurrah crossed his arms. “Who is he?”
The half-orc chuckled.
“She, not he. She saved my life, and she’s also been teaching me to read.”
“How did she save your life?” Qurrah asked.
“Remember a few months back when I came home beaten, bloody, and blue?” he asked. “Guards caught me trying to sneak inside Maggie’s Tavern. They attacked me, said they were going to arrest me as the Forest Butcher. Aurelia stopped them.”
Qurrah rubbed his chin, lost in thought. He glanced at Harruq, a tiny smile forming on his face.
“May I meet her?”
Harruq immediately began blubbering.
“No, but you see, I don’t know if she’s ready, and you might not…I need to let her know you’re coming first!”
Qurrah chuckled.
“Why do you worry?”
The big half-orc let his gaze drop to the floor. “She’s an elf. Is that alright?”
Qurrah walked over and put a hand on Harruq’s shoulder.
“You may be with whoever you wish, my dear brother. Just do not try to deceive me.”
Harruq nodded. “Alright, then you can come this morning. We’ve got to hurry though, or we’ll be late.”
“I am ready,” Qurrah said. “When you are ready, lead on.”
The big half-orc flew about their home, grabbing his old swords and donning his faded leather armor. When ready, he nodded to Qurrah, who let out a rare laugh.
“You are amusing, brother,” was all he said before following him out.
* * *
“This is it,” Harruq said as he gestured about the small clearing he and Aurelia sparred in.
“Where is she?” Qurrah asked. Harruq shrugged in response.
“She’s never here. She always shows up after I do.”
The smaller half-orc scanned the area, seeing no sign of the elf.
“Perhaps she is not coming,” Qurrah offered. “You are late, after all. On the other hand, perhaps I scared her off. I do have a creepy aura about me, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Suuuure, Qurrah,” Harruq said, crossing his arms as he waited. “You’re big and scary and send little kiddies running when they see you on the street.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” said a female voice behind the two brothers. “Any man who would hang out with a brute like Harruq must be a disturbed individual.”
Both turned to see Aurelia step out from behind a tree. She smiled at Harruq, and then nodded to his brother.
“Care to introduce me?”
“Oh yeah, this is—”
“Qurrah Tun, my lady,” Qurrah said with a bow that sent Harruq’s jaw dropping. “It is a pleasure to meet you. May I have the name of the one who has brought civility to my brother?”
Aurelia laughed at Harruq’s flabbergasted look.
“I am Aurelia Thyne,” she said, offering a quick curtsy. “And it will take years to civilize that big lug. I’m not sure I have the patience.”
“If your patience matches your beauty then my brother will soon be dressed in nobles’ finest, sipping wine and commenting on the taxing errors of our dear King of Neldar.”
Aurelia blushed. She smiled at Qurrah. “You surprise me. It truly is a pleasure to meet you.”
“And it is a pleasure to meet the elf that my brother is so smitten for.”
Aurelia giggled at Harruq’s squirming. “He’s a loveable puppy dog, but I do not think he is smitten. Are you, Harruq?”
“Um, course not,” the half-orc said. Aurelia and Qurrah shared a quick, knowing smile. The frail half-orc’s face lost much of its lifelessness, and a gentle caring filled his eyes. His seriousness quickly buried it, but Aurelia had seen enough.
“I shall leave you two to your studies and sparring,” Qurrah said after a long pause to torture Harruq. “Although I doubt the wisdom of leaving him alone with such a beautiful teacher.”
“Good thing you will not have to worry about that, considering I see no beautiful teachers around,” Aurelia replied.
Qurrah walked to Aurelia and bowed again, taking her hand in his and kissing it. As Aurelia smiled, he rose and whispered into her ear.
“He loves you, elf. I can feel it. Do you love him back?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
“Will you hurt him?”
“Never.”
“Then accept my blessing.”
Finished, Qurrah bowed once more, wished his brother good luck, and then trudged through the forest toward Woodhaven. When he was out of earshot, Aurelia walked over to Harruq and jabbed him in the side with a finger.
“Now why did you take so long to let me meet him?” she asked.
“I, but, he, but…”
“No buts. He was a perfect gentleman.”
The half-orc threw his arms up in surrender. He sat down beside her and did his best to focus on the letters. Aurelia seemed impressed enough with his progress, and they soon began working on simple words further into the book.
”Why does your brother speak so strangely,” she asked once they were done, trying to broach the subject casually. She sat stretched out on the grass, her legs crossed and her weight leaning back on her arms. The whole time they had taught she had found her mind wandering to the sick, spidery voice Qurrah spoke in, a voice that had nearly spoiled his otherwise surprising charm.
“Qurrah was sold to a necromancer. I told you that, right?”
Aurelia nodded. “I believe you did.”
“Well, he caught my brother practicing a spell once. Qurrah was forbidden from ever casting magic, yet he tried anyway. He’s like that, always been, always will. Anyway, his master took a hot poker and shoved it down his throat. Said that way he’d never cast again.”
Harruq chuckled.
“He was wrong, obviously. Qurrah was stuck talking like that. Like a snake hiss or a raspy whisper.”
“Or a dying man,” Aurelia whispered, so soft that Harruq could not make out her words.
* * *
The streets were all the same to him, so down them all he wandered. The image of Aurelia and Harruq danced in his mind, and conflicting feelings rippled through his chest.
“She seems a kind enough elf,” Qurrah said, talking to himself since he had no company. “Beautiful as well. Of course Harruq would be attracted to her. We have elven blood in our veins, do we not?”
The words felt hollow against the constant ache in his heart. Hard as he tried, he could not place it. Was it anger? No. Surprise? A little, perhaps. Jealousy? Certainly not. Worry? Fear? Doubt?
The only emotion he was certain of was confusion. So he walked and would walk for the rest of the morning, wishing there was something he could do to banish the sick, hollow feeling in his stomach. There was nothing he knew to do though, and that made it so much worse.
* * *
Their sparring ended, Harruq and Aurelia sat side-by-side against a tree, both glistening with sweat.
“Getting better,” the half-orc said. “You’re going to be beating my ass in a few weeks if you keep learning as fast as you are.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, patting his hand. “Your ass is safe with me.”
Harruq laughed at the absurdity. Aurelia, meanwhile, absently drew lines in the dirt. He watched for a moment, suddenly nervous and quiet. The words of his brother echoed in his head.
“Aurry?” he asked. “You said most elves remember when men were created…do you know how orcs were made?”
The elf looked at him. She was trying to read him, Harruq could tell, but he endured it without protest.
“When Ashhur and Karak warred, there were elves that sought to end it,” she said. “Against Celestia’s orders, they joined Karak, hoping their aid would finally end the conflict. When our goddess imprisoned the two gods, she cursed those elves. She stripped them of their beauty, their intelligence, and their long life. They weren’t evil, Harruq, but Karak offered them strength and they accepted it. The dark god drove them to war against elves and men. Finally the orcs were banished to the Vile Wedge between the rivers.”
“Do any still worship Karak?”
“Most don’t,” Aurelia said. “They’ve turned to worshipping animals now. I’ve even heard of some worshipping Celestia once more, hoping she will forgive them and remove their curse. They are a sad race, Harruq, but believe me in saying there is no shame in your blood.”
The half-orc shifted uncomfortably, unable to meet Aurelia’s eyes. He watched her trace lines in the grass. Seeking a way to lighten the mood, he asked her how to spell his name.
“Harruq?” she asked. “Hrm. My best guess would be H-a-r-r-u-k.”
A soft blow of air from her lips turned the grass to dirt so that a large space lay available for her to write on. She wrote ‘Harruk’ in the dirt with her finger, spacing out each letter. Harruq stared at the words representing his name, feeling a tiny thrill.
“How about my last name, Tun?”
She wrote out T-u-n. The half-orc stared, absorbing every detail of his name.
“Can I see your name?” he asked. Aurelia nodded, tracing her hand across the dirt.
“A-u-r-e-l-i-a.”
The half-orc smiled at the name.
“It even looks all pretty,” he said, eliciting a laugh. “Do Qurrah now.”
Aurelia did not begin writing immediately, instead thinking over the pronunciation.
“Qurrah,” she said at last. “It is a little tricky, but I bet it is spelled like this.”
Letter by letter she wrote ‘Qurrah’ in the dirt. Harruq stared at it, whispering his brother’s name as his eyes traced the letters. As he did, a thought hit him. His eyes went back and forth from his own name and Qurrah’s.
“You spelled my name wrong,” Harruq said.
“What? How?”
The half-orc reached over, erased the k in his name and drew a clumsy, capitalized Q at the end. He leaned back and smiled. The name in the dirt now read ‘HarruQ’.
“Why did you change it?” she asked. “It’s a rather odd spelling.”
“Look at my brother’s name,” he said. Aurelia did, and then she saw what Harruq had also seen.
“Your name is your brother’s, only backwards.”
“Yup,” Harruq laughed. “Mum was always smart for an orc. Even knew how to read, if you believe that. Bet she did that on purpose.”
“Yes, but why?”
Harruq shrugged. “Thought she was being clever? Who knows! But I can spell my name now!”
“Good for you,” Aurelia laughed. “Now go on home, you bother me.”
“Well fine then,” the half-orc said, feigning insult. “I see someone’s jealous I saw it before she did.”
Harruq dodged the first two springs of water but the third one caught him square in the face. He was still dripping when he arrived home.
“You and her go swimming?” Qurrah asked him.
“Shut up,” was all he said.
Qurrah laughed. The pit in his stomach suddenly didn’t seem so awful.
* * *
“Aurelia!” Dieredon screamed to the wilderness. Birds whistled, but no elven voice spoke back.
“Aurelia!” he shouted again, wincing at the pain in his chest. After arriving in town, he had found one of his stashed healing potions and downed it. His ribs had gone from several pieces to just a single break, and his shoulder was slowly regaining strength. It would still be days before he was back to full health, days he did not have to spare.
“I’m here,” Aurelia said after the third yell from Dieredon. The elf turned and smiled at her even though she winced and moved to examine his arm, which remained in a sling.
“They are nothing,” he told her. “Please, you must listen to me. Stay away from the half-orcs. They aren’t safe.”
“Nonsense,” she said. She guided a hand across his chest, feeling the break. Her hand then traveled to his shoulder, and a deep frown grew across her face.
“Who did this to you?” she asked.
“The man in black, the one continuing to train the half-orcs. I approached him last night and he nearly killed me.”
“Harruq is no threat to me,” Aurelia insisted. “And I have met Qurrah. He showed me nothing but kindness.”
“Then it is a false kindness,” Dieredon said. He paused for a moment, grabbed his chest with his healthy arm, and then looked at her again. Pain was evident in his eyes.
“That man has an army of undead. I barely managed to hide until daylight. Woodhaven is in danger, and so are you.”
Aurelia stepped back, frowning.
“Are you sure it was Harruq?”
“I saw the warrior with my own eyes. I ignored them and went after the master, just as you asked.” He gestured to his wounds. “You can see my reward. I could not kill him. There are very few I cannot kill, Aurelia, and I do not appreciate adding another to that list.”
“I will still see him,” Aurelia said. “I will be careful, but I will still see him. He needs me. I know it.”
Dieredon gave a one-shoulder shrug.
“Very well. I will trust you, Aurelia.”
He turned to go. Aurelia grabbed his hand and stopped him.
“Where will you go?”
The elf glanced back to her.
“War is coming. I must alert my kin. If this man and his army do attack Woodhaven, he will find the Quellan army descending upon him from the sky. Besides, I have been separated from Sonowin far too long. I miss her.”
Aurelia smiled for the first time since she had seen Dieredon.
“I am surprised you have gone so long without retrieving her,” Aurelia said. “She is a beautiful horse. I wish to see her when you return.”
“I promise,” Dieredon said. Aurelia released his hand.
“May Celestia watch over you,” she said as he left.
“And she over you,” Dieredon replied. Then he was gone, through the forest and back into town. There he bought a sturdy horse and began his long ride south to the Quellan forest.
* * *
“It is a beautiful blade,” Harruq said, examining the elven weapon that had belonged to Ahrqur. They were killing the final hour before dark. Then they would hoist the wrapped body onto Harruq’s shoulder and sneak out of town. Qurrah sat meditating in a corner while Harruq yammered to himself. The blade was in one hand, the decorative scabbard in the other.
“He was a skilled swordsman,” Qurrah said. “He was also arrogant. I would expect such a blade from one like him.”
Harruq shrugged. “If I didn’t have my own two swords, I’d use it.”
The half-orc cut the blade through the air a few times and then sheathed it. He turned the weapon over in his hands, marveling at the swimming colors of dark green and black. He paused when he found a name written in gold near the hilt.
“Tun’del,” Harruq read aloud, slowly and carefully. “He even has his name on his sword.”
“Did I not say he was arrogant?”
Harruq stared at the name on the scabbard, mesmerized by the beauty of the writing. He ran his fingers over it, enjoying the feeling of pure gold. When he covered the second half, he paused.
“Qurrah,” Harruq said. “Look at this.”
The bigger half-orc shifted the blade so that his brother could see. He kept his hand where it was. Qurrah read the name, and then glanced at his brother.
“That is our last name.”
Harruq nodded.
“Aurelia showed me. T, u, n, she said. And then this sword here has our name…kind of.”
Qurrah stared at the name, thinking.
“He was an elf,” he said. “I guess it is possible he was our father, although I feel it more likely a coincidence. Our mother was intelligent, at least for an orc, but was she smart enough to leave us clues within our own names?”
“Well, he’s dead now, so we’ll never know,” Harruq said, tossing the blade onto the floor. Qurrah, however, was far from dismayed. He grinned at his brother and then spoke in his hissing voice.
“Would you like to have a conversation with our dear old dad?” he asked.
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The body of Ahrqur Tun’del lay atop several strange markings and shapes drawn in the dirt. He remained wrapped in the blankets and sheets the two half-orcs had used to smuggle him out of his house. The wrappings provided a bit of relief against the growing smell of death that already permeated their home.
“His spirit will be bound to mine,” Qurrah said, sitting on his knees before the body. His eyes were closed and his hands atop Ahrqur’s head. “Any question you or I ask he must answer truthfully. Do not be disturbed by the sound he first makes. Spirits brought back into our world rarely enjoy the journey.”
Harruq nodded, dressed in his black armor. They did not have much time before Velixar’s dark cloud arrived. They could not rush, but nor could they dawdle. Qurrah inhaled deeply and began casting his spell.
The words of magic were similar to those when he raised the eight corpses back in Cornrows. The bigger half-orc was aware of subtle differences, but had little clue to what they were. Words of power were beyond his understanding.
The body quivered, but it was not a physical quiver. Translucent silver crept about the wraps. Blue smoke floated into the air. The blue and silver grew thicker and thicker. Qurrah’s words grew louder, more powerful, and then Ahrqur’s spirit ripped into the air, a glowing blue-silver form of insanity. The spirit looked much as he did in life, except his clothes were different. They were silvery robes, beautiful and decadent. The spirit wailed. It took all of Harruq’s strength to resist the urge to cover his ears.
“Cease such nonsense,” Qurrah ordered. The spirit immediately hushed. A bit of coherence came to his eyes, and he glared down at the half-orc.
“Greetings, Ahrqur,” Qurrah said. “Remember us, the incompetent thieves?”
The spirit glared harder.
“Did his tongue die with him?” Harruq asked.
“I haven’t told him he can speak yet,” Qurrah responded. His eyes flicked back from Harruq to the spirit. “You may talk, spirit, but keep it quiet.”
“You take my life, and now you dare keep me from eternity?” the spirit moaned. “For what reason do you torment me? I have never harmed you, never said a cursing word, but now this?”
“Just a few questions and you may return to your slumber.”
Qurrah paused, a smile growing across his lips.
“Tell me, did you ever sleep with an orcish woman?”
The spirit recoiled as if struck.
“You dare ask me if I ever committed an act so disgraceful and…”
“Answer me!”
The cry from Qurrah rolled over him like a horde of stampeding horses. All his resistance broke away, meaningless, preventing nothing.
“Yes,” Ahrqur said. The words dripped out of his mouth, quiet and disgusted. “Yes. Once.”
Harruq shook his head, hardly able to believe it.
“You did?” he asked. “How long ago?”
“Many years. Fifteen. Twenty.”
“Why did you sleep with her?” Qurrah asked.
“She filled me with drink and then tricked me,” the elven spirit said. “Never would I willingly have touched one of Celestia’s cursed.”
Qurrah shook his head. “Answer me truthfully, you wretched spirit. Was it willing or was it not?”
The spirit gave no answer. The half-orc stood, his hands clenched into fists. He hooked them through the air as he repeated his question.
“Was it willing or not?” he demanded.
“Yes,” Ahrqur whispered, grimacing as if filled with horrid pain. “When she approached me, I offered no resistance. Now will you let me return to peace?”
“Not yet. Harruq, would you like to tell him?”
Ahrqur glanced at Harruq, who was grinning wide.
“You can see we have orcish blood in us, right?” Harruq asked.
“Aye, you stink of it,” the spirit said.
“Well, we also have elven blood in us. Our mum said she bedded an elf before she was thrown out of town. So guess what? I’m thinking we’re the children you sired with that orc lady so many years ago.”
The glow of the spirit faded. It looked back and forth, shaking and moaning.
“You cannot be bastard children of mine,” Ahrqur said, his voice weak and distant. “Celestia cannot hate me so.”
“Celestia has nothing to do with this,” Qurrah said. “It is truth.”
Almost all the spirit’s glow was gone. Only hatred and disgust lingered in his eyes.
“May I be released now, wretched spawn of mine?” Ahrqur asked.
“Yes. Go rest in your shame. I have no use for you.”
The spirit gave Qurrah one last glare then dissipated into the fading light. Silence filled the room.
“Well, what did you think?” asked Harruq.
“I think,” Qurrah said, “that was enjoyable.”
The two paused, each thinking the same thing. Finally, Harruq voiced his thoughts.
“You think Velixar knew it when he sent us to kill him?”
Qurrah stretched, letting out a small sigh as his back popped.
“Yes, I do,” he said. “Although I don’t know why. A test of some sort perhaps?”
“Getting tired of tests,” Harruq said.
“Keep such thoughts buried and dead.” Qurrah pointed to the door. The cloud of darkness waited. “Bring the body.”
* * *
“Excellent.”
Velixar beamed at his two disciples. At his feet lay the wrapped corpse of Ahrqur. “Tun’del was a skilled swordmaster. You both have proven yourselves as strong as I believed. Unwrap the body. It is time we begin.”
Much preparation later, Qurrah and Velixar stood on opposite sides of a naked Ahrqur. The elf lay on his back. Thin scars and symbols decorated his body, including a slanted Y across his forehead. Thirteen stones surrounded the corpse, each dabbed with a bit of Qurrah’s blood. Velixar held a piece of Ahrqur’s flesh in his right hand.
“Are you ready?” Velixar asked his disciple.
“Yes, master,” Qurrah said.
The elder necromancer crushed the flesh in his grip, signaling the start of his casting. Dark, slithering words flowed from his lips, ominous in the starlight. As the minutes passed, the blood on the stones began to glow. Qurrah took up his own chant, a single phrase he was to repeat so that the spirit of Ahrqur could not flee once Velixar summoned it.
“Drak thun, drak thaye, kaer vrek thal luen,” he chanted. A part of him shivered, the words so similar to black words Master had spoken before the hyena-men had come. He repeated his designated phrase, feeling the magic flowing from him to encircle the body.
“Kala mar, yund cthular!” Velixar shrieked in a voice stronger than his frail form should have possessed. The call echoed throughout the night, sending wolves yipping away and night owls crashing in a squawking frenzy. The symbols on the body flared to a brilliant crimson.
A sense of exaltation soared through both necromancers as Ahrqur opened his eyes and snarled.
“Rise, slave,” Velixar commanded. “Your soul is trapped in your body and answers only to my command.”
The naked elf rose, his eyes burning with red rage. The symbols on his body faded until they were but faint scars.
“Give him his clothes,” Velixar ordered his student. Qurrah fetched a pair of black pants, a red shirt, and a black cloak, all of which Velixar had prepared before the brothers had brought the bloodless body to him.
“Dress,” the necromancer ordered. Ahrqur growled some inane argument, but a glare from Velixar sent him cowering.
“You must obey my every command, wretch, before you may return to the peaceful death you left. Fight me and you shall find your stay here lasting longer than your rotting body’s.”
The undead Ahrqur whimpered. Qurrah watched the display, fighting against feelings of jealousy. He had commanded Ahrqur’s spirit to speak truthfully, but Velixar’s very glare sent him groveling to his knees. The elf stood and dressed, covering his white form in the red and black garb. Once dressed, Harruq gave him the ornate elven blade.
“Your quest is a simple one,” he told his slave. “Go to Veldaren. Do whatever you must to sneak into the king’s castle. Kill if needed. When you find King Vaelor, wound him but do not kill him. Do not be captured, either. Die in combat.”
Ahrqur nodded, his eyes seething. Velixar reached out and placed his hand on the elf’s forehead. Qurrah watched as smoke rose from their contact, yet neither flinched. When the necromancer drew back his hand, a strange symbol lay overtop the faint scarring of the slanted Y. It was of a fallen man wreathed in flame.
“When you fall, the enchantment upon your forehead shall burn your body to ash. Then your soul may find peace.”
“I shall do as you command,” Ahrqur said in a lifeless voice.
“Of course,” Velixar said. “There is no other way.”
Ahrqur glanced to Qurrah, and his mouth opened to speak. Both Tun brothers felt a bit of panic, wondering what their new master might say if he learned what they had done. Instead, he closed his mouth and glared at Velixar one last time before running north on legs that would never tire.
“When will you know of his success or failure?” Qurrah asked once his eyes could no longer perceive the elf’s faint outline.
“Immediately,” Velixar whispered. “All he sees, I see. All he hears, I hear. His thoughts, dreams, and nightmares are available to me, hidden behind locked doors to which I now hold the key.”
Again, Qurrah lusted for such power and control. Velixar smiled, clearly seeing the desire the half-orc hid behind his eyes.
“One day you will hold such control. For now, be content with what I have taught you.”
Qurrah gave a soft laugh and then nodded.
“I believe that shall suffice.”
Harruq did not know why, but the short exchange sent chills running to the pit of his stomach.
* * *
The night was hot and miserable when Velixar met the half-orc brothers and told them the news they had long waited to hear.
“Ahrqur was successful, and in ways beyond what I could have hoped for,” he told them, joy dancing in his features. “King Vaelor has long felt inferior to the kings of his past. I have haunted his dreams, and I know his heart. He wishes a war with the elves to prove his worth. Ahrqur gave him his reason, and it was beautiful.”
“What is it your slave did?” Qurrah asked.
“In a court full of human nobles, he broke through, slew four of them, and then took the king’s left ear.” Velixar laughed. “He killed five guards before he was slain. Two more died in the fiery consumption of his corpse.”
Qurrah smiled at the image. Harruq’s blood heated at the thought of battle, but the coldness in his stomach refused to succumb.
“Vaelor cannot yet risk war,” Velixar continued. “He must have all the people see him as a peaceful man driven to conflict. History does not favor the warmongers, not among the peasants and scribes. They favor so-called great men, driven to war by horrid acts of others.”
The man in black spat his disdain.
“It is a sad age when conquerors are seen as warmongering butchers and the cowards backed into corners are seen as the true heroes. Ashhur can be blamed for poisoning so many with such rubbish.”
“What will the king do?” asked Harruq, his hands rubbing the hilts of his blades.
“He has already evicted elven blood from his kingdom. Woodhaven, however, still contains hundreds of elves. In his pride, Vaelor will demand them to leave. A messenger is already en route. I have haunted his dreams as well. He is but a distant cousin to the king, spoiled and stupid. He carries orders to the elves of Woodhaven: leave or die.”
“They will never leave,” Qurrah said. “They are stubborn and will defend their homes until death.”
“It is more than that,” Velixar said. “The Quellan elves have already been pushed across the rivers by the Mordan people. Both races of elves fear for their existence. Celestia has grown distant to her clerics. Mankind breeds like mice while the elves find themselves gradually dwindling. A man fighting an elf is like a grain of sand blowing against a stone, yet strong winds and fields of sand can reduce the sturdiest of boulders to dust.”
“What are we to do?” Qurrah asked.
Velixar looked at him and smiled.
“Kill the messenger and the guards that accompany him. Vaelor will be furious at the death of family, however distant. He will have every excuse to war with the elves and we will exploit that war to our purposes.”
“Will you accompany us?” Qurrah asked.
Velixar shook his head.
“Bring me the head of the messenger. I will retrieve an elf to deliver it to the king.”
The man in black stood and motioned to the stars.
“Follow the left wing,” he said, his finger pointing to the constellation in the stars referred to as the raven. “It will not be long before you see the light of their campfire. Make haste. The battle grows closer with every move we make.”
“Yes, master,” they echoed before beginning their trek.
* * *
It was not long before they saw the firelight in the distance.
“Can you run, brother?” Harruq asked.
“No, I cannot. The night is long. I will hurry, but please let me rest when I must.”
“Course I’ll let you rest when you need it. Come on, let’s go.”
They stopped twice for Qurrah to catch his breath. His weak body gasped for air, sweat lining his face and neck. In the starlight, he looked so pale, so frail, that Harruq wondered how his brother could be so fearsome in combat.
When they neared the firelight, they stopped to plan.
“So what should we do?” Harruq asked.
“They are not asleep,” Qurrah said. “Something keeps them awake. I fear they know of our arrival.”
“Velixar?”
“I believe so. He tests us again.”
Harruq patted his swords.
“So be it. What’s the plan?”
Qurrah could see two men positioned on either side of the campfire. They kept their backs to the fire and sat far enough away so their eyes would not fully adjust to its light. They camped within a sparse copse of trees, the trunks not nearly thick enough to hide their approach.
“They are wise and alert,” he whispered. “Perhaps I can get close enough to cast a spell on one or two. They are on flat ground, so I see no way to ambush them.”
“Then why don’t we just walk over, say hello, and then whack ‘em?” Harruq asked.
“My dear brother,” Qurrah said, “that is a very good question.”
Brazenly, they approached the campfire. They kept their weapons sheathed and hidden. The closer they got before the men panicked the better.
“Halt, who goes there?” one of the guards shouted to them as they neared. They wore polished chainmail shining red in the firelight. The crest of Neldar adorned their tabards. Longswords hung from their belts.
“Me be Harruq Tun!” the half-orc said as he stepped further into the light, grinning stupidly. “And this be me brother, Qurrah!”
“Get back you smelly thing,” the other guard said. Both stood to face him as other guards stirred from their blankets and bedrolls. They still wore their chainmail, proof something had disturbed them greatly. Sleeping in armor was far from comfortable.
“Me only a little smelly,” Harruq slurred. “Do you have any food, me be starving, and me brother no be feelin’ too good. Just look at him!”
Qurrah chuckled at the act while his concealed whip writhed about his arm.
“What is going on?” asked a whiny little voice. From the lone tent, a skinny man in purple and red emerged stinking of perfume.
“It is nothing,” one of the guards said. Harruq held in a chuckle. It was obvious the guard had little love for the disgusting noble.
“Nothing? By Ashhur, it is the smelliest, dirtiest nothing I have ever seen. Shoo you foul beast, we have no need of your stench.”
“You have little need of what we bring,” Qurrah said, the whip uncurling from his arm and falling to the dirt. A single thought made the black leather burst into flames.
“Assassins!” a guard shouted, drawing his blade. The other guards, six in total, did the same. The perfumed man in the center shook as he realized combat was about to erupt.
“It is seven against two, you stupid pigs,” he shouted. “What are you thinking?”
“That you will die last,” Qurrah said before casting his first spell. The fire in the center of the camp flickered and then died. The half-orcs, through their mixed blood, could see well in the darkness. The humans had no such natural ability. Until their eyes adjusted to the moonlight, the only thing they could see was their burning red eyes, the demonic glow of Harruq’s blades, and the fire that burned but did not consume Qurrah’s whip. In that darkness, they were demons of another plane, furious and merciless. The men fought but their hearts were afraid. Qurrah could sense it and knew the battle was already theirs.
Harruq bellowed a battle cry, clanging his swords together for effect. The guards gathered as best they could, forming a wall in front of the noble. Harruq charged, a roar rolling out his mouth like a tornado. It was loud, strong, and seemed to shake the earth to those before it. When he crashed into the line of guards, the blood ran quick and free.
Of the seven, only two stood their ground against the glowing blades. One swung his sword in a high, round arc while the other stabbed forward, hoping to gut the half-orc because of his charge. Harruq’s charge, though, was far from mindless. His speed far beyond the guard’s, he knocked the stab away, then shifted his weight so that both Salvation and Condemnation blocked the other attack. The weaker blade shattered against the magic of the twin swords. One weaponless and the other horribly positioned, the two were defenseless. Salvation took a throat. Condemnation pierced rib and lung.
Harruq ripped his blade out of the guard’s chest and shoved the body to the side. The dying heap of flesh collided against two other men, knocking them back and delaying their attack. He mocked them, adrenaline flooding his veins.
“Is that all you can do?” he screamed. “Where’s the fun in this?”
“Here’s your fun,” one said, stabbing at Harruq’s side from behind. The blade punctured the black armor and bit into flesh. The half-orc roared, and then twisted so fast it left the expert guard breathless. His upper body jerked left to prevent the sword from going in any further. Salvation swung around, ringing against the blade. Condemnation followed through, aimed straight for the guard’s throat.
He ducked underneath the swing, feeling the air of the cut just inches above his head. Then he was up, both hands gripping his sword tightly. Harruq came charging in, both swords striking. The guard parried one after the other, constantly retreating. The others came to his aid, swinging careful, tentative blows. All three tried to engage without being put at risk, much like men prodding a bull. Of course, the result was similar. The bull got madder.
“If you’re gonna fight me, fight me!” he yelled. He ignored several strikes, accepting the cuts so he could close the distance between him and his opponent. The sound of steel was quick and brutal, but after the humiliation against Dieredon, Harruq felt as if his opponent moved through sand. At the end of three seconds, both of his blades had found flesh.
The guard fell at his feet, bleeding from a severed arm and a gutted belly. Soaked in blood, Harruq turned to the remaining guards and bellowed like the mad beast he was.
The remaining two facing him were trained well. They held firm when Harruq charged, and stayed close together. Because of this, they managed to survive the initial onslaught.
* * *
“Do not come closer,” Qurrah said, cracking his whip across the grass. Fire spread before his feet, which were black with smoke. The two guards ignored his threats, knowing the difficulty of using a whip in melee combat. Casting magic would also be a great risk. They only needed to close the distance and Qurrah was theirs. However, knowing was easier than doing. Much easier.
When the two tried to close in, Qurrah lashed out with his whip. One ducked away in fear. The other managed to deflect the lash and then charge, his sword leading. The flaming leather curled back around like a living thing. Qurrah sent it at the nearest opponent. He blocked, and then realized blocking was what the whip wanted him to do. A cocoon of fiery leather enveloped his sword, pulling him closer.
The half-orc’s free hand reached out. A soft blue enveloped it as he whispered words of a spell. His hand touched the chest of the guard, causing frost to spread out across the man’s tunic then seep inward as the guard screamed out in horrid pain. The scream halted as quickly as it had begun. The frost had reached his lungs, encircled them, and then froze them still. The man retched silently. Qurrah ignored him, knowing he would soon be dead.
The other guard charged Qurrah and swung his longsword. The necromancer smirked, preparing another lashing. The flaming leather wrapped around the guard’s sword hand, charring flesh to bone as he screamed. The blade dropped as the guard held his blackened hand before him, bits of white bone catching the moonlight.
“Mercy,” he begged, falling to his knees as the necromancer approached.
“There is no such thing,” Qurrah said before magically hurling two pieces of bone through the man’s eyes. He turned to the other guard, who still gasped in vain for air. He watched until death claimed him.
* * *
Harruq relished the feeling of true combat against skilled opponents. One would slash out, hoping for an opening, then back away as the other guard lunged, preventing Harruq from any chance to counter. Blood ran down his arms and sides from several minor cuts. The pain was good. It helped focus his mind. It also fed his rage.
“Kill me,” he shouted to one guard after another hit and fade. He smacked away a thrust but did not attempt to counter.
“Can you not kill me?” he asked, holding his swords out wide. Neither one attacked, instead holding their swords in defensive positions. Harruq shook his head, feeling his anger growing. These men did not fight with their hearts. They fought with their heads, and such foolishness could not be tolerated.
“Fine, I’ll show you a real warrior,” he said. His muscles tensed, his legs bulged, and then he charged the two, oblivious to his own safety. Overwhelming any of their attacks, he was a moving mountain of muscle, dangerous and powerful. The meager defenses of the guards faltered. One tried to block as Condemnation came for his head. The blade broke through and cleaved his skull in two. The other brought his sword down too late. Salvation tore through his chainmail. Harruq whirled on him, a quick double strike knocking the sword from his hand.
Helpless, the man staggered backward, clutching his wounded side. His eyes pleaded, but his mouth would dare not say the demeaning words. Harruq cut him again and again. His arms, his chest, his face: it all bled. But he remained alive, at least until that final moment when the two magic blades scissor-cut his neck. Harruq sheathed his swords and held the decapitated head of his foe high above him.
Full of pride, Qurrah watched his brother roar his victory to the night sky.
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“Please, leave me be. I can give you gold, slaves, whatever you want!”
Qurrah chuckled. “Tie the bonds tighter. I do not want him breaking my concentration.”
Harruq nodded, yanking harder on the knot that held the noble’s hands behind his back. He was on his knees, his silk outfit stained by grass and dirt. Blood ran from where Harruq had broken his nose.
“Name a price, name it, anything, just name it!”
Harruq glanced at Qurrah, who only chuckled louder.
“We have little need for riches, noble. All we want is you.”
The man paled. “Me? What do you want me for? The elves…they sent you to attack me, didn’t they? Whatever they paid you, I can double it. Triple it!”
Qurrah shook his head. “No elf hired us, and no gold was put in our pockets.”
The flaming whip appeared, charring grass as it touched the ground.
“Then what do you want with me?” the man shrieked.
“You’ll see,” Harruq whispered into his ear before backing away.
The eyes of the nobleman grew wider, and panic gripped him entirely.
“No, no you can’t. You wouldn’t! Please, I beg of you, don’t…”
“Enough,” Qurrah said. His hand reached out, the tips of his fingers brushing the sides of the man’s face. Haunting words of magic flowed from the necromancer’s mouth. The noble’s jaw dropped, and black veins appeared in his eyes.
“By the gods, what is that?”
Harruq followed the man’s upward gaze but saw only clear night sky.
“Keep it away from me!” the man shouted as Qurrah released his hand and backed away. A glint of pleasure shone in his eyes as he watched his handiwork. The nobleman struggled against the ropes, his gaze locked on the sky.
“Please, no, take it away, I’ll do anything, anything, just keep it away. Don’t let it touch me, please, please, DON’T LET IT TOUCH ME!”
The man screamed for the next two minutes. Then he died.
“What did you do to him?” Harruq asked once the man was dead.
“Fear is an entertaining weapon, is it not?”
The warrior shook his head in wonder, but Qurrah said no more.
“Do we leave the bodies here?” Harruq asked.
The necromancer trotted over to the dead noble and did not answer. Instead, he ruffled through the silk robes until he found a scroll marked with the seal of the king. Qurrah ripped it to shreds and let the pieces scatter in the wind, then he turned to his brother.
“Do you remember what our Master wanted?”
Harruq unsheathed Condemnation and nodded.
“Aye, I do,” he said.
* * *
When they returned to where Velixar waited, Harruq dropped the head of the noble. It rolled twice before stopping face down in the grass.
“Excellent,” the man in black said. He looked his giant warrior up and down. “You are wounded. Is it serious?”
“Bah, I can handle far more than this,” Harruq said. “I’ll bandage them when we get home.”
“Very well. Leave me. Your work is done this night.”
Lying in the grass next to Velixar was the dead body of an elf male. Qurrah glanced at it, and then looked to his master.
“Do you need help bringing him back to life?” he asked. Velixar shook his head.
“Of course not. Both of you must rest. I will not be able to see you for a while, my disciples. The elves are more than wary of my presence now. Be ready come nightfall, and watch for my shadow. When it does come, that means war is on the horizon. Our glorious time has almost arrived.”
Raising a pale hand, he dismissed them. Qurrah turned to leave, but Harruq lingered.
“Master,” he asked, “when this fight starts, which side will we be on?”
His brother narrowed his eyes, knowing exactly why the question was asked. Velixar, however, seemed either not to know or not to care.
“If the elves win, Vaelor will have no choice but to leave them be. The assault of my orcs has weakened his army. They cannot suffer any more losses. If the humans win, however…”
A grin spread wide across his ever-changing face, chilling Harruq’s spine.
“If the humans win, the elves will declare full scale war against the kingdom of Neldar. So which side do you think will have the privilege of our blades and magic?”
“We will kill the elves,” Harruq said. The man in black nodded and then dismissed his bone general.
“Go. Patch your wounds.”
The half-orc bowed and then joined his brother. The two journeyed across the hills and then snuck inside Woodhaven. When they reached their home, Harruq removed his armor and began wrapping strips of old cloth around his wounds. Qurrah watched him for a moment before speaking.
“You know what you must do, should it come to it,” he said.
Harruq nodded, knowing exactly what he meant.
“Don’t have much of a choice, do I?”
He wrapped a long piece of cloth around his chest and then struggled to make his beefy hands tie a firm knot behind his back. Qurrah crossed the room, silent. He took the bits from Harruq’s hands and tied them in a double knot.
“Do your best to convince Aurelia not to fight,” he said, his voice quieter than normal. “Do everything you can. Make her listen.”
“I don’t want to kill her,” Harruq whispered.
“Will you if you must?”
The half-orc did not answer. Qurrah stepped around and stared into his brother’s eyes.
“If we meet her on the field of battle, if we fight her, she might attack me instead of you. Her or me, brother. Who would you choose? Which of us will die?”
The burly half-orc buried his gaze into Qurrah’s eyes. He did not flinch, and he did not lie, when he spoke.
“She would die. I would hate it forever, but she would die.”
The necromancer nodded. “Never forget it. Now let me help you dress those wounds. Some look deeper than you let on.”
Harruq remained silent as his brother scanned him, tightening bandages and cleaning some of the nastier cuts. His mind lingered on the fight that night, blocks he had missed, moves he made he shouldn’t have, and opportunities presented he had not taken advantage of. But mostly he thought of Aurelia, giggling as vines held him and she blasted his back with springs of water.
He did not sleep well that night. It would be a long while before he did.
* * *
The mood in Woodhaven grew somber as dark rumors spread. First came word that troops were on their way to enforce an edict evicting all elves from the city. The more this rumor spread, the more elves seemed to arrive. Elven men and women with camouflage and great longbows patrolled the city. Even more lingered in taverns and the homes of kin. Many humans left for the homes of family and friends, wanting no part of the coming conflict, while others spent hours whispering with the elf men in the bars. The tension grew. A group of men, not daring to admit where their pay came from, built sturdy palisades between the two halves of town. Everyone knew why but none spoke of it, at least outside of a whisper.
Two weeks after Harruq and Qurrah had slaughtered the messenger from Veldaren, the burning lights of an army encampment filled the fields north of Woodhaven. Soldiers of Neldar had arrived.
* * *
Antonil Copernus was quiet as he gazed at the town. The wind teased his long blond hair, never letting it rest as he stood. The moonlight cast an eerie glow on his gold-tinted armor, which was carefully polished. Behind him, the tents of his soldiers, numbering more than six hundred, lay scattered about in loose formation. In the silence, an elf walked up beside him, his keen eyes taking in the torches that lit the city.
“The city is quiet,” the elf said. “They await battle.”
“Let us hope it does not come to that, Dieredon. Perhaps they will accept the king’s orders for now.”
The elf shook his head.
“You know they will not.”
Antonil glanced at the elf, who was painted in camouflage and still wore his wicked bow slung across his back. He sighed.
“You’re right. I do know.”
Silence followed. The two continued staring, each wishing to speak their mind but unable to summon the courage.
“You are a wise man,” Dieredon said, breaking the moment. “You know who is in the right in this conflict, as do I.”
“Yes, we both do,” Antonil agreed. He glanced to the elf, his face asking the question he could not voice.
“No, I will not fight at their side,” Dieredon answered. “Never could I raise my bladed bow against you. However, I cannot fight against my brethren. I will let fate decide tomorrow, without my involvement.”
Antonil clasped the man on the shoulder. “Thank you. If there was a way I could stop this, I would.”
“Then stop it.”
“You know I can’t.”
“You can! Defy the king’s orders. Stop the bloodshed that his fear and paranoia are about to unleash.”
“An elf came, killed several nobles, and took the king’s ear. Then his cousin is slain bearing a message to this town, his head left at the gate of our city. Paranoia it might be, but it is justified.”
Antonil quieted. Dieredon watched him, amazed just how young the man could still look in the moonlight. He was a year beyond forty, yet he commanded the entire Neldaren army. Publicly, he handled the weight wonderfully, but when prying eyes were gone, his all too-human fear and doubt showed. When the man spoke again, his voice trembled.
“I will not break my oaths. His Majesty asked I enforce his edict, and so I shall.”
Dieredon nodded, the sparkle in his eyes fading.
“I had hoped otherwise, but follow your oaths and your heart as you must.”
The elf whistled. From the night sky came the sound of soft wing beats. Then a white, winged horse swooped down, landing in front of Dieredon.
“Come, Sonowin,” the elf said to his cherished companion. “Let us leave this place while it is still in peace.”
The beautiful creature neighed in agreement. Dieredon mounted Sonowin, needing no reins or saddle. Antonil saluted the elf just before his mount leapt into flight.
“Stay safe, friend,” he said.
“You as well, friend.”
Before the elf took to the sky, however, he paused.
“Antonil…something more is at work here. Be wary. I will not take sides in this conflict, and neither shall the Quellan elves, but if I find who caused this war, I will kill him. It is the least I can do.”
A great beat of white wings and then the elf was in the air. Antonil watched him fly far south, watched until he was a tiny white dot among a blanket of stars. Before he stopped watching, however, he saw more than fifty similar white dots line the horizon. The guard captain smiled, somehow heartened by the sight.
“Let us hope for miracles,” he whispered to the night. “And let us hope that at tomorrow’s end all my troops are still alive.”
He stared at the stars for a long while before joining his troops in slumber.
* * *
Harruq and Qurrah waited anxiously at their door. They were fully armed and ready. The half-orc’s sister swords were sharpened and gleaming. Wrapped around his arm, Qurrah’s whip writhed hungrily. Their eyes rarely blinked, but as hour after hour passed and no blanket of shadow came to them, their patience wore thin.
“The human army is right outside the town,” Harruq grumbled. “We can’t wait until tomorrow night.”
“Patience, brother,” Qurrah said. “Just…patience.”
Another hour, and still no shadow. Harruq stepped back inside and plopped down. The other half-orc remained at the door, his eyes not leaving the gray outside.
“He’s not sending for us,” Harruq said.
“You are correct,” said Velixar’s voice, startling both of them. They turned to see their master emerge from the shadows of their home, his red eyes gleaming.
“How did you get in here?” the warrior asked.
“Listen to me,” Velixar said, ignoring the question. “I have little time. The elves have erected barricades near their homes. Surely you have seen them. Slip past their defenses and wait. When the battle comes, slaughter the elves from behind. You must weaken them enough so that Vaelor’s army has a chance at victory.”
“We will not fail,” Qurrah promised. “Where will we meet you?”
“Listen for where the screams are at their worst,” Velixar said as his shadow began to fade. “There shall I be.”
A pale hand reached inside his robes and pulled out five glass vials. Qurrah knelt and accepted the gifts.
“The vials contain powerful healing elixirs. If either of you are injured tomorrow, drink from them and resume the slaughter anew.”
“Thank you master,” Harruq said, accepting three from his brother before kneeling as well.
“We will await you in the chaos,” Qurrah said.
Then the man was gone, vanishing into the shadows of the room. The two glanced at each other. Harruq shrugged.
“That was easy. Bed time?”
“Sleep if you must,” Qurrah said. “I will join you in a bit.”
Harruq removed his armor, lay down on the bed of straw, and slept. The necromancer stepped outside his home, walked to the side, and stared at the flickering lights in the distance. Campfires and torches. An army, the same that had removed him and his brother from their home, slept so close. Every one of them contemplated their death.
Qurrah closed his eyes and inhaled the cold night air. Yes, the tension was delectable. The quiet moments before battle were a rare thing that so very few were lucky enough to experience. Fear, worry, hope, prayer, regret, and sorrow all floated to the stars.
The half-orc let his attuned mind drink it all in. Beautiful, he thought. Absolutely beautiful.
* * *
The next morning Harruq did not put on his armor or prepare his blades.
“I have to see Aurelia,” he told his brother, who nodded in understanding.
“I will wait for you,” Qurrah said. “Return before the battle starts.”
“I will,” Harruq said. Then he was gone, rushing down the streets of Woodhaven toward the calm forest that nestled about it.
* * *
“Aurry, are you there?” he shouted. He had hoped the elf would be waiting for him, but as he neared their usual clearing there was no sign of her. His heart skipped, and he feared she had already gone off to prepare for battle.
“Aurelia, come on out now,” he shouted again. His eyes searched the forest.
“I’m here,” Aurelia said. Her voice was quiet, subdued. Harruq turned and tried to smile.
“There you are. Are you doing alright?”
The elf shrugged. Her hands hugged her sides, her walnut eyes filled with worry.
“The elves are going to fight today, Harruq. I’m sure you’ve heard why.”
“Are you going to join them?” he asked.
The elf nodded.
“They are my family. This is my home. I cannot abandon them.”
Harruq’s heart skipped, and the words of his brother echoed in his head. He had to make her understand.
“Aurry, I’m asking you, please don’t fight. You aren’t needed. The elves will win, right? Right?”
Aurelia shrugged. “We’re outnumbered four to one. We might win, but we’ll still suffer many deaths. If I am needed, I will fight.”
“No,” Harruq said, running up and grabbing her arms. “No, you must understand, you can’t fight. You can’t!”
“Why?” she asked as tears formed in her eyes.
“I can’t lose you, Aurelia. Please don’t fight. For me, will you not?”
It seemed all the forest paused, listening for the answer.
“Harruq, I love you. But I also love my home. I love my brethren.”
She stood on her toes and gave him a quick, soft kiss on his lips. A tear ran down Harruq’s cheek as he stood in shock. His mind relished the soft feel of her lips on his, the scent of flowers, and the subtle fire that had escaped onto his tongue.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, taking a hesitant step toward the trees.
“Sure thing,” Harruq said, rubbing the tear off his cheek and pretending it had not been there. Aurelia smiled. Tears were on her cheeks as well, but she left them alone.
“Bye-bye, Harruq.”
“Bye-bye, Aurelia.”
Then she was gone. He stood there, not moving, his mind a chaos of fear, swords, Velixar, his brother, and that lingering kiss. Then he screamed to the sky, one long, primal roar of hopeless confusion.
He stormed back to Qurrah, his chest a boiling pot of rage. She had not listened. He had begged, he had opened his heart, and she had not listened. So fine then. If he saw her, well then…then…
Even in his anger, he could not voice the words in his mind, but the feeling was there. Death. If he met her, there would be death, and that death would be preferable to the torment of pain he felt in his heart. Qurrah did not have to ask what her answer was when he returned to their home.
“I am sorry,” was all he said before handing Harruq his weapons. “Get ready. When the fighting begins you will forget all about her.”
“Unless I see her,” he said. Qurrah chose not to respond. Suited and ready for battle, the Tun brothers left their home in Woodhaven for the last time.



 




14
“The men are ready, milord,” Sergan said. “Do we march?”
Antonil stared at the small town, seeing very little motion within. No people wandered the streets. No traveling merchants hawked their wares. He sighed and turned to Sergan, his trusted advisor in war. The man was old, scarred, and had dirty hair falling down to his shoulders. He had seen many wars, and the axe against his shoulder had claimed more than a few lives.
“Yes, let us end this, one way or the other,” Antonil said. “Order them to march. I’ll lead us in.”
“Yes, milord.”
Sergan turned and started barking orders, all his calm and politeness vanishing. The guard captain glanced at the edict from the king he carried in his hand. A rash impulse filled him, an insane desire to tear the paper to shreds and return to his liege bearing a lie on his lips. Under normal circumstances the king would know no difference. His advisors, however, were many, and every one of them would betray Antonil for the chance to gain esteem in the eyes of the king.
No, he would have to deliver the message, regardless of his desires. He sighed one final time, turned toward his army, and began the march.
* * *
Where Celed and Singhelm met there was a small clearing. No buildings or monuments marked it, just a single circle of grass upon which no house would ever be built. On that spot, Singhelm the Strong and Ceredon Sinistel, leaders of Neldar’s troops and the Erzen elves, respectively, had made a pact that a city could exist between the two races without bloodshed. Singhelm had long since passed away, while Ceredon remained, two hundred years older, as the leader of the elven elite ekreissar.
It was in that clearing Antonil halted his army. The men shuffled around nervously, their eyes searching for enemies that always seemed to be hiding beyond their vision. The guard captain unrolled the edict, his gut sinking as he realized where he stood. Long ago, man and elf had agreed to live together in peace. Now, on that very same spot, he would rescind that agreement.
Beyond the clearing loomed several palisades. All nearby windows were closed, and several boarded. A few humans stuck their heads out their doors to glimpse the armored men trampling through their city. Most kept themselves far from danger.
“Elves and men of the city of Woodhaven,” Antonil shouted. “By order of the noble and sovereign King of Neldar, all elven kind has been banned from human lands. The elves of Woodhaven have ignored this edict, ignored the laws of the great kingdom in which they live. This will not be tolerated any longer. All elves must leave the city, which being outside the forest of Erze, falls inside our borders. Those who do not immediately leave will be forced out at the edge of a sword. These are the words of our great King Vaelor, and may they be never forgotten.”
Antonil rolled up the scroll in silence. Only coughs and the shifting sounds of uncomfortable armor filled the air. Seconds passed, slow and crawling.
“If one may speak for the elves of the city, please let him come forth,” the guard captain shouted. “I seek the answer of the elven kind. I do not want blood spilled this day.”
A single elf approached. He was dressed in a long green cloak, silvery armor, and he bore his bow openly. Antonil could barely make out his features, since he was so far down the street. The elf halted, drew an arrow, and fired it into the air. It smacked the dirt an inch from Antonil’s foot. Sergan shook his head and stared in wonder at his commander. The man had not flinched.
“I shall take that as your answer,” Antonil shouted to the town. “Woodhaven desires death.”
He drew his sword and spoke softly.
“So be it.”
Elves appeared in the windows of every building that lined the center. Full quivers hung from their backs. Sixty more elves joined their lone companion on the street and readied their bows. The men in the center raised their shields, but they knew the deadly aim of a trained elf. They were about to be massacred.
“Stand firm!” Antonil ordered, raising his own shield. “Stand firm. Do not break formation!” A shout came from the elven side, and then the hail began. More than a hundred arrows rained down on the army, each deathly precise in its aim.
Not one hit flesh.
Antonil lowered his shield. Something was wrong. He did not hear the screams of pain, the thudding of arrows onto shields, and the angry cries that should have followed. Instead, he heard a stunned silence. As his shield lowered, his eyes took in a shocking sight. A black wall encircled them, translucent at times, but flaring when an arrow struck it. The projectiles snapped and broke as if hitting stone. The guard captain looked around, seeing his entire army protected.
“Sergan!” he cried.
“Yes my lord?” the old man asked.
“Do we have any mages with us?” Antonil asked. Sergan shook his head, flinching as an arrow aimed straight for his eye bounced away, its shaft broken. The guard captain nodded, raised high his sword, and then turned to his army.
“Stay calm, and do not move from where you stand!” he shouted. The men quieted and listened to their commander. “I do not know what blessing we have received, but when it ends…”
His voice drifted off. Movement behind his army caught his eye. He shoved a few men aside, tore through the center of his army, and then emerged at the back.
Far down the street, his robe flowing in a nonexistent wind, walked a pale man dressed in black. His low hood covered all but the chin of his face. His gait was slow and steady. He kept one hand outstretched, and from it flowed a black river that branched out to form the shield that had kept the men alive. No arrows fired. The battle was at a standstill, all because of this mysterious stranger who walked so calmly down the street.
“Men of Neldar!” this man screamed, sounding like a giant among mortal humans. “Some of you are meant to die this day. Rejoice, for your souls will leave this mortal coil in the glory of combat. Raise high your swords, and slay the elves that seek your death. Fight without pain, and slaughter without mercy. I have given them fear, and the battle is yours for the taking!”
The shield shook, power flared throughout, and then it exploded outward. The wooden shutters on the buildings shattered into splinters. The sides of homes rocked as if hit by the winds of a hurricane. Bows cracked and broke in the hands of their masters. The few stray animals hit by the wave vomited their intestines and died. The elves that endured it found their minds a chaos of horrors, inescapable terror clutching their hearts.
“Kill them all!” the man in black screamed. The men charged, driven by madness they had never felt before.
“Come, the battle is ours,” Sergan shouted, pulling against Antonil’s arm. The guard captain resisted the urge, his eyes locked on their supposed savior.
“You are him,” Antonil whispered. “The man Dieredon spoke of.”
“Come, Antonil Copernus,” the old veteran screamed, pulling harder. “Your men need you! The bloodshed has begun!”
Antonil’s gaze broke. He ran to where the sixty elves that had lined the street engaged a large portion of his army. They had discarded their bows and drawn swords, wielding them with a precision his men would be blessed to ever match. They didn’t need to, for they had numbers, momentum, and morale. When Antonil shoved to the front line, they also had leadership. The sixty dwindled to forty before fleeing.
“Give chase,” Antonil shouted. “Those in the back, flush them out of the houses.”
Velixar watched the Neldaren army scatter, some chasing elves down streets, others barging into locked homes. Screams of pain and dying, although just few and random, filled the air. He drank it in and smiled.
“Where are you my disciples?” he asked. “Let me hear the screams of your victims so that I may find you.”
* * *
Flying overhead, Dieredon watched the beginning of the battle with a sickness in his stomach. The man in black had come. He watched the arrows bounce off the magical shield, and then watched the human army charge and overwhelm the small elven force that had come to face them.
“I will keep my word, Antonil,” he said. “Fly back to the others, Sonowin, we will battle this day.” The horse snorted, making Dieredon laugh. “No, I am sure you won’t be hurt.” Sonowin banked, giving the elf one last view of the battle before soaring east to where the rest of the Quellan elves waited atop their magnificent pegasi. His horse neighed a quick question, one Dieredon wished he could laugh at.
“Everyone can be killed,” he said, tying his hair behind his head. “And no, I have no plans of breaking my ribs again.”
The horse made an interesting little noise, one Dieredon had long ago learned was laughter. He smacked her rump, earning himself an angry neigh.
“Fly on. You don’t want to miss the fun, do you?”
A snort was his answer, but the creature did fly faster toward the rest of its kin.
* * *
“When should we attack?” Harruq asked. His twin swords itched in his hands. Qurrah, sitting next to him in a little back alley next to Ahrqur’s old home, laughed.
“So eager to kill, brother? I was beginning to think you had grown soft.”
The bigger half-orc smashed his swords together, focusing on the pain the shower of sparks caused his hands.
“I’m still who I’ve always been,” he said. “You’ll see.”
Qurrah’s smile faded at the ferocity in his brother’s words. He glanced down, his mind spinning and reeling.
“Tell me if you love her,” Qurrah suddenly ordered. Harruq glanced at him, his eyes burning fire.
“Why now, why do you have to ask?”
“Answer me, brother. Now.”
“No. I don’t love her. Is that what you want to hear?”
The other half-orc tightened the grip on his whip. “Forget what I want. If you do not love her, then kill her. Now get your head beyond her and focus on the task at hand. I want you fighting for a reason, not just to forget. Do you understand me?”
“Yeah, I do,” Harruq said. “So when do we know when to start?”
Kill them all!
Both shot to their feet as Velixar’s bellowing command rolled over the town.
“Which way do we go?” Harruq asked.
“Follow me,” Qurrah said. The two rushed past the elaborate elven homes toward the sound of combat. They kept to the back alleys, and because of this, they met their first target: three elves fleeing toward them, hoping to use the lesser-known pathways to avoid the overwhelming numbers of their opponent.
“Bring them down,” the necromancer said.
“With pleasure,” Harruq said. He raised his blades and charged.
The closest elf realized the half-orc was an enemy and cried warning before rushing ahead, his longsword ready.
“Come on, pansy-boy,” the half-orc warrior roared. The two collided in a brutal exchange of steel. The elf shoved his sword upward, using his forward momentum to slam the point straight at Harruq’s throat. Harruq swung Condemnation left, deflecting the incoming thrust. His other blade stabbed, tearing away the soft flesh beneath his attacker’s ribcage.
The elf leapt back, landed shakily, and then lunged once more. His speed was not what it should have been, though, and Harruq needed little opening. He swung both swords, the entirety of his might behind them. The elf blocked. His sword was elven-make and had been wielded in his hands for two hundred years. Never would he have guessed Harruq’s were older by three centuries. Never would he have guessed that those two blades would shatter his own, pass through the explosion of steel, sever his spine, and cleave his body in two.
The half-orc continued his charge, engaging the two elves behind. They struck as one, their swords aiming for vitals high and low. Harruq knew he could not block both, so he accepted a thrust curving to the side of his armor, grinning darkly. As the sword punched through the enchanted leather, the half-orc cut his adversary’s throat, using that same swing to parry the other attack away.
The remaining elf swore as his eyes grew red and watery. He backed away from the half-orc, his sword held defensively before him.
“What demon magic is this?” he asked.
“Mine,” said Qurrah.
And then blood poured out from the face of the lone elf. The eyeballs hit the ground before the dead body did.
“Hurry,” the necromancer said. “This is but a taste of what we must do.”
“Very well,” Harruq said. He tried to follow but the pain in his side stopped him. He clutched his bleeding side and breathed deeply. His armor had saved him, but the elf had managed to penetrate deeper than he thought.
“Are you fine, Harruq?” Qurrah asked, glancing back and halting his walk.
“I’m coming,” he said, marching after his brother. He hid his pain well.
The alley opened up to the main street, running south from the center of town into the forest beyond. It was there that the bulk of combat had spread. Elves battled in the street, horribly outnumbered. They were skilled, though, and a steady stream of arrows from homes continued to weaken the human forces.
“Halt here,” Qurrah said. To their right was a two-story elven home. Three bowmen fired from the windows at a party of fifteen soldiers. The men of Neldar had their shields raised high, but the synergy between the elves in the home and the elves on the street was superb. The Tun brothers watched the sword wielders on the ground dance in, make a few precise swings to change the positioning of the shields, and then dart away. Arrows quickly followed these maneuvers, biting into exposed flesh.
Qurrah motioned to the building housing the archers.
“Go inside. I will distract them.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, now go!”
Harruq kicked open the barricaded door and then barged up the stairs.
Qurrah withdrew a few pieces of bone from a pouch. He tightened his grip about them, whispering a few words of magic as he did. Then he looked to the window. He could barely see a bow and part of a hand. Qurrah waited. The Neldaren warriors charged, hoping to overwhelm their opponents before arrows took them all. The elf in the window leaned out to unleash a killing strike, but it was Qurrah who did the killing. Four pieces of bone leapt from his hand. They hit the elf’s neck and temple, making a satisfying crack.
The archer spilled through the window and landed with a clattering thud.
“The rest are yours, brother,” he whispered.
* * *
Inside felt like a modest rendition of Ahrqur’s home. Stairs in the center led to the upper floor. Harruq charged up them, making no attempt at silence. Either they would hear him through the chaos of battle or they would not.
It turned out they did. An arrow flew across the room and pierced his shoulder when he reached the second floor. He bellowed, letting the pain spark his rage. One archer continued to fire out the window, believing his companion capable of finishing a single warrior. He believed wrong.
The elf fired only one more shot before Harruq crossed the room. The arrow lodged into Harruq’s side, and then Salvation tore through his bow and into flesh. A kick sent the remains tumbling out the window. The other archer pulled back and fired at point blank range. Harruq roared as he felt a sharp pain bite into his neck. His mind blanked. He dropped his swords. His hands closed about something soft. By the time his rage calmed, blood was on his hands and the remains of an elf lay in the dirt below the window.
“Stupid elfie,” he said, gingerly touching the arrow in his neck. Not knowing what else to do, he closed his hand about the shaft and pulled.
A minute later, still lying in agonizing pain, the half-orc managed to pry open one of his healing potions. He gulped the swirling blue-silver contents and then tossed the vial. Ripping the other arrow out of his side, he felt a warm, soothing sensation fill his body.
“Are you alright?” he heard a raspy voice ask from atop the stairs.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just had to take care of something here.”
He trudged down the stairs to where Qurrah waited.
“How many did you kill?” the necromancer asked.
“Just two,” he replied. His skeptical brother raised an eyebrow.
“That is a lot of blood for just two.”
Harruq ignored him. “Where to?” he asked instead.
Qurrah glanced outside the door. “The battle is moving on. Follow me.”
“Lead on,” he said, trudging after his brother into the daylight chaos.
* * *
Out the window Aurelia stared, frowning as she watched the battle unfold.
“Aurelia,” called a voice from behind. She turned to see a female elf, a friend of hers from many years before she moved to Woodhaven.
“Yes, Felewen?”
Felewen stood beside her and faced the window. Her hair was tied in a long, black ponytail, her slender figure covered by rare chainmail crafted of the hardest metals known to the intelligent races. She had come from deep within Nellassar, the thriving capital of the Dezren elves, as just one of many that had arrived to protect the town.
“Many are dying,” Felewen said. “The humans have a spellcaster of their own who repelled our ambush.”
Aurelia nodded. She knew something had gone wrong; otherwise, the battle would have been over in seconds.
“Very well,” Aurelia said. “Will you accompany me?”
Felewen smiled at her. She drew her longsword and saluted.
“But of course, Lady Thyne,” she said with none-too-subtle sarcasm. Aurelia tried to return a smile. She failed.
“Come. Let’s end this now.”
The two left the building and joined the fighting on the streets. It did not take long before a group of soldiers spotted them.
“Show them no mercy, Aurelia,” Felewen said, her warm voice turning cold.
“They will die with little suffering,” the sorceress responded. “It’s the most I can give.”
Electricity arced between her hands. Blue fire surrounded her eyes. The five human soldiers raised their shields and charged as a single unit. Felewen stood next to Aurelia, her sword high and her armor gleaming. She kept the blade out and pointed at the center soldier. When the bolt of lightning came shrieking out from Aurelia’s hands, that same soldier found himself lifted from the ground, his hands flailing, his useless sword and shield falling.
The blue electricity entered through a second soldier’s body through his right eye. He died instantly. Then the remaining three were upon the elves, and it was Felewen’s turn to kill. The first soldier to swing at her found his sword cut from his body, his hand still clutching it as it flew through the air. He cowered back, pulling his bleeding arm behind his shield. Another leapt forward to defend him. A longsword punched through his throat before he even saw her swing.
Shock and panic took over, and then the wounded soldier turned to flee. The final human soldier smashed his shield forward, preventing Felewen from chasing. The slender fighter flipped backward, clutching her sword in both hands. She landed softly behind the sorceress.
“Take him,” she said. A bolt of lightning hit his shield, numbing his arm and knocking him back. The shield slumped low, but he charged anyway, fully willing to die fighting.
“For Neldar,” he cried, thrusting at Aurelia’s chest. Felewen was there first. All it took was three cuts. The first took the man’s sword from his hand. The second took his arm from his body. The third took his life. A final bolt of lightning shot down the street, killing the wounded soldier who had fled.
Felewen wiped the blood from her blade and sheathed it. She used the same cloth to clean the blood from her face.
“Come,” she said. “We must go north where we are needed most.”
The two ran through the town, listening for sounds of battle. The worst seemed to be about the middle of Celed and steadily working its way south. They encountered a few soldiers as they hurried there. All died before they had the chance to swing their blades.
“At last!” Felewen cried, staring out from a side alley. They were behind a group of ten soldiers battling a pair of elven warriors who stood back to back. “Make haste, they need us!”
Felewen charged, desperate to arrive before her brethren were overwhelmed. Aurelia stepped into the street and summoned her magic. Frost surrounded her hands, and a thin sheet of ice spread beneath the human soldiers. Many of them stumbled, unable to balance the sword and shield in their hands and the heavy chainmail on their bodies. Felewen slid on one leg, her sword out and ready. She passed right between two men, slicing out heels and tendons as she flew by. The elf reached the end of the ice, turned, and went sliding back.
The two she had cut were on the ground, unable to stand after such precise hits. As she reached them, she stabbed one of their legs to halt her momentum, yanked her sword free, and then rolled around to stab the other in the throat. Another roll back, and she delivered the first soldier the same fate.
The elves they saved wasted no time recovering. They both pressed forward, unafraid of fighting on the ice. Their light armor made balancing an easy task while their human counterparts were doing all they could to swing and stand at the same time. Two men fell to each of their blades, bringing the total down to four.
As Felewen lay upon the ice, a soldier stabbed down at her. She spun on her rear, her sword out in an arc. After knocking him off his feet, Felewen snapped her legs high above her, spinning her body off the ground. She landed on her stomach, her sword skewering the guard’s innards. She pulled herself to her feet with the hilt of her sword, twisted the blade, and then finished him.
The remaining soldiers turned to flee, but there was one slight problem. An enormous ball of fire erupted at their feet, engulfing all three in flame. Two died from the horrible burns. A third slumped and whimpered in pain. Aurelia walked over to him and knelt on one knee. She placed a hand on his head and looked over his wounds while he glared up at her.
“Your wounds are beyond saving,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”
She ended his pain with a small lance of ice through his forehead.
“Thank you for your aid,” one of the elves said. “We must fall back to the forest. If they chase us there, it will be suicide.”
“We will not have to fall back so far,” Felewen disagreed. “They have scattered about our town. Their numbers mean nothing now. Besides,” she grinned, “we have Aurelia Thyne.”
Both bowed politely.
“Never could we have used a mage’s power more than now,” one said. Aurelia blushed and waved him off.
“Please we must…”
A cold chill spread through her body, like water from an underground stream meeting a creek. She whirled and stared down the street. Walking without escort was a lone man shrouded in black robes. The cowl of his cloak hid much of his face.
“Come, brother,” one of the elves said. “It is the one who protected them from our arrows.”
The other nodded, took up his sword, and charged. His brother was not far behind. Felewen joined them, for she too had watched as the black shield had knocked aside their arrows and then shattered their bows.
Aurelia did not move. Her eyes were frozen on this strange man. Power rolled off him. He was strong, and even more so, he was terrifying. She had no doubt of this man’s identity; he was the nameless necromancer, one of the few who could best Scoutmaster Dieredon in combat.
“Stop, you cannot defeat him,” she shouted. None listened. “Felewen, please!”
Felewen glanced back to her, and that small pause saved her life.
The man in black had made no threatening move as the other two charged. They were almost upon him when he cast aside his hood to reveal his ever-changing face, his deep red eyes, and his horrible smile. His hands lunged forward, the floodgates opened, and all his power came rushing forth. A wall of black magic rolled like a tidal wave conjured from his fingertips. The elven brothers tumbled through and vanished. Felewen leapt back when she saw the attack coming. She rolled behind a house and tucked her head.
The wave continued down the street, straight for Aurelia.
“I do not fear you,” she hissed through clenched teeth. A wall of water swirled about her, flowing from the otherwise dry dirt street. She sent it forward, just as tall and high as Velixar’s. The two met in a thunderous roar, intermixing in a maelstrom of darkness, water, and air. Then they both dissolved, their magic spent.
Aurelia held back tears. Velixar’s magic had peeled the flesh from the elves’ bodies. Blood leaked through muscle and tendon, and their innards spilled from their abdomens. She hoped they died instantly, but she knew better. They had suffered tremendously.
“You monster,” she shouted. “What meaning does this battle hold to you?”
“Everything,” Velixar shouted, hurling a flaming ball of fire from each hand. “I desire panic and bloodshed all across the east!”
Aurelia summoned a magical shield about her body. The fireballs thudded three feet from her body and detonated. The two nearest buildings crumpled, their walls and roofs blown back by the power. The elf winced, nearly knocked to her knees by the force.
“What madness gives you such a desire?” she asked, sending forth the strongest spells she knew. Several lances of ice flew down the street, followed by a ball of magma. The ball rolled behind the lances, covering the ground in flame. Velixar laughed.
A wave of his hand created a similar shield as Aurelia’s, but instead of keeping it close to his body, he shoved it forward. The lances shattered into shards when slammed against it. The ball of magma halted when touching the barrier and then reversed direction. The elf glared, detonating the attack with a thought. Molten rock covered the street, splattering across both Velixar’s and Aurelia’s shields before sliding to the dirt.
“How long can you keep this up?” the necromancer asked. He took out a bag of bones and scattered more than thirty pieces. “How long before you break?”
One by one, the bone pieces shot straight at Aurelia.
The elf dropped to one knee, words of magic streaming out her mouth as fast as she could speak them. Her magical shield could halt attacks of pure magical essence, such as the conjured fire, but animated objects were a different matter. The magic projecting them would die at her shield but the pieces would retain their momentum.
The dirt before her rumbled, cracked, and then ascended in a great physical wall. On the other side, pieces of bone thumped against it, one after another.
“Cute,” Velixar said, “but pointless.”
An invisible blast of pure force shattered the wall. Aurelia crossed her arms before her face as chunks of earth slammed into her slender form. She rolled with the blows, her mouth casting before she halted. Ice spread from house to house, walling Velixar off on the other side.
“From dirt to ice?” Velixar asked. “The end is just the same!”
The center of the wall exploded inward, but this time Aurelia was prepared. A rolling thunder of sound shoved all the broken shards forward, sending even the remaining chunks of the wall down the street in a chaotic assault. Velixar grinned. Clever girl.
The wave of sound and ice slammed his body. He flew backward, ice tearing his skin, but no blood came forth from those wounds. The larger pieces smashed his body from side to side, which turned limply with each blow. When the wave passed, Aurelia leaned on one knee, gasping for air as she stared at the man in black, now a crumpled mess of robes in the center of the street. The body suddenly convulsed, the chest heaving in quick, jerky spasms. When the sound reached her, Aurelia knew her doom. Velixar was laughing.
He stood, brushed off pieces of ice clinging to his robes, and then glared at her from afar.
“Not good enough,” he said.
Wild anger contorted his face. Black lightning thicker than a man’s arm tore down the street. Aurelia gasped as all her power flowed into her shield. The collision sent her flying, her magical barrier shattered into nothingness. The lightning continued, swirling about her body. Every nerve in her body shrieked with pain. She landed hard, unable to brace for the fall. The air blasted out of her lungs, and for one agonizing second they refused to draw in another breath. Slowly the black magic seeped out of her, the pain faded, and then she sucked the dusty air into her lungs.
“You are a powerful sorceress,” Velixar said, his anger gone as quickly as it had arrived. “But I have fought the founders of the Council of Mages. I have killed men who thought themselves gods. I have died but once, to Ashhur himself. There is no shame in your defeat.”
Aurelia struggled to her feet. The well of magic inside her was dry. In time, her strength would return, but she doubted the necromancer would give her a day to rest. She used a bit of the magic she did have left to summon her staff. If she were to die, she would die fighting any way she knew how.
The man in black paused, extended his hands, and began to cast. He would give her no chance to strike.
A blade stabbed his side. Velixar whirled, his speed far beyond any mortal. He stepped past Felewen’s slash and slammed a hand against her chest. Dark magic poured in. Her arms and legs arched backward, her sword fell from her hand, and her mouth opened in a single, aching shriek. Bits of darkness flared from her mouth, her eyes, and her nostrils.
Done, Velixar shoved her smoking body back into the alley and left her to die. When he turned, he snarled. Aurelia was gone.
“You have delayed me my kill,” he said to Felewen’s body. “Pray you are dead before I return.”
He placed his hood back over his head, pulled it down to cover his features, and then began his search for the sorceress.
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One after another the deft strokes came in, and one after another Antonil batted them away using the methodical style that had helped him rise to his place at the top of the Neldaren army. His opponent, a young elf whose swordplay was raw compared to most of his brethren, tried to give him no reprieve. The guard captain didn’t falter in the slightest.
“You sacrifice planning and thought for sheer speed and reflexes,” he said, his breathing steady and practiced. He assumed the elf spoke the human tongue, and the sudden killing lunge proved him correct.
Antonil pulled his head back, the point stopping just shy of drawing blood. An upward cut took the blade from the elf’s hand. Antonil’s sword looped around, thrust forward, and buried deep inside flesh. The elf fell, gasping for air from the fatal wound. Blood pooled below him. Antonil pulled his sword free and saluted him with the blade.
“Well fought,” he said. An arrow clanged against his sword and ricocheted off.
“A warning for your honor,” said a camouflaged elf as he stepped out from behind a door. A second arrow followed the first, thudding against Antonil’s shield. “A second out of respect.” He drew a third. The guard captain charged, his shield leading. While his upper body was covered, nothing stopped the arrow from flying underneath and piercing through the metal greaves protecting his shins. Antonil stumbled, pain flaring up his right leg. He forced himself to continue running. If he could close the gap, the bow would prove no match for his longsword.
Another arrow struck an inch from his left foot. His leg was aflame, yet he continued to charge, pulling back his shield so his sword could lash out. But the elf was not close enough, and he was more skilled with a bow than in just firing arrows. He snapped the wood up, cracking Antonil across the bottom of his hand, which held firm to his blade.
Undaunted, the elf stepped closer, ducked underneath the guard captain’s return swing, and then kicked at the arrow still lodged in his shin, finally making Antonil drop his blade.
The elf stood, drawing an arrow as he did. Antonil, now lying on the ground, struggled to bring his shield over his chest. Part of it caught beneath his side and would not come. He would not be able to block in time.
A loud wooden crash stole away the elf’s focus. The door to the home behind him exploded into splinters as a huge projectile shot through it. The elf spun, his eyes widening as he saw what had shattered the door: a massacred elven body. He readied his bow and released an arrow at the next sign of movement.
Unfortunately, it was another elven body, curiously missing its left arm and leg. An enormous half-orc in black armor followed, soaked in blood and roaring in mindless fury. He spotted Antonil’s attacker, screamed an incomprehensible challenge, and then charged. The elf fired another arrow but was horrified to see it sail high. Behind him, Antonil delivered another kick, this time aiming for the elf’s knee instead of his bow.
The elf had to dodge the kick, and that dodge was all it took. The half-orc swung his glowing black blades, cutting his bow, and his body, in twain. As the blood poured free, he roared, looked about, and then ran off toward the sound of combat. A frail form in rags followed from inside the house, a mirror image in looks but for the paler skin and lack of muscle.
“You saw nothing,” this second half-orc said to him before following the warrior.
Antonil struggled to his feet, shaking his head all the while.
“It keeps getting stranger,” he muttered. He took a step and immediately regretted it. As his leg throbbed, he yanked the arrow out. His armor had kept it from penetrating too deeply, the barbs unable to latch onto any soft flesh. Of course it still hurt like the abyss, but he could deal with that. What he could not deal with, however, was how few in number his soldiers had become. More than four of his own men lay dead around him, joined by three dead elves, five if he counted the two the half-orc had thrown through the doorway. A good ratio considering the skill of the elves, but not good enough. Men he had trained were dying, and for what?
“I have honored your will, my lord,” he said. “But it is time I honor my men.”
From his belt, he took a white horn bearing the symbol of Neldar. He put this ancient horn to his lips and blew. All throughout Woodhaven rumbled the signal to retreat. He gave the signal two more times before clipping the horn back to his belt and hobbling north.
* * *
Aurelia raced down the twisting back alleys of Celed. The dreaded chill of Velixar was far behind her, but still she hesitated to slow. Never before had she felt so vulnerable. As she stopped to catch her breath, a loud horn call echoed throughout the town. The elf sighed, clutching her staff to her chest as she slumped against the side of a house. The battle was over…but would the man in black obey the call?
She thought not.
Suddenly a hand closed about her mouth. The foul smell of sweat and dirt filled her nostrils. An arm reached around, pinning her staff and hands against her chest.
“We may have to leave,” a voice growled into her ear, “but I’m not leaving without something to remember.”
Aurelia felt her stomach churn. Her assailant turned her around and flung her back against the wall. She glared at a pock-marked soldier bearing the crest of Neldar.
“You’re a pretty one,” he said, his smile missing several teeth. He yanked at his belt while his other arm pressed against her chest and neck.
“And you’re an idiot,” she spat. Much of her magic was gone, but not all. Her hand brushed his, and a small shock of electricity crossed between them. The soldier instinctively pulled his hand back, giving Aurelia the opening she needed. She squirmed out from beneath, gripped her staff, and then whirled. The wood cracked against the back of his skull, knocking him against the wall just as hard. Blood splattered from his broken nose.
“You’ll pay for—”
The end of her staff dislodged two more of his teeth. The soldier panicked and turned to run, but found his feet entangled. Aurelia marched over, remembering how difficult it had been to strike Harruq and how strong a blow he could take without showing pain.
“Are you as strong as a half-orc?” she asked. Her staff collided with his ribs. He curled up at the blow, crying out in pain. Guess not, she thought. A shove put him on his back. He pleaded to her, sputtering blood, but she ignored him.
“Some people should not reproduce,” she said. Down came her staff, all her might behind it. The end smashed his genitals, eliciting a cry of pain beyond anything her spells could do. She continued to strike, punctuating every word with another blow.
“So, let, me, fix, that, for, you!”
She stopped when he passed out from the pain. She turned his head to the side so he wouldn’t choke on his own blood, a strange gesture of kindness considering what was left of his manhood.
“Glad to give you something to remember the town by,” she said. After a flirtatious flip of her hair, she started down the street.
Aurelia froze, her blood as cold as when she had sensed the man in black. This time no magic could be blamed, and no sense of death. No, it was just the sight of Harruq, dressed in black armor and wielding ancient blades dripping with blood. Just the sight of him massacring an elven warrior.
“Oh, Harruq,” she whispered. Then he saw her, and all time stopped.
* * *
The two half-orcs heard the sounding of the horn but did not know its purpose. So far from any human soldiers, they could only guess.
“Maybe they’re rallying at the horn,” Harruq ventured. Qurrah shrugged, glancing down the vacant street in search of victims.
“Perhaps, or perhaps the elves are retreating, or even the humans. Either way, our time is running short. We must find our master. So far no resident of Woodhaven has seen us and lived, but I do not wish to press such luck.”
“Looks like we have no choice,” Harruq said, crossing his swords in an ‘X’ before his chest. Far down the street, where the road hooked left like the back leg of a dog, an elven archer approached, his bow ready. Two arrows flew into the air. Both half-orcs dodged as the arrows whistled past.
“Close the distance,” Qurrah said before beginning a spell. Harruq charged, bellowing a mindless war cry. The archer fired two more arrows and then bolted around the corner.
“He’s seen us!” Harruq shouted, easily veering about the arrows as he increased speed.
“Wait, brother, it might be a trap!”
Qurrah doubled over hacking, his reward for trying to shout so loud. Harruq halted, his head jerking back and forth as he debated what to do. Qurrah glanced up, tried to speak, and then swore as the elf leaned around the corner and fired another arrow. He did his best to dodge, but he was far less mobile than his brother. The arrow pierced between his left shoulder and collarbone, burying the barbed tip deep in his flesh. The half-orc let out a stunned gasp. He staggered right, clutching his shoulder as he slumped against the front of a home.
“Qurrah!” Harruq shrieked, racing to his brother. Qurrah shoved away his clumsy attempts to examine the wound.
“Kill him for me,” the necromancer gasped. “Go! He cannot live!”
“But you’re bleeding real bad and…”
“I have the healing potions, now go!”
Harruq’s gut screamed against the idea, but in the end, he listened to his brother. He drew his swords and gave chase.
Qurrah waited until Harruq was around the corner before taking out one of his small glass vials. Before he could pull the cork off the top, he heard a voice speak.
“So many dead by your hands yet a single arrow nearly takes your life?”
The half-orc froze, the vial clutched in his hands. An elf emerged from behind the building, his body decorated in a brilliant green cloak and silvery armor. It was the same elf who had fired the first warning shot to Antonil before the entire battle had begun.
“I am but a poor outcast,” Qurrah said, hiding the handle of the whip underneath the palm of his hand. The coiled leather vibrated, hungering for blood.
“Do not lie to me. I have watched you two slaughter my brethren. I have seen much of your handiwork.” The elf glared at him, ugly hatred skewing his handsome features. “By now your brother is dead. Three of my best warriors await him around that corner. I thought it appropriate you knew this before I took your life.”
“Do not talk to me of what is appropriate,” Qurrah said. “Kill me, if you will, but do not bore me with your chatter. I have suffered beyond anything you can do to me.”
A firestorm of anger overwhelmed the elf’s features. He stepped back and drew an arrow. Qurrah lashed his whip, but his speed was not enough. An arrow tore right through his hand. The whip fell, the fire vanishing the second it left contact with Qurrah’s skin.
A second arrow followed. The half-orc rocked backward, his brown eyes wide in shock, as the tip pierced deep into his throat. The healing potion fell from his hands and broke against a rock. He slid back, resting against a home as he gasped for breath.
The elf grabbed the shaft of the arrow, and that sick anger filled his face.
“How many of my kin died to your hand?” he asked. A twist of his hand sent spasms of pain all throughout Qurrah’s body. He coughed violently, and blood ran down his lips and neck.
“Don’t feel like answering?” the elf mocked. “Why did you kill them? For money? Power? How many died to better your miserable excuse of a life?”
Another twist. Qurrah leaned forward, clutching at his tormenter’s shaking hands. Words spilled from the half-orc’s mouth, garbled and nearly unintelligible.
“What is it you wish to say to me?” the elf asked, ignoring the flailing hands that pawed at his face.
“Hemorrhage,” the half-orc hissed.
The elf’s face exploded.
Qurrah fell over onto his side, breathing as slowly as he could through the blood that filled his throat. The dead body of the elf crumpled in front of him, all of his hate-filled features gone from his face except for a single eye. The half-orc stared, wondering if his brother was truly dead.
Darkness crept at the corner of his sight. His strength was fading fast, and he had little doubt that if he passed out he would never wake. He struggled to lift a single numb hand, then flopped it down on top of the dead elf’s leg.
Qurrah took as deep a breath as he dared and then spoke the words of a spell. Each syllable was slow torture, garbled in blood and born of pain most horrid. Thankfully, the spell was not complicated, and the words were few. He finished the spell mere seconds before his mind succumbed to the sleep that crawled at his eyes.
Even though he was dead, life energy still swirled inside the elf’s body. Normally this energy would be consumed by the earth in burial, but Qurrah had other plans. His spell took in this life energy through his hand, filling his body with it, healing his wounds and clearing his mind. The darkness fighting for control in his head subsided, a shred of strength returning to his limbs.
There was still the slight problem of the arrow lodged in his throat. Qurrah had a solution but it was far from pleasant. Most likely he would die, but he had to try. He heard no screams coming from around the corner, but he knew that meant nothing. He had to believe his brother was still alive. He had to help him.
Qurrah took out his last healing potion, popped the cork, and then held it before him. Blood was beginning to fill his throat once more. His stolen energy was quickly fading. He had no time to waste. He tilted his head as high as the arrow in his neck allowed, positioned the mouth of the vial against his lower lip, and then closed his hand around the arrow shaft. One last hissing breath. One tremble of his fingers. He yanked the arrow out.
Sheer reflex kept him alive. His head shot backward and his arm went limp. The potion tilted enough so that half spilled down his throat. With the pain so unbearable, he dared not cough against the liquid that came burning down. Some of it went into his lungs, but he kept them still.
Qurrah reclined, closed his eyes, and let the potion do its work. He could feel the magic flowing through his body, concentrating about his ruined throat. Part of him hoped the liquid would heal the damage done so many years ago, but he knew better. A scar that old was beyond repair. He would have to settle for surviving. That was just fine with him.
When he finally dared a loud, gasping breath of air, the pain was not so bad. Qurrah stood, picked up his whip, and then went to help his brother. He expected to see his body dead in the street, for why else had he still not returned? He held hope that Harruq still fought against his enemies, or that more had come beyond the three the elf had claimed.
What he was not prepared for was the sight of Harruq hunched over the dying body of Aurelia Thyne.
“Harruq,” he tried to call out. The flesh in the back of his throat tore. Blood poured down his throat, slick and hot. Qurrah cursed. Such a wound would kill him if he did not seek help. He needed to steal more life, and for that, he needed another body. He glanced behind. The dead elf was dry, but far down the street were two more he and his brother had killed.
He glanced once more to Harruq. Three elves lay dead about him. He could use them, knew he should use them, but something turned him away. It was the look on his brother’s face. He could not bear to see it.
Qurrah hobbled to where two bodies full of life energy awaited his coming.
* * *
Harruq barreled around the curve, determined to catch the foul elf that had dared injure his brother. As he turned the corner, the twang of bowstrings filled the air. Three arrows hit his chest, barely puncturing his armor. He bellowed, furious. All three elves were in the center of the street, away from cover or protection. They would die, all of them.
The archers fired another volley as if not surprised the first three had done little but anger him. One zipped by his head as he ran, two others thudding into his chest and arm. Blood soaked the inside of his armor, but the wounds were superficial, halted by the magical leather before penetrating deep enough to be a bother.
“For the head,” the closest elf shouted in his native tongue. He managed one last shot before Harruq closed the distance. The half-orc batted the arrow away without thinking.
“You bastard!” he shouted, slamming into the elf without pausing. He buried his swords deep into the elf’s chest as he plowed forward. “You hurt my brother! You spineless cowards!” The other two abandoned their bows and drew their blades.
“Your brother is dead,” one elf said. “Gaelwren waited for your departure. He will not find it difficult killing a wounded dog.”
The anger inside Harruq consumed him entirely. He charged the elf, abandoning any hint of precaution. He slammed his blades down with all his might. The elf blocked once, twice, then three times, wincing each time he did. Then the other elf was behind Harruq, stabbing at his back. While mad with rage, Harruq still knew very well where his opponents were.
He spun, avoiding the thrust, and then trapped his assailant’s arm with his elbow. A flex of his muscles cracked bone, and the sword fell from a limp hand. Harruq let him go, bellowed at the first elf, and then hurled both his blades. They turned end over end through the air, one missing, one not. The one that missed sailed until it hit ground and bounced. The hilt of the one that did not smacked him hard in the forehead.
The elf staggered back, swiping at Harruq as the half-orc charged. A thin line of blood appeared on the half-orc’s forehead, but he was oblivious to it. His hands were around his enemy’s throat and his strength at its greatest. The crunching flesh underneath his fingers was all that mattered. The elf behind him retrieved his sword and attacked, his right arm hanging useless, his left stabbing desperately. Harruq flung the dying body around by the neck. The sword buried up to the hilt in the makeshift shield.
Harruq dropped the dead elf and lashed out. His backhand broke the elf’s jaw. Reeling, the elf staggered back, only able to raise his meager arm above his head. Harruq smashed an elbow into his chest, followed by knuckled fists atop his skull.
“Stay down,” Harruq said. He retrieved Salvation and Condemnation from the dirt, and then stomped over to the beaten, bloody elf warrior.
“Mercy, I am beaten,” the elf gasped as Harruq lifted his head by the hair.
“No such thing,” he said. Salvation tore out his throat. Condemnation hacked off his head. He sheathed his blades, breathed in deeply, and then let it all out in an ecstatic, primal cry. As the last of it left his lips, he saw an elf’s shocked walnut eyes from a nearby alley. His gut lurched. The fire in his veins sputtered.
“Why so surprised?” he asked Aurelia, shame draining the thrill of his kill.
“How could you?” she asked him. “What harm have we done to you?”
Harruq shrugged. “You think you know me, but you don’t. I kill, Aurry. It’s what I do. It’s what I do best.” He drew out his swords, still dripping with blood. “Perhaps you didn’t believe it, but this is me.”
“Don’t do this,” Aurelia said softly. “It doesn’t have to be this way. Please, Harruq. I don’t want to fight you.”
“I didn’t want you to fight either,” Harruq said, his eyes leaving hers for an instant. He took a step toward her and raised his swords, just as when they sparred.
“Stop this,” Aurelia said. Her staff remained at her side. “Will you kill me, too?”
“I asked you not to fight, but here you are. Qurrah made it simple, Aurry. Either I love you or I kill you.”
Sparks rained down as he clanged his swords together.
“Is that how you feel?” she asked. The tears in her eyes ran down her cheeks, not to be replaced by any more. “So be it.” She took up her staff and held it defensively. “You are a fool, Harruq. May you die as one.”
Harruq charged, his black blades gleaming. Every nagging doubt, every tiny part screaming for him to sheath his blades, he channeled into his mindless rage. His swords hacked chunks out of the staff, which held together only by Aurelia’s powerful enchantments. She blocked several attack routines but one finally slipped past. Her dodge too slow, a black blade cut across her cheek. She paused, rubbing her cheek as Harruq smirked.
Blood. It was as she feared. Harruq’s weapons were enchanted.
“Your spells won’t save you,” he shouted. “No elf will save you. No one!”
“Why this hatred?” she asked, smacking away a dual thrust. “When have I shown you anything but kindness?”
Harruq gave her no answer. Instead, he stabbed with Salvation, a higher thrust of Condemnation trailing behind it. Aurelia turned her staff horizontal and pushed upward. Both swords stabbed high above her head. A quick turn and one end of her staff rammed the half-orc in the gut. The blow knocked the wind out of Harruq.
“For what reason do we fight?” she asked. “For what reason do you harbor this hatred?”
He glared. “I told you. I’m fighting elves. You’re one of them. No simpler than that.”
“Liar.”
Harruq snarled, the elf inside him all but invisible. He charged, recklessly hacking at Aurelia.
“Why do we fight?” she asked again, desperately trying to block every swing. Blood covered her arms, and another swing cut through her dress, slicing into the beautiful flesh of her leg. “Why, Harruq? Why!”
“I don’t know!” he cried. Strength surged into him, dark and unholy. In the blink of an eye, he twirled both swords, knocked Aurelia’s staff from her hand, and then looped his right arm all the way around to bury Condemnation deep into her stomach.
Everything, all fighting, all arguing, all bleeding, living and dying halted at that moment. For Harruq, there was only the sight of Aurelia doubled over, her eyes filled with sadness. His arm yanked the blade out of her, without any thought on his part.
“Harruq?” she gasped. She fell on her back, still clutching her bleeding abdomen.
That look of sadness tore through his rage. What should have been the exhilaration of the kill was instead the cold, biting emotion of guilt. His eyes lingered on the blood on his blade before something changed inside. He looked back to the elf, and again the words of his brother echoed in his head.
Do you love her?
No, he’d said.
Then kill her.
“Aurelia?” he asked, as if seeing her for the first time. “I didn’t mean to, I, Aurry, please…”
He knelt down, his blades falling from his limp hands. He pulled away Aurelia’s hand to see the blood, to see the wound.
“No,” he said. He rocked backward, the color draining from his face. “No, I didn’t mean to, I didn’t…I didn’t…”
Aurelia tried to say something, tried to comfort him, but no noise came from her throat. She was dying.
“No!” Harruq shouted. He pulled out one of his healing potions, yanked off the cork, and forced the contents down Aurelia’s throat. The elf gagged, retching up half of it onto her neck and chest. Harruq got out his last potion but could not open it for the shaking of his hands. Desperate, he put it down, picked up one of his swords, and shattered the top of the vial. He flung the potion back to Aurelia’s mouth, nearly shredding her lower lip on the broken glass. More of the silvery-blue liquid poured down her throat.
Harruq sat there, clutching her hands in his and waiting. The seconds crawled slower than the longest of years. He didn’t care if anyone came and saw him, not even his brother. His tears fell onto her bloodstained dress. For far too long, she did not move. His heart cried out in agony. It was too late. He had killed her.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered to her. “Forgive me, please, if you can…”
“What are you babbling about?” the elf asked, her eyes cracking open. Harruq tried to smile, but a sob came out instead. He hugged her, his forehead pressed against hers.
“Help me up,” she said. Harruq did as commanded. When she was standing, he grabbed his blades and sheathed them. She leaned all her weight against him, and such close contact only deepened his guilt and anger. He knew she watched him, and he wiped away his tears as quickly and subtly as he could.
“Why, Harruq?” she asked him. The half-orc shrugged.
“We…Qurrah…I don’t know.”
“No,” she said, leaning on her staff. “Why did you save me?”
He kicked his toes into the dirt, unable to piece together the chaotic mess inside his head and heart. All he could think of was what his brother had told him to do.
“Qurrah said to kill you if I didn’t love you…”
“Yet you didn’t,” she said. Harruq nodded, but said nothing else.
“Hana fael!” a voice cried from far down the alley. Both turned to see an elf raise his bow and fire.
“Look out,” Aurelia said, shoving Harruq aside. The arrow hit her breast and reflected off as if hitting stone. She glanced at Harruq, her face a mixture of anger and fear.
“Others have seen you kill, haven’t they?” she asked.
Harruq could only shrug. More shouts came as two other elves turned the corner. Aurelia swore as she heard what they said.
“They call me traitor,” she said. “I protected you, and now I am a traitor.”
The half-orc stepped before her, preparing his swords. “They won’t touch you.”
“I know,” Aurelia said, summoning the last bit of magic inside her. A tear in the fabric of reality ripped open, swirling with white and blue magic.
“Get in,” she yelled.
“What about Qurrah?” he shouted.
“Go inside, you dumb fool!”
She cracked her staff across his back. Harruq stumbled into the portal and vanished. Aurelia stepped in after, arrows landing all around her.
* * *
Qurrah watched the blue portal close, leaving him alone and hunted in a town full of enemies.
“Brother, how could you?” he asked, dread clutching his throat. Elves were running down the alley, yelling in their language. Qurrah ducked back around, cursed his brother, and then darted to the nearest home. The first one had locks, as did the second, but the third was unbarred. He hid inside as the shouts of search parties went rushing past.
Qurrah climbed the stairs to the second floor, sat down beside a bed, and then in silence pondered his fate now that he was alone.
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Far from town, a blue portal tore open above empty grass. The big half-orc tumbled out, followed by a flustered Aurelia. Upon her exit, the portal closed, swirling away as if it had never existed. Harruq groaned, spitting out dirt that had made its way into his mouth.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“About two miles east of Woodhaven,” she told him. Harruq glanced around, unable to see the town in the distance.
“So that’s how you always showed up behind me,” he said as he got to his feet. “That magic…blue thingie?”
“That magic blue thingie is a portal,” Aurelia said, her arms crossed over her chest as she held her elbows. “And yes, that is how I did it.”
Harruq shrugged, glancing about as he tried to get his bearings. A thought hit him, harder than any whacks of Aurelia’s staff.
“Qurrah!” he gasped. “You’ve got to send me back.”
“I can’t,” Aurelia said, her eyes fixed west.
“What do you mean you can’t?” He stormed over and grabbed her arms. “Send me back, I’m telling you to! Qurrah’s all alone, and they’ll kill him if I don’t help him!”
“I can’t, Harruq, I can’t!” she shouted, pulling back from his hands. “I have no strength left to open another portal. You, and he, will have to wait until I get some rest.”
“How long will that be?”
“Tomorrow morning,” she said.
He raged and sputtered but could think of nothing to say or do. Finally, he started walking.
“Where are you going?” she asked him.
“To get my brother,” he said without turning around.
“They will kill you,” she shouted. “They will see you and kill you. You do your brother nothing by running off to die.”
“Then what am I supposed to do?” he screamed. He whirled around, his helplessness showing on every feature of his face.
“Have faith in him,” she said. She pulled a strand of hair from her face as the wind blew against her. “I have given up everything for you, Harruq. Don’t you see that? My friends, my family, my home; they are all gone from me. Because of you. Don’t make it all for nothing.”
Harruq’s anger and frustration simmered and swirled in a dying fire. He could not argue with her, not about that. Even he could see what she had sacrificed to save his life.
“Where do we go?” he asked, his voice revealing his defeat.
“We’ll figure it out in the morning. For now, we travel north. Your brother will be fine, I promise.”
He nodded but said nothing. The two traveled in between the hills, exhausted but unwilling to stop their movement.
“Why did you fight the elves?” she asked when their silence had stretched for more than half an hour.
“It’ll be a long story,” he said.
“We have time.”
He chuckled. “Aye, I guess we do.”
He told her of Velixar and his plans. He told her of the strength, weapons, and armor granted to him. Hesitantly, he recounted killing Ahrqur and the people of Cornrows, a fresh wave of shame filling him as he thought of both.
“What part did Ahrqur play in this?” Aurelia asked. “Was he enlisted by Velixar?”
Harruq shook his head. “Me and Qurrah killed him, then Velixar brought him back and sent him off to the king. It was very much unwilling on his part. That guy was me and Qurrah’s dad, you know that? We killed our own dad, and never even knew it while we did.”
She frowned, and deep lines of exhaustion marred her beauty.
“Tonight we need to have a serious talk,” she said. “For now, I’d prefer we speak of lighter things.”
“Sure thing,” he said. They spoke no word of Woodhaven, Velixar, or the battle that morning for the rest of the day.
* * *
The sound of an opening door stirred him from his slumber. Qurrah glanced around, furious that he had fallen asleep. How much time had passed? An hour? Five?
“I cannot be so weak,” he muttered to himself. Footsteps echoed from the first floor. One person, he guessed, most likely an elf judging by the design of the building. Qurrah stood and readied his whip. He would not cower in hiding. This was his home now. He would defend it.
“You are not safe here,” Qurrah whispered. “For if you are safe, then I am not.”
He crept down the stairs, the whip coiled and ready to burst into flame. Before the circular front window stood an elf, one hand on the glass, the other holding a bow. Qurrah reached into his pocket, clutching a few pieces of bone. Before he could draw them out the elf spoke, his voice soft and sad.
“Too much death this day,” he said. “For hundreds of years my brother and I lived here, and for hundreds of years more we would have remained. He is dead now, and for what reason?”
“Death has no reason,” Qurrah said, his whole body tensing.
“No,” the elf said, turning around so he could stare at Qurrah eye to eye. “But murderers do.”
Neither moved. Neither spoke. Qurrah felt his nerves fray, and in his gut a sudden confusion swelled. He felt as if he hung over the side of a cliff, and the bones he held were the rope. The elf let go of his bow and held his hands out to either side.
“No more have to die,” the elf said. The flesh around his eyes sagged wearily, and he leaned against the window to aid in standing. It was as if grief had rendered him lifeless.
Let go, Qurrah thought. He could let go. Fall down the cliff, and find what awaited him at the bottom. All he had to do was let go of the bones. The confusion burned hotter in his gut.
“You’re right,” Qurrah said, standing to his full height. “No more have to die. But what we do doesn’t matter, for more always will.”
He opened his hands. Fueled by dark magic, the bones shot forth, piercing the elf’s throat and eyes. Against the window his dying body fell, his arms still held wide as if offering an embrace that would never be returned. Qurrah stared at the corpse, and as the blood pooled on the floor he felt himself standing once more on solid ground. The elves were his enemy. His brother was his only friend. Velixar was his master. Solid ground.
Qurrah slipped over to the window and glanced out. The sun hung low, its top edge barely visible above the rooftops. He had hoped the streets would be empty, but instead he saw a patrol of elves turn the corner, their swords drawn. He stepped back and hid as they passed by. The half-orc chewed on his fingers. Harruq had abandoned him, true, but perhaps he remained nearby, waiting for him. Then there was Velixar, no doubt furious at the elves’ victory. Where did Karak’s prophet linger now that the battle had ended?
There was only one way to find out. He would have to escape the town, regardless of the patrols that swarmed the area.
He waited until nightfall. Even in the dark the elves still patrolled, carrying no torches for their keen eyes had no trouble seeing in the starlight. The longer he hid and watched, the more Qurrah was convinced they searched for him. The Neldaren troops were long gone, Harruq with them. He knew he was being paranoid, but the only other person they could be searching for was Velixar, and the elves were deluding themselves if they thought they could handle him.
When a smaller patrol turned a corner and vanished, he opened the door, winked at the bloody corpse near the window, and then slipped into the night. The scent of mourning floated throughout the town, and he paused to enjoy the bittersweet strands of death that tugged on his heart. So many souls lost in battle, and even in the quiet aftermath, it was intoxicating.
“No sleep tonight,” he said, turning back to the building that had been his shelter. Fire swarmed around his fingers. Like streams of water, it flowed from his hands, splashing across the roof and setting it ablaze. Finished, he ran for an alley to hide as the fire gained the attention of the many patrols. He heard footsteps and shouts further down the road so he ducked left, running in between homes as all around the shouts grew louder.
The houses ended, and like a fleeing thief he burst out into the streets only to slam into a drunken man holding a small bottle. The two rolled, a tangle of legs and arms. The small bottle shattered.
“What the abyss are you…” the man started to say, but Qurrah’s hand pressed against his lips.
“Your voice or your life,” Qurrah said, danger flaring in his eyes. The half-orc pushed him away and got to his feet. He glanced around, trying to orientate himself, when he felt a sharp pain stab into his back. He spun, his whip lashing out as it burst into flame. It wrapped around the man’s neck, choking out death cries as his flesh seared and smoke filled his lungs. The only noise Qurrah heard was the sound of skin blistering and popping in the fire. At last the man crumpled, the bloodied shard of glass from the bottle still in his hand.
“Damn it,” Qurrah said, wincing as he touched the cut on his back. It was wide but not deep. Painful too, he noticed as he took a few steps. Furious, he turned back to the corpse of the drunken man and smashed a fist against its chest. The body shriveled into dust, only the bones remaining.
“Halt!” shouted a voice from far down the street. Qurrah glimpsed an elf carrying a bow. Just one, the half-orc noticed, but that would quickly change.
“Perhaps you’ll have some use after all,” Qurrah said to the bones. He whispered words of magic as the elf took a few steps closer and notched an arrow. A purple fire surrounded the bones, pulled them into the air, and then hurled them in a giant wave. The elf released his own arrow, but Qurrah was faster. He dove to the side as the arrow clacked against the stone. The elf tried batting the bones away, but he was a fool, unaware of the strength guiding them. They shattered his bow, crashed into his slender form, and tore flesh and armor.
“Kill him,” Qurrah said to the bones. They swirled in the air above the elf like a tornado, and all at once they plunged downward, deep into his flesh.
More shouts. He turned north and ran deeper into Singhelm. He doubted any humans patrolled the area, not after the defeat of their army. If he was to find safety, it would be there. In each ragged breath, he gasped, tasting copper on his tongue. His back ached, and his whole body revolted against his constant motion. Still, he had no choice. He passed by home after home, each one dark and quiet. It seemed the occupants of Singhelm were terrified the elves might seek vengeance for the king’s edict. Qurrah chuckled though it felt like hammers pummeled his chest.
He spread his hands to either side and bathed a few houses with fire. The city’s fear was deep enough he could sense it like a cold breeze, and he wanted it to deepen.
An arrow whistled by, clipping his ear. Qurrah dropped to his knees as a second thudded into the side of a home, inches from his neck. A spell on his lips, he spun, grabbing chunks of dirt in his hands to use as components for a spell. From two windows, a pair of elves held bows, and together they pulled back the strings and released their arrows. The ground beneath Qurrah cracked and tore as his spell completed, so that he fell into a deep pit. The landing jarred his back, and he gasped for air, but for the moment he was safe from the arrows that went flying above.
The fire continued to spread. Qurrah could see its flickers of light, and even in his little pit he felt the heat. His whole body ached, and he wished nothing more than to lay there like a corpse in a grave, but he had no time. He needed to take care of the meddlesome elves that had him pinned.
“Like shadows in the night,” he whispered, remembering how Velixar had described a certain spell to him. “Shadows that vanish and reappear at will.”
He spoke the words and poured his power into them. He felt his body shift, and his sight twisted so that he saw many things. A spider, he thought. Velixar should have told him it was like becoming a spider. A mere thought of moving sent him spiraling, reappearing place to place. Ending the spell left him totally disoriented. His sight returned to normal, and it felt a little like falling from a very tall tree. As he retched on his knees, he looked about, discerning his location. He was beside the building the two elves were in, directly underneath their windows. He could see the tips of their arrows sticking out, glinting in torchlight.
Two adjacent homes were already ablaze, their occupants still inside. Qurrah turned and grabbed the frame of the door.
“Burn!” he shouted, loud enough for the elves to hear. The wood blackened, smoke billowed from his hands, and then the entire building erupted as if bathed in oil. Qurrah laughed, untouched by the heat. He could not say the same for the elves, and as their pained screams reached his ears he only laughed louder.
The half-orc ran as people flooded the streets, calling out for buckets and water. Too many homes were aflame. They could no longer cower within them and hope to be spared. In the commotion, Qurrah vanished, unseen and uncared for. He had spent his whole life disappearing in crowds, and in the dark of night, surrounded by fear and worry, he was just a shadow.
* * *
Qurrah was in no hurry as he left the city behind. The grass was soft and tall, and it felt good under his feet after so much sprinting down stone roads. Stars filled the sky, and he smiled to them often. In the distance, he spotted a small fire, and he knew to whom it belonged.
“Where is your brother?” Velixar asked as Qurrah approached.
“He has abandoned me,” Qurrah said, pulling at his robes. He glanced back to the town, hoping to change the topic. Velixar’s gaze followed his, and together they noticed the smell floating in the breeze.
“There are bodies nearby,” Qurrah said. “Hundreds. I can feel them.”
“Elves do not bury their kin,” Velixar whispered. “The few tombs they do build house nothing but ash. Instead, they pile the bodies of the dead to burn, but not tonight. Tonight they mourn.” He stood erect, stretching out his arms as if relishing the warmth of sunshine. “Such wonderful dead. To die in combat is a glorious fate, Qurrah. Never forget it. The blessings of gods linger in those who fight and fall valiantly.”
Qurrah nodded. He could feel power creeping out of his master, cold and fierce. Soft purple dust flew from his pale hands.
“The trust between man and elf is broken,” Velixar said. “Let the harvest of their distrust begin.”
Arcane words of power flowed from Velixar. Qurrah knew them, knew their purpose. They were the exact same words he had used to raise the eight undead at Cornrows. The only difference, however, was in the power Velixar gave them. Each word rolled forth like some unstoppable wave, deep and resonating. He relished the feel, knowing that one day he would speak the words in such a manner.
Velixar lifted his hands to the sky, shouting out the last of the spell. The final command came shrieking forth from his lips.
“Rise!”
In the distance, dark shapes rose from the grass. Four hundred bodies of men and elves marched silently away from town, back toward their master. Qurrah smiled. The macabre sight was beautiful.
“What shall you do with them?” he asked.
“They will join my army. Two thousand I now have. We are close. So close. Soon we will have enough to crush Veldaren.”
“Where is this army?”
Velixar flashed an ugly smile. “They are with me always.”
As if this very comment brought forth their existence, thousands of decaying, mindless beings surrounded them.
“How can you command so many?” Qurrah gasped.
“You will learn. Come. We must put as much distance as we can between us and Woodhaven.”
The hundreds from Woodhaven joined the thousands. Flanked in an army of undead, the necromancers trekked north.
* * *
“Clever,” Dieredon whispered from atop Sonowin, watching the undead army’s departure. They circled back, returning to the Erze forest nestled around Woodhaven. Dieredon had returned too late to find and assault Velixar, so instead he had kept his troops hidden and waiting. The battle ended as he had hoped, and even Antonil had survived, Celestia be praised. The elf glanced back, memorizing the exact direction the undead marched. “Clever, and disgusting,” he added. “Death is nothing but a recruitment tool for you.”
Half an hour later, he and a hundred other elves riding atop pegasi followed the necromancer north. As they flew, they passed over a small campfire dotting the empty field below. Their passage above went unheard and unseen, for the two lone souls sitting on opposite sides of that campfire were deep in conversation.
* * *
“Harruq, I want you to make me a promise.”
“And what is that?”
Aurelia leaned back and tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear as high above the stars sparkled sadly.
“Promise you will never strike at me, or those close to me, ever again.”
The half-orc shifted uncomfortably in the grass. “You know I’d never do that.”
“No, Harruq, I don’t know. I think I know, I desperately want to believe I know, but I don’t. So promise me.”
“Aurry…”
“Promise me now, or I will drag you back to the elves and let them deal the justice you deserve.”
Harruq glared into the fire. It was such an easy promise, but could he keep it? What if Velixar ordered otherwise, or someone close to Aurelia struck against Qurrah?
He sighed. In his heart, he knew he could never again strike at Aurelia, regardless of what anyone else wanted of him. The look on her face when he had stabbed her, that combination of sadness and shock, would haunt him forever.
“Fine,” he said. “I promise. Happy?”
“Far from it.”
Aurelia crossed her legs, tossed back her hair, and then leaned her head on her hands as she stared into the fire.
“I want you to listen to me, alright Harruq?”
“Sure.”
He glanced down, uncomfortable and saddened that Aurelia refused to look him in the eye.
“Velixar is not who you think he is. He isn’t what you think he is. He tried to kill me, Harruq. He enjoyed every second we fought. I saw many of my friends die at his hand. Do you know why he helps you? Why he claims to train you?”
She gave no pause, no chance for him to answer. This was good, for he didn’t want to. Too much was on his mind for argument. He remained quiet and listened.
“He wants to change you, turn you into what you know he is. A murderer without guilt. Without conscience. A living weapon to be used however he wants you to be used.”
Harruq’s heart sped up a few paces as Aurelia rose and walked over to where he sat. She knelt down and rubbed a soft hand against his face. She finally looked into his eyes.
“You are not a weapon, Harruq. You are a kind, intelligent half-elf. You always have a choice. Never forget that.”
She kissed his cheek. His heart skipped. When she sat back down, he looked down at his brutish hands and muscles. She noticed and crossed her arms.
“Velixar’s gift,” she said. “Do you still desire it?”
Harruq closed his eyes, his fingers shaking. Deep within his chest, he felt a rage steadily growing. When Velixar had first given the strength to him, he’d felt an overwhelming desire to use it. Anger swelled inside, and when he looked to Aurelia he felt an enormous desire to attack. She was questioning his master, his brother, questioning what it meant to be him.
When he opened his eyes, Aurelia stood, shocked by the red light wafting like smoke from Harruq’s eyes.
“You could never know what I am,” he said.
“I’ve seen what you can be,” she said. “Is that not enough?”
The words stung him. His vision swam crimson. He felt his hands close upon his swords. Perhaps he shouldn’t have saved her. Perhaps he should have left her bleeding upon the ground to die alone and…
“No!” he screamed, flinging himself to his knees. He drew his swords and flung them aside, not daring to have their touch near him just then. Velixar’s voice throbbed in his ears, a chant of promises and loyalty.
“Deny the gift,” Aurelia said, the faintest hint of magic on her fingertips. “Give me some shred of hope.”
He closed his eyes. Tears trickled down his face. He felt the anger growing inside him, but he forced it down. In his mind’s eye, he saw Velixar. The old prophet warned of death, retribution, and pain, but Harruq silenced him. Let the gift be gone. He denied the darkness within him. If this was betrayal, then so be it. He would pay the cost.
Great spasms racked his body. All the power Velixar had granted him fled. His muscles shrank inward, tightening in great, painful shudders. Several minutes passed as the horrendous pain tore through his arms, chest, and legs. Aurelia held him as he lay sobbing in pain. She did her best to comfort him, stroking his hair until all his dark strength drained away. Exhaustion came soon after, and for an agonizing time Harruq lay there, mumbling incoherently and waiting for the pain to fade.
At last, he looked up to Aurelia, his eyes a calm brown, the whites bloodshot.
“I love you,” he said.
Sleep took him, and relieved, Aurelia let her own eyes close and her hair drape across his face.
* * *
“Wake up, Qurrah.”
The half-orc lifted his eyelids to see the thoroughly unwelcoming sight of Velixar frowning down at him.
“Yes, master?” he asked, puzzled, for it was still before dawn. He had slept no more than a few hours, he figured.
“Who is it your brother travels with now?” Velixar asked. “You say he has abandoned you, but to whom?”
“An elf named Aurelia,” Qurrah said as he sat up. He rubbed his eyes, still feeling groggy. “Why do you ask?”
“Because he has rejected us, my disciple,” Velixar said. “His strength has left him. My heart burns with this betrayal, and I must know who to punish.”
Qurrah felt ill at ease. All around him, the sea of undead swayed and moaned as if they shared their master’s anger.
“Perhaps it is a mistake,” he said. “Or he has done so only to keep himself safe. Let me talk to him. He will listen to me; he always has.”
Velixar shook his head and pointed toward Woodhaven in the far distance.
“Back there he left you, and I must punish him for such…Qurrah, look to the sky.”
Qurrah followed Velixar’s gaze, and there in the distance he saw many white objects faintly illuminated by the stars.
“About a hundred,” Qurrah said. “But what are they?”
“Elves,” the man in black said. “And I know who leads them. Prepare yourself, my disciple. I have erred, and now we pay the price.”
Qurrah nodded, then closed his eyes and rehearsed the spells he knew. They were weak compared to his master’s but they would claim a few lives. His whip curled around his arm, ready for more bloodshed. The white dots in the distance grew at a frightening rate.
“Such speed,” Qurrah said. “How?”
“They are the ekreissar,” Velixar answered. “The Quellan elite are the only ones capable of raising and flying the winged horses. When they fly in, stay low, and aim your spells for their horses. The rider will die from the fall.”
The man in black closed his eyes and spoke to the undead surrounding them.
“Hide our presence,” he ordered. “Spread about, and do not halt your movement for all eternity.”
The two thousand obeyed, scattering in a constantly moving jumble of arms and legs.
“That should help keep our presence hidden for a time,” Qurrah said.
“They are but distractions. The darkness will hide us from their arrows.”
Before Qurrah could ask what Velixar meant, his master was already in the midst of another spell. Inky darkness rose all about his feet, swirling like black floodwaters. Chills crept up his ankles as the liquid darkness grew. Velixar cried out the final words of the spell, spreading the darkness for a mile in all directions, so high it covered up to their necks.
“It is cold,” Qurrah said, his teeth chattering.
“You will not be harmed by it,” Velixar said, watching the approaching army. “With so much hidden, they will be hard pressed to target us among my undead. Hold nothing back. They are here.”
* * *
“What should we do?” one elf shouted above the wind roaring past their ears.
“Unleash our arrows,” Dieredon shouted back. “Watch for the necromancer. Ignore the undead once you locate him.”
The blasphemous blanket of darkness stretched out below them like a great fog, filled with bobbing heads of Velixar’s army. In that chaotic mass, Dieredon knew the man in black would remain well hidden. Not until enough of the undead had been massacred.
He readied his bow, his strong legs the only thing holding him to Sonowin. Three arrows pressed against the string of the bow, their tips dipped in holy water. His quiver, as was the quiver of every elf flying alongside him, contained water given to them by their clerics of Celestia. When their arrows bit into dead flesh, it would be like fire on a dry leaf.
“Let no life lost this night be in vain!” Dieredon cried as they descended like a white river, raining arrows into the darkness. More than two hundred moving forms halted after that one pass, but a thousand more swayed in their sick, distracting dance.
“One free pass,” Velixar said, observing the flight of elves as they swarmed overhead. They banked around, still in perfect formation, and then dove again.
“Kill them now!” he ordered, his fingers crooking into strange shapes.
“Hemorrhage!” Qurrah hissed, pointing at the nearest horse. Blood ruptured from the beautiful creature’s neck. The rider steadied her best he could, knowing his doom approached. They crashed into the inky blackness, crushing bodies underneath before the swarming dead tore them to pieces.
Velixar’s first attack was far more impressive. Bits of bone ripped out from his undead army; femurs, fingers, ribs, and teeth flew into the sky in a deadly assault. The elves broke formation as the barrage approached. The first ten, however, were too close to have hope. Bone shredded wings and scattered feathers. The elves that were alive when their horses landed died by the clawing hands of rotted flesh.
Dieredon looped in the sky, his confidence shaken at the sight of so many of his dying friends. He fired arrows three at a time, his quiver never approaching empty. He ordered Sonowin lower, shouting out the command as another barrage of bone pelted four more elves to their deaths. Skimming above the darkness, Dieredon fired volley after volley behind him. When they were past the undead, he pulled Sonowin high into the air to observe the battlefield.
The ranks of the undead were half of what they had been, yet still he could not see the lowered black hood he so badly needed to see.
“Come, Sonowin, we will find him, even if it means killing every last one of his puppets.”
The horse neighed and dove, spurred on by the sight of its own kind falling in death.
* * *
“Behind you, master,” Qurrah said. He hurried the words of a spell as Velixar turned. An incorporeal hand shot from Qurrah’s own, flying across the battlefield to where an elf dove toward them, arrows flashing two at a time in the starlight. The hand struck the elf in the chest, freezing flesh and eviscerating his insides with ice. The flying horse banked upward as its master fell limp into the fog.
“Beautiful, Qurrah,” Velixar said, bloodlust burning in his red eyes. His precious undead were being massacred. He could feel their numbers dwindling in his mind, now but a third of what his glorious army had been.
“This has gone on long enough,” he seethed. He outstretched his hands and shrieked words of magic. Qurrah staggered back, in awe of the power that came rolling forth. The fog of darkness swirled and recoiled at each word Velixar spoke. The cold on his flesh grew sharper as the blackness grew thicker.
“Be gone from me!” Velixar cried, yanking down his arms. Six fingered hands ripped up from the black, some smaller than a child’s, some as large as houses. Each one lunged to the sky, clutching and grabbing at the elves that circled above.
“Retreat!” one elf shouted, banking as black fingers tore through the air just before his mount. Another screamed as a hundred tiny hands enveloped him, crushing the life from his body. Dieredon clutched Sonowin’s neck as a hand the size of a tree swung open-palmed at him. Sonowin spun, diving closer to the darkness and underneath the giant hand.
Cries of pain filled the night as more and more elves fell to the reaching black magic.
Dieredon held on tight, trusting his life to Sonowin. He scanned the battlefield while they whirled up and down, over one hand and then dancing away from another. Just as Sonowin pulled higher and higher into the air, outracing more than seven growing hands reaching up for them, the elf spotted two lone figures amid the sea of dead.
“Sonowin,” he shouted to his steed. “There, you must get to them!”
The horse snorted, banked around, and dove straight for the approaching hands. A quick spiral avoided the first wave. Dieredon clutched his bow and held on for dear life, his eyes locking on the man in black who stood perfectly still, his arms at downward angles from his body. The rest of the elves were in full retreat. He was the only one left.
Qurrah watched Dieredon’s approach with a gnawing fear in his chest. It seemed no hand could touch this one, the horse possessing dexterity beyond what any creature that size should have. Velixar showed no sign of being aware of their approach. His eyes had rolled back into his head as he controlled the multitude of magical hands.
“Be gone,” Qurrah said, firing several pieces of bone. All pieces missed. He tried to cast another hemorrhage spell but the words felt heavy and drunk on his tongue. His mind ached, his chest heaved, and when the spell finished it created nothing but a wound the size of an arrowhead in the side of Sonowin.
“Master, defend yourself!” Qurrah shouted as loud as he could. Still nothing. More and more hands curled in, surrounding Dieredon and Sonowin in a magical maelstrom, yet still they came.
“Fly, Sonowin,” the elf shouted. “Fly safe!”
Dieredon leapt from Sonowin’s back, the blades on his bow gleaming. He fell through the air, the long spike on the bottom aimed directly for Velixar’s head.
“Master!” Qurrah shouted again, shoving his body against Velixar’s. His concentration broken, Velixar lost his control of the black fog. The darkness swirled inward as if Velixar were the center of a giant drain. The blackness filled him, surrounded him, and consumed him. When all returned, and Dieredon was about to land, a wave of pure sound and energy rippled outward. Velixar was waking, and he was angry.
The wave sent Qurrah crashing against a giant undead man still wearing rusted platemail. The collision blasted the air from his lungs. When he hit the ground, stars filled his vision. Dieredon fought but could not resist that same wave of power. The point of his blade halted a foot from the top of the black hood before he flew back. In the distance, Qurrah watched his master glaring at the damned elf who had fallen like a mad man.
“Scoutmaster,” Velixar growled, his voice deep and dark like an ancient daemon of old. “Twice you have looked upon me and lived. No more.”
Dieredon twirled his bow, his face calm and emotionless.
“Too many have died at your hand. What life you have ends tonight.”
Velixar roared, a sound that made Qurrah shiver and avert his eyes. His master’s back was to him, so he could not see the face that Dieredon saw, which was full of rotted skin and crawling, feasting things.
Suddenly Dieredon pulled back. The blades in his bow snapped inward.
“Arrows cannot hurt me,” Velixar mocked. “They did not the first time. Why do you hope so now?”
“Because these arrows are different.”
He fired three at once, all burying deep into Velixar’s chest. The man in black screamed as the sacred water burned his skin. He fell to one knee and vomited a pile of white flesh and maggots.
“You will suffer,” he gasped. “For ages, I will make you suffer.”
“Try it,” said Dieredon.
Two more arrows flew, but they halted in mid-air. Velixar stood, his hand outstretched, gripping the projectiles with his mind. The elf fired two more volleys but all the arrows froze beside the others.
“Fool,” Velixar hissed. At once, the arrows turned and resumed their flight, straight at Dieredon. The elf dove, rolling underneath the barrage. Not an arrow had hit earth before the elf tucked his feet and kicked. The blades sprang from his bow. He crossed the distance between the two in a heartbeat.
Velixar accepted a stab deep into his chest. A pale hand grabbed Dieredon’s throat, its grip iron and its flesh ice.
“It will be painful,” Velixar said. Vile magic swirled about his hand, pouring into Dieredon’s neck. The blood in his veins clotted and thickened.
A toss of his hand and the elf flew through the air. He rolled across the ground without the usual grace he had shown in combat.
Qurrah glanced about, paralyzed with fear. The remaining elves were returning, deadly and furious, and the darkness that had protected them was gone.
“Do you feel it?” Velixar said, stalking over to the dying elf. “The blood in your throat is clotting. Your mind will starve and your heart will burst trying to force blood through.”
He knew he should speak. He had to warn master. But he could not open his mouth. He could not move. The pegasi were closer. They were readying their bows. He had to speak!
“Can you feel it?” the man in black asked. “Can you feel your heart shudder and throb? Here, let me help your pain.”
Dieredon lay on his back, staring up at him. His chest was a mess of pain, his mind light and dizzy. As Velixar reached down, his maggoty face smiling and his hand dripping unholy magic, a wave of arrows rained upon him. Five buried into Velixar’s back. Six more found his legs and arms. He arched and shrieked as the blessed water seared his wretched body.
Dieredon staggered to his feet, his bow still in his hands. The man in black reached around and tore out the arrows from his body. Still no blood flowed.
“My name is Dieredon,” the elf gasped. “Know it before I send you to the abyss.”
He fired two arrows, one for each eye. They shattered into fire, and finally blood did flow. It ran down the dead flesh and bone that was his face, over his black robes, and pooled in the grass below. He fell prone, still screaming his anger and fury. For five hundred years he had walked the land of Dezrel. All that time, all those killings, and this was how he would fail.
“Karak!” he shouted, all his power fleeing him. His undead minions collapsed, their souls released. The gates to the abyss opened before his eyes, and he felt the pull on his soul. The dark fire already burned. He saw the face of his master, and the sick grin there horrified him.
“I will not die!” he shrieked. “I will not die!”
His flesh burned in fire, his bones blew away as dust on the wind, and only an empty robe remained of the being that was Velixar. Yet, still haunting the wind, was his final cry, a promise to the world of Dezrel.
“I will not die!”
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Miles away, Harruq awoke screaming. Aurelia rushed to his side as he curled into a ball, shuddering frantically.
“He’s dead,” he said. Cold sweat covered his body. Remnants of his nightmare floated before his eyes, the icy voice of Velixar rolling over him in his vengeful fury. All he’d known, all he’d ever loved, was dead and gone. Only Karak had remained, furious at the loss. Through it all, one single fact pulsed as an undeniable truth.
“Velixar,” Harruq said, clutching Aurelia’s hands and sighing with a mixture of relief and terror. “He’s dead. I’m free.”
Aurelia kissed his forehead as the half-orc drifted back to sleep, still overcome with his exhaustion. To her eyes, it seemed he slept far better than he had before.
* * *
Qurrah did not know what to say or do as he watched his master die. His entire world had just come crashing down in the darkness. Above him were more than fifty elves, each one eager to bury an arrow in his back.
“Harruq,” he said, crawling amid the bodies. He desperately hoped none would spot him. He reached a large stinking corpse lying on its back with a golden arrow in its forehead. Qurrah shoved the cadaver onto its side, curled underneath, and then let it fall atop him. The weight crushed his fragile body and the smell was awful, but it was his only cover. Miserable, he hid there, quietly whispering.
“Where are you, Harruq?” he said, his face buried into the dirt. His tears fell to the grass. “Harruq, I need you. Where are you?”
Then he heard talking and shut his mouth.
“Are you alright, Dieredon?” an elf asked. The scoutmaster nodded, leaning heavily on his bow.
“I will be fine. His magic left my body upon his death.”
A neigh brought his attention upward. Sonowin landed next to him, her white hair stained red in places. She nuzzled the elf and snorted something.
“You worry too much, old girl,” Dieredon said, his voice cracking several times. He patted her once and then turned to the elf standing nearby. “How many did we lose?”
“Half. We paid dearly to kill this man.”
“A heavy price,” Dieredon said, gingerly climbing atop Sonowin. “Heavy, but well worth its weight in blood. A great evil has left this land. Let us return to Woodhaven, for this place of death turns my mouth sour.”
The two took to the air and joined the other survivors. They did not try to locate their dead among the hundreds of other rotting bodies. Instead, a few elves flew low and scattered firestones, small pebbles that burst into flame upon landing. Grass and bodies ignited, and the battlefield rapidly swelled into a giant funeral pyre.
Qurrah crawled out from underneath the body as flames erupted all around him. Everywhere he looked, he saw embers and corpses. He spotted the robes of Velixar and ran to them. He picked them up and shook them, furious that no body remained.
“You lied to me, Velixar,” Qurrah said. “You said you were eternal. You said you held the power of a god. But you lied. You are nothing but dust.”
Surrounded by fire and death, the half-orc stripped naked of his rags and donned the robes of his former master. Despite all the arrows and heat, they seemed in perfect condition. Even the stain of blood was already fading. Qurrah held the side of the hood to his mouth and coughed as the smoke grew ever thicker.
“Goodbye, Velixar,” he said. Then he chose a direction and staggered away. Slowly, and with a few wide curves through the carnage, he found a way out. He huddled the black robes tighter about his thin body, relishing the soft feel and perfect fit. Smoke clogged his lungs, but the stinking waves of it were lessening the farther he walked.
“Where are you, brother?” Qurrah asked once he could breathe freely. In the dark before the dawn, it seemed he would receive no answer.
At last, he could travel no more. He had no food, no destination, and no company. His limbs were weak and his head throbbed. To his knees he slumped, and he let time pass and his strength return, while his mind rummaged for ideas of how to proceed.
* * *
While the sun was still a sliver peeking over the horizon, Aurelia shook Harruq’s shoulders to wake him. She then sat back and put her hands to her forehead while the half-orc tried to remember where he was.
“Can you find him?” Harruq asked her, realizing what she was doing. He sat on his rear and began readjusting his armor to his more slender frame.
“In time,” she said. “I have met him only once, but I doubt there are any like him. Stay quiet and be patient.”
Her mind was a net, and she cast it further and further out, scanning the rolling hills and the plains beyond.
“Found him,” she whispered.
* * *
A blue portal ripped through the air before Qurrah, beckoning him. He looked through but saw only mists and distorted landscape. Seeing nothing to lose, he got to his feet and stepped inside. He felt the sensation of traveling a great distance yet his mind insisted he had taken only a single step. He could see the orange glow of the great pyre several miles away.
“Brother!” Harruq cried, wrapping him in a hug. Qurrah endured it, keeping his hands at his sides. “I was so worried about you!”
“Velixar is dead,” Qurrah said, eyeing Aurelia warily.
“We know,” the elf said. “It is well to meet you again, Qurrah.”
Qurrah stepped back from his brother, and Aurelia noticed his robes and frowned.
“You should have left them. He was an evil man. Following in his footsteps will lead to a similar fate.”
The half-orc said nothing. For a moment all three glanced about, the atmosphere akin to air before a thunderstorm. Qurrah broke the silence.
“Woodhaven is behind us,” he said. “I have made mistakes, as has my brother. I saw you leave with him, and I know you sacrificed much to protect him. For this, I thank you. All I ask is that we speak naught of this again. If we are to travel together, it is my only wish.”
“A wish gladly granted,” Aurelia said, a tiny smile finally cracking free. “So where is it we should go?”
Qurrah glanced at his brother and shrugged.
“The only homes we have known are Woodhaven and Veldaren. I doubt either will gladly accept us.”
“I have never been to Veldaren,” Aurelia said. “Although I have heard it is beautiful, in its own way. I can get us inside, if all you fear are the gate guards. The edict to banish elves is foolish, anyway. After the casualties he took in Woodhaven, the king should be forced to revoke it lest any human villages be attacked.”
“I wouldn’t mind going back home,” Harruq said. “Sound good to you, Qurrah?”
“Wherever you two go, I will follow,” he answered.
“Settled then,” Aurelia said. “You two are going to have to play along when we get there, though.” She glanced at the sky, which was still speckled with stars even though dawn fast approached. “We’ll wait until morning. I could use a bit more sleep.”
She walked away, cast a levitation spell upon herself, and then settled in for sleep hovering an inch above the grass.
“Odd girl,” Qurrah whispered. Harruq forced a laugh. To Qurrah’s eyes, he looked exhausted, and the shrinking of his muscles was glaring.
“I’m sorry I left you there at Woodhaven,” Harruq said. “And I’m sorry you were alone when Velixar died. How did it happen?”
“Elves came and attacked. No apologies are necessary, Harruq. All is forgiven.”
“No, it’s not all forgiven,” he said, grabbing his brother’s shoulders. “I can see it in your eyes. Please understand. I would have given anything to be there with you.”
Qurrah’s bloodshot eyes lost their rage and sorrow.
“But you weren’t.” His voice lowered, as if he were afraid Aurelia would hear. “You abandoned me for her. You left me, still wounded and alone. And I know what you did, brother. You turned against Velixar. You denied the gifts he gave you.”
“He’s gone,” Harruq said. “And I want that strength no more. We are not his slaves.”
“We were his disciples.”
“We were his weapons!” Harruq shouted. He glanced back at Aurelia and held back a curse.
“Weapons,” he said again, his voice an angry whisper. “Nothing more.”
“If that is your belief,” Qurrah said, settling down upon the grass. “But don’t forget the blood on your hands. You killed more than I, brother. Now leave me be. The night has been long, and I need to rest.”
Harruq let Qurrah sleep in the flattened grass by the fireside. As for him, he sat between Aurelia and Qurrah, glancing back and forth between the two.
“I can love them both,” he repeated, though seeing the robes Qurrah wore, he wondered how long before that love split to one or the other.



 




EPILOGUE
Far away, ash floated on a cold breeze, sucked into a forgotten cavern within a chasm feared by orcs and goblins. On the damp floor it fell, coalescing into a black muck, which stirred by unseen and unfelt winds. Here a bone poked up from the filth, there a fingernail. Floating above, transfixed in patient stasis, a soul awaiting a host, shone two crimson eyes.
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 A Wide Spot in the Road
Somewhere up in the canopy, a jaybird greeted the dawn loudly and with the vigor usually reserved for mating and feeding. Tanyth sighed and turned over in her bedroll. The cushion of last year’s pine needles provided a comfortable enough mattress and she didn’t really want to crawl out, but her brain betrayed her body by insisting that time dripped through her fingers while nothing useful happened. She groaned and sat up, hips protesting and shoulders already flexing to try to stretch out the overnight stiffness. Cold morning air tickled down the neck of her shift and chilled the fabric while a second jaybird joined the first from somewhere down the draw. Together they filled the hollow with challenge and response. She rummaged down in the bedroll and pulled out her knit top, warmed and cozy from her overnight body heat. With a shrug and a wriggle the comfortable wool slid down over her head and around her torso. The cool air and movement reminded her that mornings required certain activities. She crawled out of the bedroll, gave the coals of her small fire a stir, and padded across the clearing to squat behind a bush.
“I’m gettin’ too old for this,” she muttered as her left knee creaked painfully.
Returning to the bedroll she lowered herself onto it, successfully battling the urge to crawl back into it as the dawn light stole silently between the trees and birds and bugs began a soft counterpoint to the song battle being waged high above her head. She added a few sticks to the fire and leaned down to puff life into the coals. In her head she said a prayer to the All-Mother and watched as the grayed ashes took on golden life. The sticks caught, sending a thin tendril of smoke into the chilly late summer morning. She added a few more sticks and pulled the lid off her kettle in order to add enough water for a cup of tea. She gave her oatmeal a nudge and a stir and slid that closer to the small warmth as well. She’d set it to cooking in the dying coals of her fire the previous night and was looking forward to a warm breakfast of the rich grains flavored with some fresh apple.
While her breakfast warmed, she levered herself up from the ground once more and rummaged around in the bedroll, drawing out her pants and last clean small-clothes. She hurriedly slipped them on and buckled the solid belt around her, making sure her belt knife was clipped securely. The buckle locked in the last notch and she frowned a bit, trying to remember if it had been four weeks or five since she’d left Mabel Elderberry’s tidy cottage. Time tended to blur for her on the road—each day much like the last, a seemingly endless cycle of rise, eat, pack, walk until the light began to fade, find a safe camp, bed down, and do it again the next day. An occasional, nerve-wracking encounter on the road and the periodic passage through hamlets and towns along the way punctuated the cycle only rarely. One last fishing expedition in the bottom of the bedroll produced a pair of well-worn boots and a clean pair of socks. Chilly toes welcomed the warmth and protection afforded by both.
She could hear the water boiling in the kettle and tossed a handful of aromatic leaves into the water before pulling the kettle back from the fire with a handy stick. While it steeped, she straightened out her bedroll and quickly rolled it up into a tight traveling package. She lashed it to the bottom of her pack and settled down to her traveler’s breakfast, savoring the soothing spice tea as it warmed her belly while the comfortable bulk of the softened grain and apple filled it. In a matter of a few minutes she finished her breakfast, cleaned and stowed the cooking gear, and scuffed out the fire. She slipped a bulky tunic over her sweater, tucked her hair up into her wide-brimmed hat, and shouldered the pack with a not quite grunt.
“Shouldn’t be feelin’ heavier the longer I go.” She grumbled to herself. Still, she smiled and forgave herself the grumble. She took up her walking staff and, after another scan of the clearing to make sure she’d left nothing, pushed through the screen of underbrush to find the short trail to the Kleesport Pike.
In a few days, she’d pass through Kleesport and she looked forward to a warm bath and a chance to resupply. She mentally weighed the few silvers left in her purse and nodded in satisfaction. The couple back in Maplesboro had been grateful for the poultices she’d done for their cow and given her a few coins in addition to a hot dinner of mutton and fresh bread. Another few weeks on the road should see her safely at Gertie Pinecrest’s cottage before the Solstice.
Whether Gertie Pinecrest would welcome her or not was another question and one that troubled her even as she went. Folks called Gertie Pinecrest the Hermit of Lammas Wood for a reason, but Tanyth needed to learn from Gertie. She’d been on the path for twenty winters and Gertie was the last of the old Witch Women. Gertie kept the Old Knowledge of the plants and seeds and Tanyth desperately wanted that knowledge for herself. Whether Mother Pinecrest would share it or not, Tanyth didn’t know and couldn’t know until she went there and asked in person.
The low, easterly sun raked claws of light and shadow between the trees and across the packed surface of the Kleesport Pike. Tanyth held back in the last cover of the forest and checked the Pike in both directions before exposing herself at the verge. It wasn’t a dangerous area, as roads went, but prudence dictated caution and prudence was a teacher that it paid not to ignore. The morning stillness hadn’t yet broken and sounds traveled well in the quiet morning air. The two jaybirds back up the trail ended their squabble with matching squawks that receded as the birds took wing. The soft chipping of a sparrow in the weeds was punctuated by the periodic dee-dee-dee of a pine-dee in the copse behind her.
She heard nothing, saw nobody, and slipped quietly through the weeds, parting them gently with her staff to walk between them without breaking the tender stalks. Her soft boots left no distinguishing marks on the low mosses beside the road and if a faint trail of darker grass marked her passage through the dewed undergrowth, that would be gone in an hour or two as the last heat of the late summer baked the moisture away.
Tanyth turned her face northward, and with the sun warming her right side as she strode through the bands of light, soon fell into the easy cadence of a ground eating stride. At fifty-three winters, if the spring in her step was not that of a younger woman, the ready economy of her movements and the long years of walking the paths of Korlay gave her a stamina and resilience to travel that few people could match, save perhaps the King’s Own. Even they traveled on four hooves more often than two feet.
Thinking of the King’s Own brought a familiar pang of regret and longing, dulled from much use and long habit. Her own, young Robert left home and hearth to enter service to the Realm as soon as he’d been able to convince the garrison commander at Fairport to take him. At fourteen winters, he lacked his full growth, but years of dealing with the physical and emotional challenges meted out by his father had matured and seasoned him ahead of his time. She could see his glowing face in her mind’s eye as he spoke quietly but earnestly to her.
“It’s for the best, Mother. When I’m gone, you won’t need to protect me. You’ll be safer.” He’d smiled encouragingly, looking to her for reassurance, for acceptance of his choice.
She’d given a Mother’s Blessing—catching a tear from her cheek and pressing her moistened finger to his brow, sealing it with a kiss.
She treasured the memory of his lanky frame turning at the gate to wave and smile, his face already alight from the excitement that the road ahead lured him with. There really hadn’t been a golden light of morning that framed his glowing youth, she knew, but over time her mind insisted on adding the aura, burnishing her memory of the battered, haunted, child who left her ineffectual protection for the tender mercies of King and service.
He’d been wrong, of course. Infuriated by Robert’s escape into service, no doubt aggravated by the loss of extra hands around the cottage, Roger Oakhurst turned his entire fury upon the only target remaining to him.
A squirrel scolded her as she passed, the sudden noise returning her to the road and the present.
Ahead, an ox cart emerged around the bend in the distance. Tanyth slowed her ground-chewing pace to regard the drover walking beside the animal as well as she could in the slanting light of morning. She paused and glanced behind herself to make sure the road was clear before walking to the side in preparation for moving out of the cart’s way.
As they closed, the drover paid more and more attention. It wasn’t that lone travelers were unheard of, but he eyed her uneasily and she kept the brim of the hat tilted forward as if looking at the road right in front of her feet, glancing up irregularly to judge their progress and to keep him from getting a good look at the trousered figure approaching. When they were a few yards apart, Tanyth stepped off the east side of the road and leaned on her staff to allow the ox-cart the full width of road. As the drover drew even with her, the sun was almost at her back and she stood firmly in a band of bright morning sun.
The drover—a strongly shouldered man of adult years—nodded politely as he passed and offered no more offense than a brisk, “Good morrow, traveler.” The strong odors of working beast carried on the morning breeze and were matched by an undercurrent of healthy male.
Tanyth nodded and raised her hand to the brim of her hat without speaking. Dressed in baggy, men’s clothing with her graying hair hidden under a floppy hat, she was as nondescript as any artifice might afford without drawing attention to herself by being unusual. If she were to speak, her clear alto would give up the illusion of “poor old man” and leave her revealed as “unattended woman.” She sighed inwardly at the necessity but while most held elders in esteem, there were those too young or too callow to afford anyone the respect they desired for themselves. She wasn’t too worried about the drover, but it never paid to take things for granted so far from town and witnesses.
The cart rumbled by and in the bed a pair of axes and a bow saw explained why he headed away from town with an empty cart so early in the day. No doubt, he’d return at dusk, his cart loaded with firewood. Tanyth realized that she must be closer to a village than she thought. She focused on the immediate tasks ahead and stepped back onto the smooth surface, turning northward once more.
After another mile or so, the smoky scent of village came on the breeze and she quickened her pace a bit, hoping some fresh water and perhaps a bit of cheese might be had for the price of a little casual labor, perhaps an hour on the butter churn should the village have a milch cow. As she turned a final bend, the small gathering of huts filling a clearing carved out of the forest beside the road gave her some pause. Each hut sported a small vegetable patch behind and a grassy verge provided rough grazing for a couple of goats. A gravel track led from the Pike up into the cluster of huts. She could hear children playing somewhere behind the village and a small flock of chickens scratched and clucked in the gravel of the path.
Her eyes tracked back and forth across the area looking for the reason this particular location had grown up. Usually hamlets grew on crossroads or river banks, traffic providing a rationale and travelers’ coins pollinating prosperity until the hamlet grew to village and became more self-sufficient. The unprepossessing collection in front of her looked like little more than hovels, but she sniffed none of the sewery smell of mismanagement even while the rich aroma of ripening animal dung came to her clearly along with clean wood smoke and the laughing shrieks of children.
A lone yellow dog guarded the road’s edge where the main path out of the hamlet joined the Kleesport Pike. The path was wide enough for a cart—indeed she noted an ox-pie and some fresh stripes in the hard-pan to tell her where the woodcutter had come from. A woman’s voice shouted something unintelligible and strident from the direction of the laughing children and a pack of five came belting out from behind one of the huts, the oldest looking to be about ten winters and the rest ranging down in increments that were barely discernible. Their general looks were sufficiently different to suggest they weren’t all siblings which meant more than one family with children.
Not a bandit camp, then. Tanyth relaxed marginally. There was still a lot that could go wrong but where there were children, there was less likelihood of violence. It wasn’t a fool-proof test as her own life served to illustrate, but the probabilities of a peaceful encounter were greatly improved by the presence of young ones.
The small tribe skidded to a stop at the apparition of this stranger almost in their midst and the eldest of the group shouted, “Ma! Traveler’s here!” He didn’t sound alarmed but the low door of the hut they’d just run out from behind swung open almost immediately and a youngish woman bent head and shoulders to get out through the opening. She straightened with one hand to her brow and the other at the small of her back.
She regarded Tanyth for a moment before speaking. “Can we help you, traveler?” Tanyth recognized her bright soprano from the earlier shout.
Tanyth took off her hat and brushed a hand through her short gray hair. “Fresh water?” she asked preferring to take things one step at a time until she got a better lay of the land.
The eldest of the children perked up as she spoke and they all gaped a bit as their notions realigned with a new reality. “Ma, that’s a woman!” The eldest said it with some surprise.
The woman blinked slowly and turned her attention to the boy for a moment regarding him with an arched eyebrow and a small grin. “Thank you for that report, Riley. Would you fetch a bucket of water from the well, please?”
Tanyth smiled a bit herself and spoke up. “I can get a bucket of water if you’ll just show me where…?”
The younger woman shook her head slightly. “That’s alright, traveler. This rapscallion and his vagabond band have been under foot all morning. Maybe if I give him a few more chores he’ll decide bein’ elsewhere is better.” She graced the boy with another pointed look, and he hied himself off around the hut, looking back over his shoulder and gathering his cohort around him as he scampered.
“Would you sit a spell? We don’t get many travelers who stop…” The woman smiled tentatively but there was still a hint of reserve, a mutual weighing that passed on the morning’s wind.
“I don’t want to be any trouble, mum.” Tanyth hesitated. “I thought maybe I could get a freshening of my water-skin and maybe do a chore or two in return for some bread?”
“Naught but woman’s work here, I’m afraid.” The younger woman twisted her mouth in a wry smile. “You know the kind of work I mean?”
Tanyth snorted in reply. “Cookin’, cleanin’, and unpaid.”
The younger woman nodded with a small laugh. “You know very well, then.” She regarded Tanyth once more, her head cocked to one side. She shook herself suddenly. “Where are my manners?” She stepped forward and held out one smoothly tanned and callused hand. “Amber Mapleton.”
Tanyth took the offered hand in her own. “Tanyth. Tanyth Fairport. Pleased to meet you.” She answered the younger woman’s smile with one of her own.
“Come inside, Mother Fairport. If you’ve the time to help, then you’ve time to tell me what’s a foot in the world while I mend.”
“Just Tanyth, Amber. I’m not that old yet.”
The younger woman’s glance took in the crow’s feet and gray hair but she offered no comment except to quirk her mouth a little sideways and nod at the house.
Tanyth felt welcomed by that half smile and the two women ducked low, Tanyth slipping out of her pack before trying to pass under the lintel. Inside the hut sank down into the soil about two feet, and woven grass mats covered the floor. Tanyth admired the handiwork.
“We weave these mats and sell them in Kleesport.” Amber made the announcement quietly but proudly as she saw the older woman admiring the flooring. “There’s a slough filled with long grasses just up the hollow a piece.” Amber nodded westerly, toward the forest side of the hamlet. “We gather it in the fall, weave it all winter, and sell it in the spring. It brings in a few extra silvers for the village.”
“Have you been here long?” Tanyth perched on a vacant stool beside the hearth.
“This will be our fourth winter.” Amber set about warming a teapot with some hot water, before throwing in a handful of tea. She topped it off with boiling water and set it aside to steep. She straightened from her task and cast an appraising eye across the walls and beams. “That first year was bad, but this year we’re a lot readier for winter.”
Their settling in was interrupted by the boy’s return with the bucket of water as he carefully took the three steps down and placed the wooden pail on the corner of the hearth. He ducked his head politely in a half bow and offered a shy smile.
“Thank you, Riley. Go out and play with the others now and let us have a little peace.”
“Won’t last much longer,” he said with a puckish grin. “Sandy’s spreadin’ the news.” With that as his parting word, he scampered back out the way he came, just in time to pass another slender woman in homespun at the threshold.
“Amber? I heard we have guests?” The newcomer took advantage of the opened door to thrust her head into the hut and peer about.
“You may as well come in, Sadie.” Amber hid a small smile by peering at the teapot.
The slightly-built blonde woman, not much more than a girl by Tanyth’s reckoning, took the invitation at face value and hurried in, long familiarity evident in her sure movements around the small hut even as she eyed the newcomer curiously.
“Tanyth, this is Sadie Hawthorne. She lives next door. Sadie, Tanyth Fairport. She’s just passing through.”
The three women managed to pour a couple of mugs of tea before the next neighbor knocked on the door.
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 Willow Bark Tea
Tanyth got back on the Pike as the sun passed zenith. Her delay over tea and talk lost her some time on the road but gained her a small loaf of fresh bread and a block of hard cheese along with the knowledge of why the village sat where it did. A path led into the woods to the west of the Pike. It ended at a deposit of fine clay back in the hillside beyond and provided the community’s life blood. Most of the men worked to excavate the heavy mineral laced mud. One served as hunter, another as wood cutter, and a third drove the heavy lorry wagon back and forth to Kleesport. The women talked excitedly of plans to build their own kiln in the coming winter when the clay was frozen and the menfolk would otherwise be underfoot.
She smiled to herself as she tucked her hair up under her hat and made ready to go. She left some packets of dried basil with the women and measured out a few of her precious seeds to press upon them for planting in the spring. Rosemary and sage grew readily in the local soil and Sadie, who seemed to be the expert on growing things in the village, accepted them happily.
As she reached her stride and the ground began to roll away under her boots once more, she thought about how exciting it must be to be young, and to be working toward something that might be bigger than themselves. The hamlet was—as yet—unnamed but the women around the hearth planned for a larger community with a real name and even a school to teach letters and numbers to the anticipated horde of children. While Amber had used the excuse of “learning the news from outside,” the women did little listening to happenings outside of their small circle and instead took pleasure in sharing their plans for the future with her. Tanyth smiled a gentle smile at their youthful enthusiasms and said a silent prayer to the All-Mother for their success.
The afternoon passed uneventfully except for the passage of one of the King’s Own, a messenger on one of the rangy, long-legged horses they used for the service. Tanyth heard the horse and rider coming even over the sighing of the wind through the tree tops and stepped off the road to allow the rider to pass. She knew better than to expect a miracle but even so, she was faintly disappointed when the youth in the saddle was not her Robert. A young woman looking very serious and businesslike in her uniform wore the diagonal orange slash of the messenger corps. Tanyth waved a hand in greeting but the dispatch rider only nodded in acknowledgment without speaking as the horse trotted past leaving a musical jingling of tack and a swirl of light dust that rapidly dispersed in the afternoon breeze.
“Old fool! Your Robert is a grown man with wife and children of his own by now.” She frowned and grumbled to herself but the thought of having grandchildren she didn’t even know gave her a pang of melancholy. She huffed and stabbed the hard scrabble surface of the road with the iron heel of her staff for several steps in vexation.
The sun slid on its inevitable path while Tanyth paced her way northward. When it approached the tops of the trees on the west side of the road, she started watching for breaks in the trees on the east, keeping an eye open for game trails or paths. If there wasn’t one, she’d have to find a safe camp off the road by herself, but she rarely had to resort to that level of bush whacking in order to find a safe hole. The Pike wasn’t heavily traveled but it was traveled regularly and travelers had few choices along the way but to find camping spots off the road to spend the night. The nameless hamlet she’d left behind might well do better to open an inn, she thought, rather than a brick kiln.
A pounding rumble reached her ears as the sun fell closer to the treetops. She quickly chose the best of the options available to her and stepped easily onto the weeded verge, slipping into the underbrush at the edge of the encroaching forest. The trees were not so closely spaced that she couldn’t slip between them and she took shelter beside a large blackberry thicket, hunkering down to lower her profile and peeking through the undergrowth to see what would pass.
In a matter of moments a large six-in-hand coach rattled into view and swooped past her traveling from Kleesport and heading for Varton, ninety miles to the south. She passed the carriage stations periodically along the road, but never stopped. The men who staffed the stations were not terribly well-mannered and were often bored with nothing better to do than tend the animals and await the arrival and subsequent departure of the coaches. Stopping there carried more risk than she thought prudent.
She waited until the sound of the carriage faded out in the distance to the south and kept to her place of concealment even after it had gone. Before long a pair of the King’s Own guards came riding by as well. The Guardsmen cantered easily in the wake of the coach. They didn’t seem to pay close attention to the road or the woods that surrounded it, but Tanyth lowered her head, hiding her face behind the wide brim of her hat. The King’s Own were unlikely to assault her but that wouldn’t stop them asking a lot of difficult questions about why she might be hiding in the woods watching the coach and guard.
They passed without incident and Tanyth let out the breath she’d been holding. She spared a look around and noticed a game trail running behind the blackberry bramble and into the forest. A short way down the path she found a small clearing bounded by a thicket of juniper on one side and a huge boulder on the other. A soft splashing sound led her to a spring-fed creek on the far side of the boulder. A blackened smear on the rock showed where travelers had camped in the past. The site was a trifle exposed to the sky, but the bulk of the stone stood between the clearing and the road. Little would be visible through the trees in that direction. She smiled, dropped her pack and staff beside the rock, and went in search of tinder and wood for a fire.
Appropriately sized sticks littered the forest floor. She didn’t have to stray far from her campsite in order to collect enough to heat water for tea and a bit of oatmeal for breakfast. She found herself looking forward to the bread and cheese from the village for her dinner. She even found a patch of wild onion to add a bit of flavor. In celebrating her good fortune, she dropped her normal guard and almost walked into one of the two men before she even knew they were there.
“Mother Fairport?” The taller one looked vaguely familiar. It took her a moment to recognize him as the ox cart drover from the morning. “You visited with Amber today? At the village?”
The two stepped back from her and held their hands out to their sides, palms forward to offer as little threat as possible. The smaller one she didn’t recognize but then she’d only seen women and children during her visit. They both smiled and made no threatening movements. Tanyth kicked herself for leaving her staff where she could not reach it but crossed to the scorched rock to deposit her load of kindling before responding.
“And you are…?” She countered his question with her own.
“William Mapleton. I’m Amber’s husband. I think I met you on the road this morning, didn’t I?”
She nodded once. “You did.” She turned to the smaller man. “And you?”
“I’m Sadie’s man, mum. Thomas.” He smiled and nodded his head.
“You two seem to be a bit off the path.”
William’s lips tightened. “In more ways than one, mum. We need your help back at the village.”
“What kind of help?
Thomas piped up. “It’s Sadie, mum. She’s come down with a blindin’ headache and I think she’s a fever as well. Her skin’s hot to the touch.”
She looked back and forth between them. “Do you think I made her sick?”
The two men shook their heads and William answered. “Of course not, mum, but Amber said you have some knowledge of herbs and such. She hoped you might be able to help. She sent me and Thomas here to try to catch you up and see if you’d come back to the village.”
“Willow bark tea?” Tanyth asked.
The two men glanced at one other. “What about it?” Thomas asked.
“Did you give her some willow bark tea?”
They shook their heads in unison. “All-Mother preserve us.” Tanyth muttered. She snatched up her pack and staff. “Let’s go.”
William took the pack from her. “It’ll be faster if I carry the load, mum.”
She didn’t argue and he slung her pack over one shoulder like it weighed nothing at all.
Thomas led the way through the gathering dusk with Tanyth on his heels and William acting as rear guard. The Pike itself was just a lighter shadow in the dimness. The long road of the afternoon melted under their hurried strides and even Tanyth’s conditioning showed the strain before they turned into the path leading to the hamlet sometime well after sundown but before moon rise.
The two men led the way to a hut where Sadie lay shivering under a pile of homespun blankets. “I’m sorry, mum.”
Tanyth smiled gently. “Not to fret, dear. I’m here and I’ll do what I can.” Her nose told her a familiar story and she turned to Amber and one of the other wives from the afternoon. “Rebecca, isn’t it?”
The woman nodded, pleased to be remembered by name. “How long has she been throwin’ up?”
“Just a few times.” Rebecca said. “She started this afternoon.”
“And the runs?” Tanyth looked back and forth between them.
“Just started,” Amber said. “Looks like the flux to me.”
Tanyth nodded in agreement. “I think so, too.” She turned to the two men hovering at the door. “You two, put the kids to bed, if they’re not already. You’ve got work tomorrow and there’s nothing you can do here. Thomas? Can you take a bedroll somewhere?”
He nodded and they beat a hasty retreat, leaving the women to their tasks.
Tanyth rummaged in her pack and pulled out a fold of canvas, holding it up with a smile of satisfaction. “This is the last of my stock, but perhaps we can get more in the morning.” She handed the package to Amber. “Start some water boilin’ in a pot. We’ll make her some willow tea, and I’ll show you two how to make it as well. There’s naught we can do for the flux but try to make her comfortable until it burns through her. The tea will help and you should keep a stock handy.”
The two younger women set to work on Sadie’s hearth and Tanyth sat with Sadie, bathing her brow and offering soothing noises. She thought back to all the various times she’d helped people this way since that first night she fled Roger and took shelter at Agnes Dogwood’s tiny cottage in the forest west of Fairport. Agnes was always taking in strays and Tanyth counted herself among them. She’d stayed in the cottage all winter, curled inward and hurting. With the spring, and with Agnes’s gentle ministrations, she came to herself and began the long pilgrimage that brought her to tend the bedside of a stranger.
She shook herself back to the reality and Amber called to her from the hearth.
“How do we make this tea?”
Tanyth patted Sadie’s shoulder reassuringly and crossed the small room to supervise adding the dried ground willow bark to the boiling water. When Amber took the pot off the heat, Tanyth pushed it back near the edge of the fire to keep the water just simmering.
“You’ll want to get it a bit more than just steeped to get the full good out of it. Leave it for a few minutes at the simmer to get the most out of the bark. It needs to recover from being dried before it can give up the medicine.”
The two women listened intently and then watched the liquid bubble gently in the pot. After a quarter hour, with the bitter aroma of the concoction beginning to swirl around the room, they took it off the fire. Tanyth had them pour the tea through a cheese cloth to strain out the solids.
“How much do we give her?” Rebecca looked at the murky tea.
Tanyth gave a little shrug in answer. “Start with a cup. It’s less than tasty so I’ve never been tempted to see how much of it I could drink myself. But when cramps are bad, even a bad cup of tea is worth it for the relief it brings.”
The women shared knowing looks before decanting a mug of the tea and helping Sadie to sip it. After the first tentative slurp she took it readily enough and the exertion of half sitting and sipping the hot liquid tired her to the point that when she lay back in the bed, she fell into a quiet sleep.
“Was that the bark tea that put her to sleep?” Amber asked.
Tanyth shook her head. “I’d guess exhaustion. Fever takes a lot out of you and the flux just takes that much more.” She eyed the sleeping woman. “If she can keep it down, it’ll help with the pain, but we really don’t want to give her enough to break the fever until it’s ready to go on its own.”
Rebecca looked at her sharply. “Why is that, mum?”
“Fever is the body burning out its poison. If it gets too high, it’ll kill as fast as anything. Normally, it doesn’t and gets just hot enough to cook the poison out of the blood without cooking the person from the inside out. But you want the fever to run its course so you know the poison is gone. The tea will reduce the fever a bit, but it’s all to the good.”
Amber caught herself in a yawn and Tanyth smiled.
“Let’s take turns sitting. The night is more than half gone now, and she should sleep soundly for a few hours. If you two would like to get some sleep, I’ll wake one of you in a bit to take a turn.” She nodded at the pile of bedding going unused because the children were farmed out in other huts for the night.
Rebecca took the hint and burrowed into the bedding. Tanyth thought she didn’t look all that much older than the children that probably slept there.
Amber asked, “Are you sure, mum?”
“Please, call me Tanyth? Or Tan? Mum makes me feel old.” She smiled, hands pressing into the small of her back. “And right now I don’t need anything makin’ me feel any older than I am.”
Amber smiled in return. “But will you be alright?”
Tanyth nodded and pulled her pack out of the corner where William had dropped it. She took out her bedroll and placed it as a pad on the floor beside the bed, using the pack itself as a cushion to lean against. “Much cozier than a fire in the open, my dear. I’ll be fine. You get some sleep. Tomorrow will be full enough of mischief.”
Amber crawled into the pile of covers beside Rebecca and the two of them soon snored delicately, leaving Tanyth to her thoughts and the night. The excitement of the evening, starting with finding two strangers in her camp, the dash back over the ground so recently covered in the light of day, and finding a simple case of the flux that these young people should have been able to handle without difficulty gave her pause.
Tanyth checked on Sadie who appeared to be sleeping comfortably and settled back on her makeshift seat, one she’d often used in the wild. She crossed her arms under her breasts and settled in for a bit of a rest herself, but her mind would not let go of the one real fact. Grown women, albeit young as they were, must have seen flux a hundred times before. Amber had even recognized it. It was the most common of ailments next to running nose and cough. They had to have known that Sadie was in no real danger, even if she were uncomfortable.
Why, then, had they sent the men after her? Her mind chased the question around like a kitten chasing its own tail, but like the kitten, she never caught up with any good answers. After an hour or so of sitting in the quiet, she heard Sadie’s breathing lengthen and deepen. She reached up and placed the back of her hand against the sick woman’s forehead. The fever hadn’t broken, but the willow bark was working its magic. Tanyth gave a small prayer of thanks to the All-Mother before settling down for a short nap of her own. In the forest behind the hamlet she heard a solitary owl hoot out a single call before the night drew close around.




 




3
 A Temporary Delay
Small movements in the bed beside her woke Tanyth. Watery, predawn light gave her enough of a clue as to the hour to get her up and moving. She rose, stretching out sore muscles in neck and back with rolling motions. Sadie had thrown back the heavy blankets, leaving her shoulders and one arm exposed to the moist night air trapped in the hut. Tanyth pressed the back of her hand against the exposed skin of the young woman’s arm and considered. Still fevered, but it was reduced.
She sighed and crossed to the hearth. She rummaged in the coals, adding some small sticks from the woodbox and fanning the flame to get a cheery fire going. Amber and Rebecca joined her.
“You didn’t wake us!” Amber seemed at once contrite and distressed.
Tanyth smiled at the earnest face peering at her from under night-tossed hair. “Sleep will help keep you from picking up her flux and there was nothing to do but wait.” She shrugged. “I had a pleasant nap right there myself, so no harm done, my dear.”
Rebecca glanced at Sadie. “How is she doing?”
Tanyth followed the glance with one of her own and added another half-shrug. “Seems like the fever is down a bit, but unless I miss my guess, she’s got another day before it burns through.”
Amber nodded. “Thank you for comin’ back, mum.” Her voice was low, and Rebecca nodded her wide-eyed confirmation.
“I’m glad they found me.” Tanyth looked back and forth between the two faces peering at her through the dim light. “But I don’t understand somethin’.”
The two glanced at each other before looking back at Tanyth. “What’s that, mum?” Rebecca asked.
“How could you not know this was the flux? And why didn’t you just give her the willow bark?”
Amber sighed. Rebecca looked a bit guilty.
Tanyth waited them out, poking the coals and pressing the pot of willow bark tea closer to the fire.
Finally Amber spoke. “I suspected it was the flux, but after Mother Alderton passed in the winter, we were scared that Sadie would follow her path. We knew you couldn’t have gone that far so when she started throwin’ up, William and Thomas volunteered to go after you.” Amber looked stricken. “Thank you for coming back.”
“But don’t you know willow bark tea?” Tanyth softened the query with a gentle smile. “Surely you’ve seen flux and used the tea before.”
Amber started to say something but stopped. Finally she managed to find the words. “We were afraid that it wasn’t the flux. Mother Alderton was our healer and she always took care of us. None of us had time to learn before the All-Mother called her home.”
A chilly finger scraped down Tanyth’s spine. She noticed that a sharper light edged out the watery color of predawn. She heard doors opening and closing in the huts of the village over a rising tide of bird song. She sighed again. “Well, my dears, we’ve got mornin’ upon us and I suspect hungry and scared people. We should get things moving. Then we can talk.”
Amber and Rebecca nodded and shot smiles of thanks in her direction as they scampered out the door. Tanyth heard their voices reassuring their neighbors and directing the morning’s activities. Sick or no, the men needed to get on with gathering the clay, the goats needed milking, and children needed to be fed and held. Tanyth knew there was some chance that the sickness would spread, but rested, healthy bodies had the best chance fighting off the poison. She set about filling a large pot with water and warming it on the growing fire. She opened the back door to let out the stale night air and was just beginning to think about breakfast for herself, when Sadie spoke to her.
“Thank you, mum. For coming back to save me.”
Tanyth crossed to the cot and looked down at her charge. “I hardly saved you, child. You weren’t in any real danger as near, as I can tell.” She smiled down at Sadie. “You might have felt like you were crossin’ over, but most people don’t die from a simple case of the flux.”
Sadie looked drawn and pinched about the eyes, very different from the smiling face she’d shown just the previous morning. “Mother Alderton did.”
Tanyth gave a little side-to-side shake of her head. “Maybe she did. Maybe she didn’t. Mighta been something that looked like flux but wasn’t. Too hard to tell now.” She focused on Sadie and gave her a little pat on the forearm where it rested on the covers. “But you are not Mother Alderton and you aren’t going to die.”
Sadie smiled weakly at the reassurance.
“So? How do you feel this morning? Need the pan?”
Sadie shook her head. “I feel empty just now, but my head hurts and I’m so weak.”
“I’m warmin’ the willow bark again. You’ll need another cup or two before the day’s out, I’m thinkin’, but you’ll be back on your feet tomorrow, I bet.”
Sadie made a grimace. “Gah, that’s horrible tasting stuff.” She smiled. “But it does help. Thank you for makin’ it.”
“I’m glad I had some left. It wouldn’t have been very much fun rummaging around in the dark looking for willow trees.” She said it with a grin. “But it does taste pretty bad. A dollop of honey and a few mint leaves help a lot but we were in a hurry last night.”
Sadie smiled. “Well, don’t tell the kids but there’s a bit of honey comb in that jar up there.” She nodded to an earthen jar on the mantle. “If they knew it was there, they’d be after it all the time.”
Tanyth looked surprised and reached for the jar. Inside she found a honey comb that had leaked several ounces of the golden sweetener into the bottom of the container. She retrieved Sadie’s mug, tossed the dregs from the previous night’s concoction into the side of the fire and poured a careful measure of honey into the bottom of the cup before adding a generous amount of willow bark tea. She stirred it gently to dissolve the honey in the warmed liquid and could smell the rich aroma of summer flowers wafting up in the moist cloud above the cup. She handed it to Sadie who took a tentative sip, grimaced, and then did her best to drink the cup down without stopping.
“Gah, that’s still horrible.” She handed the cup back to Tanyth. “But thank you. It helps.” She settled back into the bed and pulled the covers up around her shoulders with a small shiver. She mumbled something else that Tanyth couldn’t hear, and passed the boundary between waking and sleep without a ripple.
Tanyth rolled up her bedroll and re-tied it to the bottom of her pack. The smell of the honey had stirred the need for her own breakfast and she pulled the bread and cheese from the side pocket of her pack. It was only slightly misshapen from having been confined in the small space over night and she quickly toasted the bread over the coals, melting a bit of the cheese into it and savoring the warmly mingled flavors of toast and cheese. By the time she’d finished her meager meal, one of the other women was at the door. Tanyth recognized the face but couldn’t remember the name that went with it.
The young woman must have seen her trying to recall and smiled prettily. “I’m Megan, mum. Amber sent me to relieve you. She has tea ready at her cottage, if you’d like to join her.”
Tanyth smiled warmly. “A cup of tea would go nicely right now.” She picked up her wide hat and started for the door.
Megan stopped her with a quiet, “What do I do?”
Tanyth looked at her. She seemed distressed. “Do?”
Megan nodded. “Yes. What do I do for Sadie?”
Tanyth shook her head. “Nothing, my dear. Just sit with her and keep her company. She’s had some bark tea and should sleep for a couple of hours if left undisturbed. Make yourself comfy and see if she needs anything when she wakes. If anything else happens, just call me.”
Tanyth left the young woman standing in the middle of the hut and marveled again how women with children could seem so helpless in the face of common adversity.
She found Amber sitting outside in a sunny nook behind her cottage with a charming little teapot, a collection of delicate china cups, and the bulky form of her woodcutter husband looking vaguely uncomfortable with the delicate china clasped in his hand. He wore a sleeveless leather vest which left his arms free and showed his shoulders to good advantage as well.
Amber smiled a greeting and extended a hand to indicate the open stool beside their small table.
“How’s she doing?” Amber didn’t really appear worried about Sadie but offered the query as a conversational starter while she poured one of the blue flowered cups with a lovely tea of pale green. The scent of mint wafted moistly from the cup.
“Good morning, mum,” William offered with a grave smile of his own.
She suddenly decided she liked William, not because of the shape of his shoulders or the attractive curl in his hair, but simply because of the warm smile in his eyes. She had to admit to herself that the rest didn’t hurt. She smiled at him. “Good morning, William. Not out cutting today?”
He shifted uneasily and looked into his cup. “Oh, I reckon I’ll be goin’ out soon as I’ve finished my tea.”
Tanyth turned to Amber. “She’s better. Had some more tea and she’s resting more or less comfortably at the moment.” She took the offered seat and sipped the tea. A cutting board with cheese, bread, and fruit was in the center of the table and Amber pushed it just a bit toward the older woman as if in offering.
In a tree on the far side of the clearing a squirrel chattered a few times at some transgressor unseen from the sunny breakfast table. The morning breeze felt soft against Tanyth’s cheek. She turned her face up to the sun, closed her eyes, and accepted the gift of warmth while she waited for the conversation to begin. By her reckoning they had a week before the Harvest Moon and the weather would start changing soon. .
“So, you’re probably wonderin’…” Amber began but her voice petered out.
“Yes,” Tanyth replied without opening her eyes or turning back to look at them.
“Mother Alderton was our healer.” Amber said. “The All-Mother called her home late last winter and we’ve been muddling along ever since. We’re all pretty rugged. The outdoor work and all, I guess.”
Tanyth noticed that William stared into his mug of tea without drinking it. In the light of morning he looked very young for all his broad shoulders and muscled arms. She looked carefully at Amber. “You never made willow bark tea?”
Amber looked startled. “Not from bits of bark!” She looked embarrassed by her outburst. “At home we’d pop around to the apothecary and pick up some willow bark tea whenever we needed it.” She shrugged. “Mother Alderton made some for us when we needed it, and none of us have had the time what with the kids and the houses and all.” Her voice petered out under the older woman’s scrutiny.
“‘At home’? What did you mean at home’? Where are you from?” Tanyth’s voice was soft but insistent.
William spoke for the first time. “Kleesport, mum. We came out here as a group from Kleesport. There was something over two dozen of us to begin with. Some left. Some are still here.” His face turned to look at what must be the graveyard. Tanyth made out some whitewashed stones set in the ground. “Mother Alderton said she came to keep an eye on us.”
Tanyth’s eyes swept back and forth between the two of them and then around the yards and tidy huts. The odd chicken scratched here and there and a pair of goats grazed on the weedy side hill. The garden plots seemed too small to support two dozen adults. “Why did she think you needed keepin’ an eye on, then?”
“She thought we were too soft and citified to make it out here on our own.” His voice was low, and he didn’t look up from his tea cup.
Amber wouldn’t meet her gaze either. “Were you?”
He gave a half shrug. “Some were. Mostly those left. A few were called home, like Mother Alderton. We’re down to 18 adults now and the kids.” He blew out a long breath. “Honestly, mum, I thought we’d have more of a going concern by now.”
Amber added a morose, “We haven’t even named the place yet. We can’t seem to agree.”
“So why do you stay at it? It’s only a few days into Kleesport, isn’t it?”
“Ten days on foot, mum. Two weeks by wagon.” William sounded very dejected.
“It takes you two weeks to get a wagon load of clay into town? How many times a year can you do that?”
He gave another half shrug. “Only have the one wagon and team that can make the trip. Ole Bester and the cart is good for the woodcuttin’ and all, but Frank Crane takes the cargo rig into Kleesport and back six times a year or so. We got one more load for this season. He was due back on Sickle Moon or thereabouts.”
Amber added. “The new moon was just the other night so he’s not too late. He’ll be back.”
William didn’t look convinced to Tanyth, but she held her tongue. She sipped her cooling tea and thought about what they’d said. “You all came from town? None of you are farm folk? Nobody used to livin’ on the land?”
William nodded. “Mother Alderton called us her poor little rich kids. My father owns a shipping line, but there’s no room for me in it.” His voice dripped bitterness onto the table.
Amber grimaced. “Daughters of goldsmiths don’t get to play with gold. They’re supposed to be pretty and snare good husbands.”
“All of you are what? Runaways?”
“Not runaways, exactly. Just misfits, I guess you’d say. Most of us have families that we could go back to. Thomas doesn’t. The knowing grins would be difficult to deal with, but it could be done.”
“Your father would never accept me as his daughter, Will.” Amber said this quietly without looking at him.
“Probably fair, because yours wouldn’t accept me as a son, either.” He gave her a grin that carried real humor and warmth. He turned to Tanyth. “Neither of our families thinks our choice of partner is suitable.”
She smiled back. “I gathered.” She looked back and forth between them. “So you all packed up and came out here to quarry clay?”
William snickered. “We thought of it as ‘setting out to make our fortunes.’” He gave a sideways shrug. “Might work yet, if we don’t all die or get disgusted and pack it in.”
Amber sat up straighter on her stool. “Well, those that have packed it in are the singles and the impatient, for the most part. I know you and I aren’t ready to give up yet, and neither are Sadie and Thomas or Megan and David.”
“Clay’s hard work and shipping it so far as a raw material is harder still, I wager.” Tanyth offered the suggestion.
“We’ve got a factor in Kleesport who buys it. We give it to him wholesale and he brokers it out to those who need it for brickwork and whatnot.” William shrugged. “We didn’t run away, ya see? We still have connections there. Just scratchin’ in the dirt like this is disheartenin’ for some.”
It was Tanyth’s turn for a half shrug. “Anything worth havin’ is worth workin’ for.” She paused. “Where’s Mother Alderton’s hut? Maybe there’s stuff there I can show you how to use before I get on the road again.”
Amber sighed. “Well, we were hoping you’d be able to spend a bit of time with us.”
William looked at her with a hopeful gleam in his eye. “You’d be able to help us a lot, mum, if you could see your way to spend even a few days. We’d be able to send you on in the clay wagon when Frank takes it to Kleesport again. He’ll be going back out again almost as soon as he gets back. A couple days rest for the horses and we’ll load the barrels of clay for the ride into town. Save you walkin’.”
“Walkin’s no mind to me, William, and I’d be a day closer by now if I hadn’t come back.” She felt a little mean to be reminding them. “I need to be in Lammas Wood before the Axe Moon.”
William’s eyes widened. “That’s a long way to go. How were you planning to get there by then?”
“Passage from Kleesport to Northport on a ship. Should only take a couple of weeks by sea, but I need to be there before the days get too short.”
Tanyth could see William running the numbers in his head. “Yes, but that’s still not goin’ to make it. It’ll take longer than that to make it to Kleesport, mum.”
“Well, not if I walked today, lad. It’s just gone to the Harvest Moon and I can be in Kleesport in ten days. I’ll be a few days late by taking the ship, assuming I can get passage, but the weather shouldn’t be too bad and I’ll be in Northport before the season gets too far advanced.”
He nodded his agreement. “I can see that, mum. And every day you stay here is a day later.”
Amber and William glanced at each other and Amber sighed. “Well, let me show you Mother Alderton’s cottage, Tanyth. Anything you can do to help would be appreciated.”
They all drained their cups and stood.
William gave his wife a hug and nodded politely to Tanyth. “I’ve gotta get Bester movin’ or he’ll think we’re goin’ soft.” He walked off toward the barn.
Amber bustled about putting the cups and pot on a tray and Tanyth helped her take the precious china indoors.
“That’s a lovely service, Amber. Was it a gift?”
Amber smiled. “From William when we moved out here. He said I should have something to remind me of the finer things.”
“How thoughtful!”
“How pessimistic, but how right he was. There are days when the crud and the mud and the bugs all make me a little crazy.”
Tanyth grinned. “I understand completely. Twenty winters I’ve been on the road. Some days, it’s glorious. Others, it’s somethin’ considerably less.”
Amber stashed the tea service solidly on the hearth and led Tanyth out the front door and around the edge of the hamlet to a small hut, no different from any of the others. Tanyth noted that with some minor variations they might all have been stamped from the same mold. Simple post and beam construction with a rather pronounced peak to the roof. The roof was planked like the side of a boat and the walls were chinked logs, probably cleared from this very lot to make room for the hamlet. Like all the others, this one had a low door with steps down to a tidy room. A very businesslike hearth held pride of place on the east end and a matching door led out the far side of the hut, giving access on both sides of the building. Even though there were no windows, the doors on both sides gave day light during summer and the low buildings were protected from winter’s cold by the earthwork.
As the two women entered the hut, a flock of children pelted by outside. Tanyth watched them run past the open door.
“One of those is yours?” She asked. “The ringleader? Riley was it?”
Amber smiled proudly. “Yes, Riley and his sister, Gillian. This will be his ninth winter. Gillian’s seventh.”
“You had them before you came out here?”
Amber nodded. “We’re crazy but we’re not that crazy.” She smiled cheerfully. “William and I eloped almost ten winters ago. We tried to make it on our own in town.” She shook her head and shrugged. “It was impossible. Everybody knew our families and that they didn’t approve of us. The children came and we needed more for them than we could do for them in town.”
“How did you happen on this place? It’s a trifle out of the way.”
Amber laughed. “That’s a bit of an understatement, mum. It was a place that William knew from huntin’ out here as a boy. About six winters ago, he came out and found it again. Then we set about recruitin’ our friends and fellow castoffs to move out here to start a new town. It took a couple of winters but we finally managed it and here we are.”
While Amber talked, Tanyth took in the hut and its contents. She stood near the foot of the steps and Amber crossed to open the far door to let out the chilly, stale air. A thin patina of dust coated the table and there was a pair of chairs along with what looked like an oil lamp, complete with glass chimney and reflector. Along one wall, a neat collection of shelves held bundles and bags, boxes and crocks. Tanyth turned her gaze upward and realized that more bundles of dried flowers and grasses hung in long hanks from the rafters.
Amber followed her gaze upward and gasped. “My goodness! What are all those?”
“It looks like a particularly well stocked supply of herbs and medicinal plants that has overstayed its time.” Tanyth grimaced. “What a lot of work to go to waste.”
“How do you know it’s gone to waste, mum?”
“There may be a few things we can salvage here, but most things lose their strength if left too long.” She waved a hand at the hanging materials. “This stuff all looks like it’s been up there since last winter, or longer, and there’s probably little that can be saved. The dust, if nothing else.” She shrugged helplessly. “If there’d been anything that wasn’t too far gone, we would have smelled it when we walked in. We didn’t, so…” Her voice trailed off. “These all must be things that Mother Alderton gathered in the summer and fall of last year, never to be used.”
Amber looked somberly at all the dried goods hanging from the rafters. “She died shortly after the Ice Moon. We just kept the cabin closed after that. There was no need to come in here.”
Tanyth looked at Amber and then back at the rafters. “Pity. You might have gotten some use from this, if you’d known what you were doing with it.” She said it wistfully and crossed to look at the containers along the wall. Each was labeled in a spidery handwriting of uncertain provenance but showed the contents and a date. Tanyth realized that Mother Alderton must have been very busy right up to her death.
“You say the flux took her?” Tanyth turned to look at Amber when she asked.
Amber shrugged helplessly. “We think it was the flux, but when your healer gets sick, how can you be sure?”
A cot stood in the corner and a porcelain lady’s chamber pot was visible under it. The cot’s rope bracing was exposed by a complete lack of mattress and it looked somehow indecent, exposing the china resting underneath.
Tanyth crossed back to the hearth and noted that it had been cleaned and swept some time ago. A fine layer of dust had built up on the fire scorched stones. The andirons and pot hanger were clean and free of rust. Small rodents had wandered through the dust at one point, leaving small turdlets in the trail. She ducked her head and looked up the chimney to see a well crafted fire shelf and throat beyond which was just black.
“The chimney is blocked?” She straightened and dusted her hands against her pants, looking to Amber for the answer.
“William put a cap on it last winter when we lost Mother Alderton. It kept the animals and weather out.”
Tanyth stood on the hearth stone and looked around at the hut. “I’ll need to stay for a day or two to get you settled with some simples.” She looked at Amber. “May I use this cottage for now?”
Amber looked confused but as realization dawned, joy swept the listless frown away. “Of course, mum! Of course. As long as you want to stay.”
Tanyth looked around the room once more. “Well, my dear, let’s not get too carried away just yet. We’ll see what we’ll see, huh? And we’ll want to talk about the terms before we get too far along.”
“Terms, mum?”
“Come, come, my dear. You’re a goldsmith’s daughter. There are always terms.” Tanyth smiled at Amber to take away any sting. “For now, we have a sick woman who’ll need care, and I’ll help you learn a few simple things like how to gather willow bark and make tea. We can probably find some other simples in the area.” She cast her eyes up to the rafters. “I see cattail and burdock up there and some bundles of mint. I’m sure we’ll find others as we go.” She turned her gaze back on Amber. “In return you’ll help get me a mattress for the cot, some wood for the hearth, and have the chimney opened so I can have a place that’s not underfoot and littered with littles?”
The shrieking flock of children wheeled past the door in punctuation and the two women couldn’t help but smile at each other.
“Agreed, and I may come join you!” Amber’s mouth quirked in a rueful grin as she eyed the door.
“It’s only for a few days, mind. Just until we get things settled here.” Tanyth looked sternly at the younger woman, quashing the look of growing hope there.
“Of course, mum. Whatever you say.”
Tanyth nodded slowly to herself, looking around the room once more. “In that case, we should go see how Sadie’s doing and I can fetch my things back here.”
Amber led the way out into the morning light and Tanyth felt something stirring in the wind that made the hairs on the back of her arms stand up.
“Foolish old woman,” she muttered.



 




4
 Settling In
Sadie slept comfortably, rousing briefly at Tanyth’s touch but sinking back into a healing slumber almost immediately. Tanyth turned to Megan. “I’ll be in Mother Alderton’s hut if you need me, dear. She should be fine now although I suspect she’ll need one more dose of tea before she’s ready to get up and about.”
Megan, a spare woman with luxurious chestnut hair and a constellation of freckles across her nose, nodded hesitantly and then her eyes widened as the import of what she’d heard sunk in.
Tanyth shouldered her pack and took up staff and hat before heading out of the hut. When she returned to Mother Alderton’s, she found the ox and cart standing in the path and William coming down a ladder from the top of the chimney. He disappeared behind the roof line and emerged around the corner of the house, Amber and a chunk of oiled canvas in tow.
“The chimney should be clear, mum.” He smiled shyly. “If you have any problems with it, I’ll be back around sunset and I’ll look into it.” He tossed the canvas into the back of the ox cart and with a quick kiss to his wife, led the lumbering beast off down the track and onto the Pike.
Tanyth eyed the position of the sun. “He’ll not get in a full day’s cutting today, I wager.”
Amber shook her head with a smile. “No, he won’t, but he’ll get enough done today and there’s always tomorrow.” She eyed the sun’s position herself. “If we’re going to get some work done, though, we should be at it.”
Tanyth nodded and entered the hut, ducking down to clear the lintel. She stood her staff beside the door and hung her pack from a handy peg, her hat going on the same peg. She was pleased to see that someone had put an armload of wood in the woodbox already.
Amber followed her into the hut. “We’ll get you a tick for the bed, mum, and a bucket of water. I’ve already sent Riley for one. You feel free to send him on any errands like that you need.” She smiled happily.
“We have two pressing bits of business, my dear.” Tanyth pointed to the rafters covered with dried vegetation. “We need to clear that away before anybody thinks it’s useful. A summer in the heat of this hut has robbed it of any goodness and the dust won’t help any.”
Amber looked up in dismay. “All of it is ruined?”
Tanyth relented a bit and shrugged. “Well, perhaps not all, but most of it is less than useful at this point. There may be some useful bits in it, but at the moment, its most valuable function is as tinder.”
The younger woman looked subdued. “And the other?”
“We need to show you some basics. Who else in the village would you like to have trained?”
“Who else?”
“Yes, it would be a waste to go through all this and then have something happen to you and leave the village without the knowledge again, don’t you think?”
Amber looked startled by the thought but nodded almost unconsciously in agreement. “Of course. That would make most sense. And we could check each other as well after you’re gone to make sure we’ve remembered correctly.”
Tanyth smiled. “Indeed you could, my dear. Excellent thinkin’.”
Amber’s gaze turned inward. “Sadie would be the most likely. She’s the most knowledgeable of plants and growing things, but she’s also rather sick.”
Tanyth pursed her lips in contemplation. “She’ll be movin’ about by mornin’, I’d guess. Who else might have the interest and potential to do a good job?”
A voice piped up from the doorway. “What about me, mum?” Riley stood there with a bucket of water and an anxious look on his face.
Amber turned to her son in surprise. “You, Riley?”
He struggled through the door and down the steps with the heavy pail. “Why not me, ma? You said I’m quick to learn!” His child-voice fairly squeaked in excitement.
Amber seemed at a loss, so Tanyth turned to the boy. “This is serious work, young man. It will take a lot of time and a lot of effort to do well. You’ll need to use what you’ll learn responsibly. Do you think you can do that? If you don’t, people could be hurt or die, and that would be a terrible thing to carry around with you.”
Amber started to interrupt. “You can’t be serious, mum.”
Tanyth kept her gaze focused on the youngster as he settled his burden on the hearthstone before answering. “I don’t wanna hurt nobody, mum, but seems to me if I start young, then I’ll have more time to learn.”
Tanyth nodded slowly. “Good thinkin’, young man. Are you prepared for it to be borin’ and messy?”
He looked startled. “Borin’ and messy, mum?”
She shrugged, still watching his face carefully. “Most things in life are borin’ and people—and their illnesses—are often messy.”
Riley nodded in return. “Missus Hawthorne was kinda messy wif it runnin’ out of both ends like that. Zat what cha mean?”
Tanyth’s lips twitched slightly but she nodded. “That and sometimes worse.”
He shrugged. “It’s not that bad, I s’pose.” He got a calculating smile on his face. “And I’m too little to be ‘round too much yucky stuff anyway.” He shot a sideways glance at his mother.
Amber snorted a laugh and hid her mouth behind her hand.
“Very well.” Tanyth looked to Amber. “Is it alright with you, my dear? Might be handy to have a strong young lad like this to do some of the work for us. Crawlin’ under logs and muckin’ out vats and such.”
Riley’s eyes grew large but Amber saw the twinkle in Tanyth’s eye. “It’s alright with me, mum, but shouldn’t we have somebody not in our family? If something happens to us and we leave…” She left the thought unfinished.
Riley caught the question. “Where would we go, ma? This is our home now.”
She turned to her son. “Yes, Riley, but if something happens to either of your grampas then we may find that we have to go back to Kleesport to live.”
“What could happen?” Riley seemed genuinely puzzled.
“Oh, I don’t think anything will happen!” Amber grinned. “I’m just thinking that if we need somebody besides me to learn this, then we’d be better off if the other person wasn’t attached to me.”
Riley nodded. “Well, Missus Hawthorne, she’s the bestest grower we have. She’d be good.”
“What about Megan?”
Amber shook her head with a glance at Riley. “Good with kids, and a decent cook, but not where I’d put my time.”
Tanyth caught the look and stopped pressing. “Good enough, then. We’ll get some things ready here while we wait for Sadie.” She indicated the hanging material in the rafters. “Let’s get all of this down and into the hearth and then we can see what we have.”
In a matter of an hour, they cleared the rafters of dried material, and Tanyth stacked it in the corner behind the woodbox. “I’ll burn it later tonight when it’s a little cooler.” She looked around once more, quite satisfied. “I’ll go through the stuff on the shelf over there tonight, too, but that’s going to be more delicate sorting than this lot.” She waved dismissively at the dried goods and then paused. “What time is it getting to be?”
“Lunch time?” Riley’s piping voice sounded hopeful.
The two women laughed. “Come along then, light of my life.” Amber swept a hand toward the door with a nod to Riley. “I’ll find you a bit of crust and some stale water to reward your efforts this morning.”
He grinned happily. “Might we have a bit of cheese as well?”
“Only if it’s moldy, my dear.”
“Sounds yummy, ma.” He raced out the door pelting for the Mapleton cottage and shouting for his sister that it was lunch time.
Amber watched him go with a fond expression and turned to Tanyth. “You’re welcome to join us for lunch, mum. I promise it won’t be crusts of bread and stale water.”
Tanyth’s stomach growled at that moment, the gurgling sound loud in the quiet hut. “Thank you. That would be lovely, if you’re sure you have enough…?”
Amber smiled. “This is harvest season, mum, or near enough. It might be plain fare, but we’ve plenty for now.” She lowered her eyes in embarrassment. “You’re delaying your trip to help us. The least we can do is feed you.”
Tanyth felt the warmth and a sharp pang inside. She’d been so long on the road, traveling from teacher to teacher, spending a season or so before moving on. It was to be expected. The women she visited seldom had family and were often glad for the company, but the connection was always the knowledge. Tanyth would share what she knew in exchange for whatever knowledge she could gain. More and more, of late, she found herself covering known ground and was anxious to meet Gertie Pinecrest in the far north at Lammas Wood. There were whispers in the night, quiet comments about the Witch Woman and what bits of the Old Knowledge she still carried. Tanyth hungered for that knowledge but this simple need, the small hamlet in need of a healer, the warmth and acceptance these young people gave her, plucked a chord in her that had been still for a very long time.
The thoughts flashed through her mind in a heartbeat, and she smiled at the young woman. “In that case, my dear, let me check on Sadie once more and I’ll be honored to join you for lunch.”
Amber beamed and the two of them set off for the center of the village, arm-in-arm. They separated at the Mapleton hut and Tanyth went to check on Sadie while Amber prepared luncheon.
Tanyth found Sadie and Megan chatting quietly. Sadie was smiling and had a bit better color but didn’t seem too anxious to get up and move about.
Sadie beamed as Tanyth came in. “I heard you’ll be staying with us for a few more days, mum.”
Tanyth crossed to the cot and pressed a palm against the young woman’s forehead before answering. “Yes, it seems that the All-Mother has a small task for me here.” She shrugged and smiled. “We’ll have to see how long, but at least a few more days.” She looked down at the woman in the bed. “How are you feeling, my dear? Any better?”
Sadie nodded gently but stopped almost instantly. “Thank you, mum, I’m on the mend, although I still ache and I can’t really seem to get warm.”
Tanyth’s take on the room was that it was already too warm and stuffy but she nodded to Sadie. “Another dose for you, then, and a long nap this afternoon to get you ready for a good night’s sleep tonight.”
Tanyth crossed to the hearth and looked in the pot of willow bark. It had been steeping all night and all day so far, so it was undoubtedly going to be exceptionally unpleasant. She nudged the pot closer to the fire to warm it up and stepped out the back door to pull a handful of mint leaves from the clump she’d seen earlier. Adding those to the pot filled the room with the fresh green scent of the mint and in a matter of a few minutes, the tea—willow bark and mint together—was warmed and ready. She fetched the cup and rinsed it carefully with hot water before pouring a healthy dose of the bitter tea into it. Sadie grimaced a bit at the flavor but took the cupful without complaint.
“Are you getting hungry, then, Sadie?” Tanyth asked.
Sadie’s response was to turn just slightly green. “I don’t think I could eat just yet, mum.”
Tanyth smiled. “No, then you shouldn’t. When you feel hungry again, that’s the sign we’re looking for. You’ll be on the backside of it and ready to get up. In the meantime, sleep, child. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”
Sadie settled down in her cot, the warm tea having done its work at soothing even if the medicinal properties of the willow hadn’t yet taken effect. “That’s a good idea, mum. I think I will.”
“We’re going to take Megan away and let you sleep on your own now. Will you be alright by yourself, do you think?”
Sadie nodded sleepily. “Yes, mum. That will be fine.”
Tanyth nodded to Megan and the two of them left the hut. “You probably have your own work to attend to this afternoon, yeah?”
Megan nodded. “Indeed I do, mum. And thank you.”
She smiled in return and gave the younger woman an encouraging nod. They separated, Megan heading to her hut, gathering her children as she went. Tanyth headed for the Mapleton’s door and some food that her stomach assured her would be most welcome.
In spite of the fresh breakfast, she missed her morning oatmeal and lunch was a very attractive notion.




 




5
 An Unexpected Invitation
After a light lunch of bread, cheese, and fresh tomatoes from the small patch behind the hut, Tanyth returned to Mother Alderton’s to begin the long process of sorting through the jars, crocks, and packets on the shelves. It was a legacy of sorts that belonged to the village, and Tanyth felt drawn to discover what might be useful in the collection. Unlike the dusty, dried materials, which held little value beyond fireplace tinder, these jars and packages might still hold potency, depending on what she found and how it was made.
She spent a pleasant afternoon sorting through the collection and discovered blocks of bee’s wax, small crocks of various salves and ointments, as well as a collection of dried and powdered materials. One crock on the floor held sweet olive oil. She also found a couple of bottles of neutral spirits as well as two well sealed bottles of lamp oil. Each jar, bottle, or packet was labeled neatly in a firm—if sometimes thin and spidery—hand. There was even a small alembic for distilling essential oils from various herbs. Tanyth concluded that Mother Alderton could have taught her a lot and she offered a prayer to the All-Mother in the late woman’s name.
The shifting light from outside reminded her that the days grew shorter very quickly and that the current one was fading fast. She pulled her bedroll from its lashings under her pack and eyed the cot dubiously. The rope webbing didn’t look that comfortable with just a thin bedroll to pad it and she was of half a mind to sleep outdoors when Riley came up to the door and hallooed.
“Mum? I’ve yer tick here. Ma had me’n the other kids fillin’ it up with sweet grass all af’ernoon!”
She looked up to see the boy, surrounded by his pack, dragging a canvas ticking with odd bulges. She smiled at the flushed and sweaty faces. “Thank you, all!” She waved an arm to invite them in.
The small tribe of children—she counted five but it seemed like many more—wrestled the heavy canvas bag of sweet grass through the low doorway and onto the bed frame in the corner. Riley was the largest and eldest by what looked like a year. There were a pair of tow headed twins—a boy and a girl—next in line and then a couple of younger children who regarded her shyly through dark eyes. They were all nut brown and infused with the puppy-like energy of small and healthy children. They were also covered with grass litter and other assorted grimes. Tanyth smiled and remembered her own Robert, fondly this time—without her normal pang of regret.
Riley gave the corner of the straw-filled mattress one last tug into place and smiled up at her. “There you go, mum. Bestest tick in the village!”
“Thank you, Riley. I do appreciate the help you and your friends have given me.” Tanyth beamed around at the flushed and sweat smeared faces smiling up at her.
Riley stepped into the silence. “Alright, you lot! Out!” He waved his arms toward to the door as if shooing chickens and they all pelted for the open door way. In an instant they whooped and hollered outside, running off toward the barn.
Tanyth smiled to herself and spread her bedroll. She resisted the urge to lie down on it and try it out, half worried that, if she did, she wouldn’t get up. The short night and stressful day had conspired to exhaust her. “Soon enough,” she thought to herself. “Soon enough.”
In the meantime she looked around for the pantry and what she’d been trying to figure out earlier struck her forcefully. There was no apparent pantry or root cellar. The hut itself was practically bereft of any kind of storage, other than what could be hung from the rafters or stacked on the shelving. Naturally anything useful would have been taken out, which raised an additional question about the table, chairs, and oil lamp. Surely those were valuable, but there they sat. She screwed up her mouth in consternation as she peered around the darkening hut. The sun drooped below the tree line in the west, robbing her of needed sunlight. Crossing to the hearth, she laid a pile of the dry and dusty vegetation down, with several small sticks on top. A flint and steel from her pack got the tinder smoldering and soon a small cheery fire shed light on the inside of the hut. Standing on the hearthstone, she spotted an iron ring set into the floor to one side. She crossed to it and pulled open the trap door revealing a hollow in the dirt under a simple door. It looked big enough to store several bushels of root crops. She dropped the door back on its hinge and stepped down the two steps to investigate further. It was noticeably cooler and the floor was lined with coarse river gravel to keep moisture from the bottom of the baskets, when there might be baskets in it. The whole thing was barely 2 yards square and a yard deep, but a clever arrangement of boards under a thin layer of tamped dirt kept it from being obvious when viewed from above. It was, of course, empty. Any food stuffs would have been salvaged first, but it gave Tanyth an idea of just how well thought out these little huts were.
She clambered up the steps and stood there looking at the empty larder, thinking ahead to winter. There was little enough room there to keep tubers from freezing and she wondered if there was enough food to see the village through. The equinox was only a few days away and the hours of daylight would soon be very short. She considered the food in her pack, and what she’d be eating if she were on the road. While walking the byways, she frequently found apples, pears, and berries this time of year. She wasn’t above snaring a rabbit or two along the way and she was rather adept at fishing. While she could spend a few coppers to purchase tea and replenish her oatmeal supply at outposts along the road, the All-Mother provided much of what she needed.
She closed the back door of the hut, went to the front and climbed up the steps to the front of the hut. She stood there in the shadows as dusk crept across the vale. A group of men appeared from the narrow track back into the woods. Amber had pointed it out earlier as the path to the clay quarry. It was just wide enough to get the lorry wagon back there to load it. Judging from the looks of the men coming down the trail, clay was a dirty business. They all appeared to be in good spirits, laughing and chatting as they swung along. At the edge of the village they separated, heading for the various huts. Movement on the road caught the corner of her eye as William and the oxcart made a plodding return, the cart heaped with wood.
William’s smile flashed white against his sun-stained face and Tanyth was a bit surprised by how quickly dusk had gathered.
“Is everythin’ satisfactory, mum?” William called as the cart made its slow way up the path.
“Thank you, William. Very.”
He knuckled his forehead in acknowledgment. “If you need anythin’, just ask, mum. You’re a guest of the village.”
She nodded her thanks and the ox pulled the load of wood past and on toward the barn.
She waited and eventually heard the clatter of wood on wood as William dumped the load of firewood from the cart. In the forest surrounding the clearing, Tanyth heard the day birds settling. The soft noises of the wind through the branches died down as sunset progressed. She knew the night wind would begin soon and with it, night birds would begin to call. Standing there, with the sounds of wood and village all around, she found herself caressed by a gentle peace.
She stayed until the night chill began to work through her clothing before stepping back into the hut to pull her heavier, outer coat from the backpack. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was mostly waterproof and stopped the wind from stealing her warmth. She checked the hearth once, to make sure the coals were well contained and added a smallish log to the andirons. She needed to check on Sadie and felt a trifle guilty for not having done so sooner.
When she arrived, Tanyth found Sadie up and about, sitting on a stool at the family table while Thomas turned a pair of grouse over the fire. “My goodness, you’re not going to eat those, are you, my dear?” Tanyth asked.
Sadie smiled and shook her head. “No, mum. I’m having this nice bit of broth and some bread.” She nodded to a heavy earthenware mug on the table along with some crumbs where a loaf might have been. “My poor body isn’t ready for grouse yet.”
“You’re doing well enough to be up and about, then.”
The younger woman shook her head. “Not really up yet. Enough to make it to the outhouse, and back. That’s about all, mum, but I’m beginnin’ to feel more like myself.”
Tanyth pressed the back of her hand against Sadie’s forehead and found it cool and dry. “Your fever has broken.” She nodded to herself. “A good night’s sleep and you’ll be ready to begin working with us a bit tomorrow.”
Sadie looked uneasy. “Do you think I could, mum? Mother Alderton always did for us and she was so smart and clever with her salves and ointments and all…” Her voice trailed off.
Tanyth smiled. “You rest easy on that score, Sadie. We won’t deal with anything complicated. Just the simple things that you all should know anyway living way out here on your own like this. At least until you get another healer to join you.”
“Do you think we could, mum? Find another healer, I mean?”
“I don’t know why not. It’s a lovely place and the cottage is very well built. It wouldn’t surprise me if somebody didn’t come along to fill it.”
“Would you do it, mum?” Sadie looked up at her.
“Oh, merciful heavens, child, I’m no healer. I know my limits. I have some rough knowledge from workin’ with the plants, but I’m just a poor herbalist.”
Sadie looked crestfallen. “Oh.” She sighed. “Well, it was worth askin’.” She looked up once more. “Thank you, mum, for all you done for me. I knew I wasn’t gonna pass on, but it was a might scary there for a time.” Her eyes blinked rapidly a couple of times as if she were holding back tears. “Having you come back made a world of difference to all of us.”
“You’re welcome, my dear. I’m just glad I was able to help.” She looked to where Thomas was still turning his grouse and smiled at him. “You take good care of her tonight, Thomas!”
“I will, mum, and thank you. Do I need to give her any more of this tea?” He nodded at the iron pot with the dregs of willow bark.
She shook her head. “No, and that should probably be thrown out and the pot cleaned before you try to cook with it again. It’s a trifle bitter and you won’t want that in the next pot of soup.”
They all laughed and Tanyth headed for the door. “You sleep well tonight, and I’ll show you how to scrape willow bark tomorrow.”
She slipped out and closed the door behind her. The grouse had looked and smelled delicious, but two grouse were little enough to feed Thomas and the kids without her mooching from them. She sighed. Yes, food was going to be a problem. She needed to get supplied and soon.
Before she’d taken three steps toward Mother Alderton’s hut, Riley came pelting out of dusk. “There you are, mum!” He sounded jubilant at having found her, if a bit breathless.
“I am, indeed, young sir.” Tanyth smiled at him. “And now that I’m found…?”
There was an answering flash of white in the dim light as he smiled back. “Ma says you could come to dinner wif us, if’n you’ve a mind, mum.”
“Would you like that, Riley?”
“Oh, yes, mum. It’s a treat havin’ company for dinner.” He fairly wriggled with excitement.
“Well, then I accept. Lead on, young sir. Lead on.”
He turned and walked toward the Mapleton hut, glancing over his shoulder now and again to see if she were keeping up. Inside the hut was an island of warmth and light in the gathering chill of evening. Amber and William looked up as Riley led her into the cottage and both smiled to see her.
“See, ma? I found her!” Riley’s voice carried proud triumph as if there’d been some doubt.
“I see that, Riley. Now go wash your hands. Dinner’s ready and I’m hungry.” She smiled at her little one as he scurried out the back door to wash up.
William chuckled as he rose to greet Tanyth. “In one door and out the other, that one.” He gave a little nod in her direction. “Thank you for comin’, mum.”
Tanyth nodded back. “Thank you for askin’. I was just wondering about my supplies. Perhaps you two can advise me.”
He waved her into a seat as Riley belted back in from the back and took his seat beside a sleepy looking sister. Tanyth smiled at the little girl who grinned back with eyes down cast.
Amber brought earthenware bowls of a rich smelling stew of venison and root crops, liberally sprinkled with fresh cut chives. She sat bowls in front of each of them, and then unwrapped a loaf of fresh yeast bread. As she settled in her place she gave a little nod to William who spoke loudly and sincerely. “Thank you, All-Mother and All-Father for the bounty you’ve provided and the protections you’ve extended. We thank the Guardian of the North for protecting the land. We thank the Guardian of the East for the blessing of the air. We thank the Guardian of the South for the fire in our hearth and the Guardian of the West for clean water and the blessed rains that nourish our crops. Blessed be.”
In the heart beat that followed, Amber and the children repeated, “Blessed be.” Tanyth added her own belated, “Blessed be.” It had been a long time since she’d heard a formal prayer and the rhythm of it soothed her.
The children quivered over their spoons but waited for Tanyth, as honored guest, to take the first morsel. She smiled and tasted her stew, releasing them from their bonds of etiquette to pounce on their suppers like the small, hungry animals they were. It was a rich broth, flavorful with meat and vegetables, and Tanyth found herself three spoons in before she knew it.
“Amber, this is wonderful stew!” Tanyth smiled to her hostess and accepted a thick slab of warm, crusty bread to go with it.
Amber beamed with pride. “Thank you, mum.”
William grinned at his wife in some secret communion, and they shared a short laugh. Tanyth didn’t ask and they didn’t offer, but she suspected that a goldsmith’s daughter didn’t learn to cook at her mother’s apron strings. Her mind filled in a lot of possibilities involving fires, iron pots, and meals gone awry.
They ate in a comfortable silence for a time, giving proper attention to the hot stew and warm bread, washing it down with fresh water. Tanyth had been on the road long enough that the settled meal tasted very good.
William broke the silence. “Supplies? How can we help, mum?” He turned his intense brown eyes on her.
She sat back on her stool, suddenly aware that she’d been shoveling the stew almost as fast as young Riley. “When I travel, I can only take what I can carry.” She looked back and forth between them. “I normally restock my tea and some dried grains as I pass through the various villages along the way and the All-Mother provides nicely, especially this time of year, so I don’t need to carry much.” She nodded at the bowl in front of her. “Meat like this isn’t something I see a lot of while traveling, nor yeast bread.” She smiled at Amber. “It’s wonderful and I thank you for supper.”
“You’re most welcome, mum. Thank you for taking time from your journey to help us.”
Tanyth turned back to William. “I expected there to be a village somewhere along here—an established one—where I could buy a bit of tea and some oatmeal, perhaps some raisins or dried apple.”
William’s look turned inward as he thought. “Fox Run is about five days on toward Kleesport. You must have come through Mablesboro last week sometime.”
“Such as it was, yes.” Tanyth agreed. “Lovely little village and the innkeeper brews a fine ale.” She smiled as she remembered the innkeeper’s reticence about selling ale to a woman, but didn’t mention it, or the episode with her staff on his instep when he got a mite too friendly. In the end a few coppers worth of ale had tasted fine with her meal of roasted pork and potatoes, and the innkeeper’s lovely wife nodded approvingly as Tanyth donned her hat and pack and struck out once more. “There are lots of things to eat along the way, and streams full of fresh water and fat trout, if you know where to look.”
“Sounds like you’ve got this down to an art, mum.” William said.
“Well, I’ve been doing it for a long time. If I hadn’t learned how to travel well by now, I’d still be back in Fairport.” She smiled demurely and her tone was faintly self-mocking. “My first few years on the road were somewhat less successful than they might be now.” She grinned at him. “Tender feet, sore shoulders, and peelin’ skin were constant companions for quite a while.”
Amber spoke up. “So, what is it you do, exactly, mum? If you don’t mind me askin’…? I mean I know you travel and learn from herbalists, but how does that work exactly?”
Tanyth shrugged. “It’s nothing set in stone, my dear. I started on the road with Mother Agnes Dogwood in Fairport. I spent a season with her and learned the basics. She knew of a woman who specialized in blackberry who lived in Shreeve. So, after a couple of letters back and forth, I arranged to spend a few months with her. She knew a woman further down the road who knew more than everything about burdock and cattail, and I wintered over with her. She was getting on and needed help through the colder months. In the spring I moved on to the next, then the next. It’s been going on twenty winters now. Seems like I’ve always been on my way somewhere, all that time.” She smiled at the two of them. “Now, I’m a tough old boot and heading up to the northland to meet with somebody that I’ve heard tales about but never thought to meet. Gertie Pinecrest is her name. She’s a legend down south for what she knows about medicinal plants and their uses.”
William shook his head. “Never heard of her.”
“I suspect not. She’s not well known outside of the small circle.” Tanyth shrugged a shoulder. “No reason for you to know her. I thought she was a story myself for the longest time and then I met a woman who’d learned from her.” Tanyth stopped herself from saying much more about that. Barbara Myerston had been a bit frightening in her abilities, vigorously competent and seemingly tapped into an unseen world that gave her amazing insights that she’d never talk about, even to her students.
“So, she’s expecting you, mum? This Mother Pinecrest?” William asked.
Tanyth made a grimace. “No, actually. Mother Myerston sent me north with directions on how to find her. I need to ask in person if she’ll take me as a student. Maybe she will and maybe she won’t.” Tanyth shrugged.
Amber’s eyes got wide. “You mean you’ll go all that way and not know if it’s worthwhile? What if she won’t take you as a student?”
Tanyth shrugged again. “Well, the trip is always worthwhile. I get to meet so many charmin’ people like you all along the way.” She paused to beam at the small family, and saw that the girl had actually fallen asleep in her seat, head lolling back and mouth slightly open, while Riley stared wide-eyed, apparently enraptured by her story. “But I could get up there and have to turn around and come back, yes.”
“Does she turn people away?” William asked with a small frown.
“I don’t know. All I know is that she’s supposed to be one of the keepers of the old lore, back from the earliest days when the world was filled with magic.” She shrugged, embarrassed, and looked back and forth between the two adults. “That’s what they say, anyway. I’ve studied with many of the very best herbalists in the land and they all hold Mother Pinecrest in the highest regard. So, I’m going to go try to find her, learn what I can, and then, maybe settle down somewhere and write up all I’ve learned about herbs and medicinals before I start to forget it myself.”
“But if you get up there, and she turns you away with winter closing in, you’ll be stuck up there.” His voice carried a press of worry. “That’s a harsh land. I’ve visited it more than once and it’s no place to be when the snow starts piling up.”
Tanyth shrugged. “It’s not an ideal situation, I agree, but Mother Pinecrest is gettin’ on. I’m afraid to wait too long for fear that she’ll pass over before I’ve had a chance to meet her.” She shook her head. “I have to get there and soon.”
Amber’s frown looked concerned and her eyes pleaded with her husband across the table. He gave a small nod in reply. He took a deep breath. “Mum? Would you consider wintering here with us?”
Tanyth cocked her head to one side. “Winter here?”
William nodded slowly with a glance at his wife who returned the nod. “Mother Alderton’s cottage is available for you. None here would gainsay your staying, and you’d have a snug place to stay. We could surely use your knowledge here. Mother Alderton was called home before her time and before she could pass on much of what she knew.”
“Before she realized she needed to, most like.” Amber looked somber. “She was a dear lady and I miss her sorely.”
“There are a couple of empty cottages, actually, mum. If you don’t fancy staying in Mother Alderton’s?” William didn’t say it but the implication that she might not want to live in the house where the previous dear lady had died in her bed was clear in his face.
“It’s a lovely little house.” Tanyth assured him. “Marvelously built. Was that your doing, William?”
He colored, embarrassed by the praise, but nodded. “Yes’m. I used to work in my da’s ship yard when I was a boy. He wanted me to learn the business from the bottom up. I never got much beyond planking hulls before it became obvious that the business was going to go to my older brothers, Stephen and Richard. They were grooming me to be foreman, I think, but…” His voice trailed off. “It’s not what I really wanted. Much as I like makin’ the boats, runnin’ the shipyard and dealing with the shippin’ isn’t somethin’ I really wanted for myself.”
“And they didn’t like that we married in spite of them.” Amber added.
“Well, you’re worth any two shipyards, my heart.” He smiled at her across the table. “And besides, we’ve these to consider.” He nodded at the two kids. “They’ll do better to make their own way than to wait on scraps from the high table.” Returning to the subject in question, he looked up at the roof trees. “Anyway, I figured if it would keep the water out of the ships, then it would probably keep the water off our heads. I just planked the roofs as if they were hulls. It was a lot easier because I didn’t need to bend the planks to make them fit. Just careful fit, tight pegs, and oakum and pitch in the seams. Thomas and the others laughed at me at the time, but they appreciate not having to replace thatching every year.”
“You built all theses houses at once? That must have taken quite a crew.”
He nodded. “Yes, mum, well, it took almost all of one summer. We came out in the fall and felled the trees, clearing the land and pulling stumps. It’s amazing what ten men and an ox can do when they’ve a mind. We camped rough and worked from sun up to sun down from Harvest Moon to nearly mid winter.”
“How did you afford it?” Tanyth blurted the question before she realized it might not be the most polite one.
William just grinned. “One of the things about being a rich kid, mum. My father was happy to pay us off to get out of his hair, and we sell the clay to one of his companies. He makes a profit on it.”
“Do you have to pay him back?” Tanyth was totally unfamiliar with how rich people lived so the idea drew her into areas that she might not have ventured in other circumstances.
Amber grinned. “We already have.”
William nodded with a satisfied smile. “We’re not beholden to anybody at the moment, mum. What we have is ours, so long as we hold it. Got the paperwork filed with the King’s Commissioner in Kleesport and everythin’.”
They ate quietly for a few moments before Amber spoke again. “Our parents, and I’m sure a lot of the people who came out here with us, Sadie and Thomas’s folks, they thought we’d get out here and ‘play house’ for a while until we got sick or cold or tired of it and then head back to town with our tails between our legs beggin’ for shelter.” There was a tone of quiet bitterness to her voice. She didn’t look up while she spoke.
“But you didn’t.” Tanyth was matter-of-fact in her statement.
Amber didn’t look up. “Not yet anyway.” She didn’t sound very enthusiastic.
William looked at her across the table. “We’re not going to.” There was a bit of heat in his voice.
“Why would you, Amber?” Tanyth directed the question at the young woman and turned her head away from William.
She sighed and looked up. “It gets harder each year, mum. When Mother Alderton passed, I thought we were done for, but we muddled through. But when Sadie got sick and nobody knew what to do…”
Tanyth reached over to pat the younger woman’s arm. “She’d have survived. It was just the flux.” She said it softly and caught the younger woman’s eyes in hers. “She’s a strong girl and it wasn’t like I did anything at all but make her a little more comfortable. She got better on her own.”
Amber looked like she wanted to believe but she shook her head. “Your being here helped. Just being here.”
“Perhaps, my dear. Perhaps. But that’s a long way from giving up your dream here. What made you say that?” She paused and when the younger woman didn’t respond, pressed a bit more. “Not yet? Is somethin’ else goin’ on?”
Amber glanced at William before answering. “Frank hasn’t come back with the wagon and team yet.”
William clanked his spoon against his bowl a bit harder than he needed to.
Amber turned to him. “You can sit there and say ‘Any day now,’ William Mapleton, but what if something’s happened to him or if he’s run off with the money and the horses?”
Tanyth looked to him with a raised eyebrow.
“Well, if he’s run off, then we’ll have to try to rent a team for the rest of the season and then see where we are in the spring.” William kept his voice low and reasonable sounding but there was a tightness in it. “If something’s happened to him, then we’ll have to deal with that, too.” He sighed and turned to Tanyth. “He’s never been this late on his return. A few days once in a great while. Once one of the horses threw a shoe. Once the factor was late settling up in Kleesport.” He shrugged. “If something happened to the lorry wagon, then he might be delayed getting it repaired. One of the horses might have gone lame. Any number of things could be keeping him and he’s only a bit more than a week over due.”
Amber sighed and the anger seeped out of her. “You’re right, husband. I know you’re right, but I can’t help worryin’.” She turned to Tanyth. “He’s bringin’ back a load of grain and dried goods for our winter stockpile. If he doesn’t get back, we don’t have enough food to get through the winter.”
William grimaced and shook his head. “Maybe, maybe not. We have a forest full of game that hasn’t been over hunted and it’ll be weeks yet before snow flies. Bester won’t like it but he can make the trip to town if need be. We only need to get to Fernsvale to buy grain, and the potato and turnip crops are going to be very good this year.” William considered before speaking further. “We’re not going to starve. Not this winter. Last winter, it might have been different, but we’ve plenty and then some.” He grinned. “It might get a bit boring by spring, but we’ll be fed.”
Tanyth dunked a crust of bread into her stew and savored it before responding. “Yet you’re willin’ to take on another mouth by invitin’ me to winter over?”
William shrugged. “I see it as one more productive member of our community, mum. One who has the knowledge to keep the rest of us going and healthy.”
Amber nodded. “I do, too. As William says, I’m being too hasty in this. He’s right. Our food stocks right now are much higher than we had last winter, and we still have a few months to gather.” She sighed and shrugged. “And Frank could be back tomorrow with the team.”
Tanyth finished her stew, cleaning the inside of the bowl with the last bit of her bread before popping the savory into her mouth. “So, worst case, he’s run off and taken your money with him?”
William shook his head. “No, our money is all safe in Kleesport. There’s nothing to spend it on out here. He’ll bring back a few coins but the majority of our funds stay in the bank in Kleesport. He’s authorized to purchase goods for us, but almost all out money stays in the vault there. The accountants keep it straight and we don’t get robbed out here.”
“What if the accountants steal your golds?”
“Then the vault-keeper has to deal with the King’s Own. They take it pretty personally. The King wants his tithe. He can’t get it from stolen money. Besides, we’re too small to worry about and we pay our accountant well to keep our affairs in order. The alternative is to keep the money here and we can’t protect it here. As long as we’re poor, nobody will bother us.”
Tanyth eyed Amber and the look wasn’t lost on William.
He sighed. “If we’re attacked, everybody runs into the woods and hides. It’s not much, but it’s all we have unless we go back to town and cower behind the city walls.”
Tanyth made a sideways nod, granting him the point. “At least you’ve thought that far ahead.”
“We’re right off the road, mum. Not that many dastardly people travel the Pike. There are too many chances to be spotted by one of the King’s Own, and too much trouble brings them down from Kleesport or up from Easton. You were walking the Pike alone, mum. You know what it’s like better’n us, I suspect.”
Tanyth granted him that point as well. “Alright, then. Let me sleep on it over night and I’ll give you my decision in the morning. What are the terms?”
“Terms, mum?” William seemed surprised by the question.
“Terms, sir. Will you expect rent? How much support can I count on from the village? I haven’t been here to contribute to the larders so how much will I be able to draw? That sort of thing?”
Amber spoke softly but it was evident that she meant every word. “Mum, Mother Alderton was a full member of our little family. She drew what she needed and gave back much more than she ever took. We can’t put a price on that in terms of so many stones of barley, so many bushels of potatoes.”
“But I’m not Mother Alderton, Amber. I’m just a little, old woman who’s wandered too far from home.”
Amber smiled. “You’re a tough old boot with a lot of wear left on the sole, and I mean no disrespect in sayin’ that, mum. If you’ll stay and help us this winter, teach us what we need to know to keep going, and just do what you think you can, you can draw what you need from the stores and we’ll gladly share whatever we have with you.”
William looked shocked at his wife’s plain speaking, but Tanyth’s mouth twitched in an involuntary grin. “Very well, then. I think I know what I’m up against.” Her face softened into a smile as she noted that both the children had fallen asleep in a huddled pile. “I think they have the right idea. Thank you for dinner, but now I need to go to Mother Alderton’s cottage and sleep on it.”
William and Amber both rose, but William was the first to speak. “Of course, mum.”
“Thank you, sir, for a most interestin’ and enlightenin’ evenin’.”
He grinned and knuckled his forehead. “Thank you, mum, for your kindness and consideration.”
She turned to Amber and surprised the younger woman by giving her a close embrace. “Bless you, child.”
Outside, night had fallen almost completely. Only a faint, ruddy glow showed over the tops of the trees to the west and the nearly full moon peeked through the treetops to the east. She crossed her arms against the chilly night air, heavier coat or not. She crossed the village with a few, rapid steps, the night sounds from the surrounding forest keeping her company. A woman’s laugh from one of the huts behind her punctuated the sigh of wind in the tree tops.
She stopped at her door and turned to survey the tiny hamlet. “You could do worse, old woman.” She murmured it to the night, but the words echoed inside her. “You could do worse.” The cold struck though her then, and an owl called from the spruces. She slipped the latch and entered the hut, closing the door carefully behind her.
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 Decisions
The short night followed by a long and stressful day put Tanyth in a mood to find her bedroll. A belly full of rich, warm food and the snug security of the cozy hut added to her body’s demand for rest. She checked the fire and banked the few remaining coals against the back of the hearth, adding a smallish log to maintain the fire overnight. In her last moments of awareness, she rummaged in her pack for her meager supply of oatmeal and her tiny cooking pot, added some water from the bucket and settled it on the hearth where it could cook slowly while she slept. Her bedroll called her then and she sank into slumber even as her body sank into the luxurious sweet grass tick.
Her dreams that night were shapeless but haunted by the image of a great tree, its leaves flowing smoothly from lush green to a brilliant scarlet that faded to the glossy wet color of blood. They dripped from the branches to pool on the ground and soak into the soil. Those remaining on the tree turned a scabrous brown and cascaded faster and faster, piling up in a drift to protect the roots and no longer melting into the soil. The falling leaves revealed stark, forking branches, first in small glimpses and then in larger areas. Finally the tree stood exposed and, with it, a small bird perched near the bole, protected from the elements by the body of the tree itself. As the last of the leaves dropped from the tips of the branches, snow began to fall. It touched the branches, highlighting them in black and white against the gray winter sky even while it covered the ground, laying a blanket of glistening white over the leafy brown cloak at the base of the tree. The bird fluffed out its feathers and stood revealed as a small owl with bands of black and brown across its wings and rings of ruddy orange around brilliant onyx eyes. As the night wore on, so did the procession of seasons in her dream until the snow gave way to stripes of warming sun and gentle rains that washed the snowy blanket away to expose tender grass even as the bare, black branches grew fuzzy tips. The owl turned to face her in her dream and hooted a drawn out who-who-whooo. The last long whooo blended into a raucous cock-a-doodle-doo in her ears. It pulled her out of the dream and back to reality.
She lay there in her bedroll, momentarily disoriented by a roof over her head even as she lay warmly swathed in the bedroll she associated with an open sky. As the disorientation faded and memory returned, the image of black limbs against gray skies faded in her mind and the sound of an owl’s low call echoed in her ears. She sighed, blinked herself fully awake, and forced her body out of the warm cocoon of blankets. The fire demanded her attention as the chill, morning air scrubbed at her bed-warmed body. She found a few spikes of cattail to put on the coals and blew life back into the nearly dead fire, adding a few small sticks to fuel the blaze. She weighed the luxury of using the ceramic pot beneath the bed against the more practical notion of slipping on her boots and heading for the privy. Boots won and she scampered across the compound in the magical light of morning to deal with the much more mundane issue of bladder.
On her way back to the hut, the rooster’s call from somewhere near the barn cut the still morning air once more. As the raucous sound echoed down the hollow, Tanyth heard the low call of an owl seeming to answer from the copse of spruces behind the village. The sound was almost identical to the who-who-whooo from her dream. It sent a shiver down her spine as the eeriness of the haunting sound echoed in her mind even as it faded in the pale dawn’s growing light. “Alright, All-Mother. I got the message.” She muttered it under her breath even as she grinned at herself for doing it.
She returned to the cottage and stoked up the fire to boil water for tea and to warm her oatmeal a bit faster. She stood, basking in the heat and listening to the sounds of the village coming awake around her. For the most part it was quiet, but the occasional clank of pot hook reached through the stout walls. She could practically feel the quickening of the world around her as the light of morning grew in intensity through the narrow outlines of her doors.
As she was finishing her breakfast, she heard the steady plodding of the ox and the crunch of solid wheels on the gravel of the track. She tossed back the last of her tea and scooped the last few grains of oat from the dish before rising and slipping out into the morning once more. The trees still hid the rising sun, but the morning had reached a fullness where the warming rays would arrive momentarily. William led the ox down the path toward the Pike and waved to her as she crossed to intercept him at the path.
“I accept.” Tanyth said the two words quickly without any preamble of greeting.
William smiled. “I’m glad, mum. Amber will be pleased as well.” He didn’t stop walking and Tanyth fell into step beside him.
“Do you really think somethin’ has happened to Frank and the team?” She asked. “Just between us?”
He blew out a sigh. “I can’t help but worry that it has. He’s never been this late, but so many simple things could have delayed him by ten days. Innocent things. Problems with a wheel. A horse with colic. Even a delay with the factor purchasin’ the clay.” He shook his head. “I hate to borrow trouble, mum, but we’re gettin’ to the point where it’s more likely that somethin’ unfortunate has happened.” He returned her sideways glance with a shrug. “Short of sendin’ somebody to find him, all we can do is wait it out.”
“Thank you, William. I appreciate your honesty.” She raised a hand in farewell and turned her steps back to the hut.
She pondered the implications of the overdue wagon, even as she focused on the immediate issues facing the morning. She’d used the last of her willow bark for Sadie and needed to go through her pack to inventory what she had left. She’d planned to get heavier winter clothing in Kleesport but that schedule was already delayed. She could be in Kleesport in ten days and the next village in three but it would be nearly a month round trip to the larger city on foot and the better part of a week to the village, assuming she could get what she needed there to begin with. She sighed and unceremoniously emptied her pack onto the smoothed surface of the bed roll and began sorting supplies from clothing and tools.
By the time the sun had fully cleared the treetops, she’d sorted out the meager pile and made a mental list of the things she’d need. Her boots would need re-oiling to keep them waterproof and supple, but the leather was still solid and the stitching sound enough for the coming season. She needed some warmer outer wear and a couple of sets of the longer pants to go under her normal walking around pairs. The pants themselves were baggy and styled after the many pocketed pants worn by tinkers to hold tools and bric-a-brac. A few evenings with some suitable fabric and she could line them against the wind and weather. Her lifestyle had kept her lean, almost bony, with hard muscles in narrow bands on her legs and belly. Adding another layer of fabric inside the pants would be no great difficulty. Age had still spread her hips—she grinned ruefully at that—and gravity had worked its inevitable course on her torso, but the bandeau she normally wrapped around her chest kept her cargo from shifting and helped disguise her while on the road by compressing her breasts against her rib cage. Considering the unpleasant chafing of the dangling alternatives, she found the binding to be more comfortable.
She checked her belt knife and pocketed a few items—a roll of bandage, a bit of aloe stalk, and a steel and flint. Small and lightweight, they could make a difference if need arose.
She took one last survey of her food stocks, she sucked air through her teeth, grabbed her staff and planted her hat on her head. The day was wasting and she needed to find some willow bark and fresh burdock, perhaps locate some stands of cattail and wild rose as well. The sun had burned the dew from the grass by the time she made her way across the compound toward Amber’s hut. She met young Riley along the way. He fell into step with her.
“Ma sent me to see if’n you were alright, mum.” He grinned up at her. “Are ya?”
“I am quite alright, Riley. Thank you for askin’. Do you know how Sadie is this mornin’? Is she ready to go gatherin’?”
He wriggled in what might have been a shrug, might have been a shake, and might have been just his excitement at the thought of gathering. “She seemed alright to me, mum, but you can ask her your own self. She’s with ma.”
Tanyth couldn’t help but be amused by him and they strode in silence across the still damp grass.
At the hut, Riley opened the door and ushered her into the snug confines of Amber’s hearth where she found a much improved Sadie and a rather flushed looking Amber tidying up the hearth and table while Riley’s sister sat under the table apparently playing house with a bedraggled corn-husk doll.
The women looked up as Tanyth entered and both smiled a warm greeting. Amber spoke first. “Good morning, mum.”
“Good morning, Amber. Hello, Sadie. Are you feeling better today?”
“Right as rain, mum. Thank you. Amber says you’re going to take us gathering this morning?”
“If you’re up to it. Gatherin’ willow bark isn’t very difficult nor does it require much skill more than bein’ able to pick out the willows from the poplars and oaks.” She smiled, aware as soon as she said it that the two city bred women may well not be able to tell an oak from a poplar, an ash from a hickory. She sighed inwardly and hoped she was wrong. “All we need is something to cut the willow with.”
Sadie held up a small saw. “Will this do?”
“Perfectly. We can save time by grabbing a limb rather than cutting the bits off out there and bringing them home.” Tanyth was pleased by the young woman’s initiative.
Amber finished her immediate tasks and looked around brightly. “I think we’re ready, mum. Where are we goin’?”
Tanyth chewed her lip a moment in thought.
“Willows like wet feet. Is there a place where there’s ground that’s always damp?”
Sadie nodded. “Yes, mum, just up the path to the quarry. There’s a patch that’s always muddy. They had to put in logs to keep the path from turnin’ into a muck hole.”
“That sounds like a good place to start.” Tanyth looked about at the smiling faces. “Shall we go?”
Amber dropped off her younger daughter to play with Megan’s three while they were gathering and the four of them headed up the path toward the clay quarry. The rough road was easier going than forcing a path into the forest proper. Tanyth kept her eyes moving, looking for side paths and game trails. Deer would use this path if they could, she knew. Smaller game as well and it might be useful to have a brace of rabbits for her own stewpot.
As they walked through the woods, Tanyth explained what they were looking for. “Any kind of willow will do. Black willow, white, even weeping willows and catkins.”
“Catkins?” Riley’s squeaky voice sounded amazed. “Catkins are willows?”
Tanyth nodded and smiled down at the boy’s upturned face. “Indeed they are. A kind of willow and the bark is as good as any other.” Privately she thought it might be better because the small withes of catkin yielded a good amount of the pale inner bark and left a strong, straight, and pliable stick that was useful in a variety of ways.
They walked perhaps a quarter mile along the track before it started dipping down to a swale. A bit of corduroy work on the track kept their feet from getting mucky and a stand of white willows grew on a hummock just south of the road. The pale hairs that gave the willow its name still coated the leaves and several strong trunks grew in a clump.
Tanyth pointed out a likely limb with the foot of her staff. “That branch that’s growing into the grove? Prune it off close to the trunk and we’ll take that. It’ll make the stand healthier.”
Sadie picked her way across the muddy ground but Riley bulled through the muck, apparently delighting in the squelchy sounds beneath his feet. Tanyth could feel Amber cringe at the damage he might be doing to his footwear but she soon relaxed as his enthusiastic enjoyment infected them all.
Before she applied her saw to the tree Sadie turned to Tanyth. “Do you wanna say a prayer first, mum? Invoke the spirits of the forests or somethin’?”
“We’re doing the work of the All-Mother here, Sadie. I’m pretty sure she knows we’re taking what we need and using what we take. Pruning that limb out of the inside of the stand will leave them better than when we found.”
Sadie looked up at the trees around her. “Still, mum? If you wouldn’t mind?” Sadie stood waiting and even Amber looked on expectantly.
Tanyth shrugged and turned to the north, raising her arms dramatically. She felt a little foolish but if Sadie wanted a prayer, she intended it to be a good one.. “Guardian of the North, know we work to make the Earth we share more fruitful.” She pivoted smoothly to her right to face the east. “Guardian of the East, the air will move more freely between the trunks as we remove this branch that blocks your passage.” She pivoted to the south, not feeling so foolish any more. A growing warmth expanded in her belly. “Guardian of the South, by taking this branch we honor the spirit of the willow to harvest the healing medicines provided by the All-Mother in this growing thing.” She turned to the west and finished the circuit. “Guardian of the West, may the healing power of water flow more easily through these trees as we remove this branch for our use.” Tanyth faced the north once more and, lowering her arms, planted the foot of her staff on the ground. “So mote it be.” As if in answer a raven cawed loudly from the top of a spruce on the ridge above, startling them all a little. She could see the black bird outlined against the sky as it perched somewhat precariously on the fir tree.
When she turned back, everyone stared at her. She had a hard time deciding who looked the most astonished. They all regarded her with round, staring eyes and a slack-jawed wonder. Riley recovered first.
“Whoosh, mum, when you does a prayer, you don’t mess about, do ya.”
His innocent exclamation broke the spell and the women laughed at his piping pronouncement. Tanyth’s laughter joined the rest, all of them sounding just a bit brittle. Tanyth’s body still vibrated from her effort and she felt a bit flushed and more winded than simply saying a few words might account for. The warmth in her belly flowed through her and a sense of well-being accompanied it.
On the hummock a few feet away, Sadie placed the blade of the saw against the edge of the tree and with a few swift strokes took the limb. It was only an inch or so at the base but long and spindly from working between the trunks of the other trees. With Riley’s help, she extricated the awkward shape out of the copse and together they dragged it back to the road. The base of the branch was woody and dense but the length of the branch showed a good progression with many branchings and tips of first year growth that promised a fat layer of inner bark. Tanyth nodded and smiled. “Yes, this will do nicely.”
“How many more do we need, mum?” Sadie was about to head back to the hummock.
“Just the one. It’ll serve our purposes for teaching you how to do it and probably give enough bark for the village for the whole winter.” Tanyth eyed it once more, measuring and gauging with her eye. “Yes, I think this will be more than enough.” She looked back at the small grove and then cast a glance at the spruce where the raven still perched. “One more thing to do here and we can head back. Riley? Can you get a handful of that sticky mud?” She used her staff to point to a place in the ground where their feet had exposed a rather black looking slurry of mucky ground.
Riley looked at her as if she were mad and then looked at his mother for permission.
Amber nodded and shrugged.
With a very boyish grin and great enthusiasm he scooped up a double handful, digging his fingers into the soft, cold soil and holding up this clod of muck as if it were a golden prize.
Tanyth nodded approvingly. “Very good! Now plaster that on the cut on the tree, if you would? Make a nice covering for where we cut her.”
He had trouble figuring out how to apply the mud at first but eventually went with a “slap it on and pat it down” approach. He had to stretch up to reach the cut and mucky water rolled back down his arm. He laughed as the chilly, messy liquid tickled his skin. Eventually he had it covered to his satisfaction and stepped back to admire his handiwork.
“Will that help, mum?” Amber asked.
Tanyth shrugged. “Some. Better than nothin’. It’ll keep the tree from losing too much sap until the winter stops the roots and it should protect the exposed wood from vermin that might like to feed on it. I don’t expect it will last through the first good storm, but in a few days, the tree itself will begin healing over. In the meantime, she has a little protection.”
Sadie and Amber exchanged a glance as if to say, “We must remember this.” Amber lifted the lightweight branch and handed it to Riley. He balanced it and was careful to carry it so that it didn’t drag on the ground as his solid little legs began the short walk back to the village.
Amber smiled a mother’s smile and the two younger women fell in behind the boy, leaving Tanyth to walk behind.
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 Second Thoughts
After helping them scrape the bark from the willow limb, Tanyth showed them how to spread it on a clean cloth in a sheltered area to dry. She charged Riley with stirring and turning the long scraps of bark periodically. With the first task completed, Tanyth left them to return to her hut. The morning had not been without its share of surprises, but the odd feelings coursing through her during the prayer had taken her by surprise.
She sighed and continued on to her cottage for a cup of tea. She could have had a cup with Amber and Sadie, but decided she wanted to be alone for a time to think about what had happened in the woods. That something had happened was beyond her doubt, but what the something might have been was still open to interpretation. She hoped to examine it, in private, to see if she could make sense of her feelings.
Second thoughts about her decision to stay swirled in her mind. Twenty years of being on the road had trained her to solitude and the constant hubbub of being around people was beginning to tell on her already. They were very nice people, and the children were a delight that she’d almost forgotten, but she could only take them in small doses. She felt prickly and needed to find some quiet for a time. She worked hard to convince herself that it would be alright and that being around people—even as few people as there were in the village—would become commonplace, even enjoyable.
“In a pig’s eye.” She muttered to herself again. It was a long standing habit, this talking to herself, and not one she approved of.
She stomped around the corner of her hut, headed for the door when she saw the six horse team and lorry wagon making the turn into the hamlet from the Pike. An older man wearing a wide-brimmed hat and homespun shirt under a leather vest coaxed the team along and Tanyth shaded her eyes with her hand to get a better look as he drove the team up the path. The village erupted around her.
A pack of children seemed to spring up from the ground and the women folk in the hamlet all appeared to come out at once. Tanyth saw Amber and Sadie running down the lane toward the team, but they slowed their approach before they spooked the horses. Sadie beamed but Amber looked concerned even as the man who must be Frank raised a hand in salute.
Sadie stopped beside the track but Amber continued on to walk beside the lorry and speak with Frank. Tanyth couldn’t make out the words but she saw Frank shake his head several times and point to the back of the wagon. Amber nodded in response and finally smiled. Frank never stopped the team but let it plod its way along the track to the barn. Women and children fell in alongside or followed along behind. Eventually the assembly disappeared behind the huts and Tanyth stood alone once more.
She turned to her hut and was startled by the large raven sitting on the ridgepole of the house, apparently staring down at her. It mantled its wings and cawed hoarsely at her once before turning and launching itself toward the wood behind her cabin.
Tanyth felt a thin shiver but waved a hand in the air as if to dispel smoke or a bothersome fly. “Don’t be foolish, old woman. It’s a raven.” She was irked with herself for being startled, and entered the hut. She crossed to the hearth and prodded it roughly to life, fanning the coals with her hat, and tossing a few handfuls of dried catnip onto the embers, followed by a few sticks of dry wood. In moments, the fire crackled cheerfully. She filled her small kettle from the bucket and set it to warm by the fire and tried not to think about the raven.
She did step out of the hut once, just to get a bit of air, and felt silly being relieved that the large bird hadn’t returned to the roof. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She shook her head at her own unease but her doubts about staying in the village returned. “Maybe you are going crazy, you old fool.” She went back into the hut and made sure the door was closed firmly behind her.
She wanted her tea, and perhaps she’d finish the bit of hard cheese for lunch. She vowed to take her snares into the forest and see if the All-Mother would grant her a rabbit or two for the morrow. She felt crabby and hated the feeling but the sense of longing to be back on the road was almost palpable.
In the end, she brewed a pot of chamomile instead of her favored black tea and let the soothing aroma and gentle tea comfort her while she sat cross legged on her bedroll and nursed herself through a case of the crabbies. It was almost under control when she heard somebody approach the door then a soft knock. She thought about pretending she wasn’t there, but realized that they’d probably just open the door and see her sitting on the bed anyway.
“Who is it?” She worked hard to keep her voice neutral and calm.
“Sadie, mum. I’ve brought you some fresh bread and cheese.”
Regret for her uncharitable feelings washed over her as she realized that she was the one being unreasonable. “Come in, Sadie. It’s open.”
Sadie slipped the latch and walked down the two steps carrying a rough basket of split twigs even as Tanyth stood up from the cot. “Oh, I’m sorry, mum! Were you resting?” Sadie looked quite contrite.
Tanyth found a genuine smile somewhere and shook her head, holding up the cup of tea. “Just having a little tea and a think, my dear.”
Sadie looked relieved and crossed to the table, placing her basket upon it. “I set an extra loaf to bake this mornin’ before we left and there’s a nice piece of cheese for you, mum.” She smiled at Tanyth. “Thank you for your help this mornin’. It really is somethin’ we should have done for ourselves. If we’d thought about it at all, we certainly could have.”
“I’m glad I can help, Sadie.” Tanyth was surprised to discover that she meant it. “And thank you for the bread and cheese. That was very thoughtful of you.”
Sadie gave a little half curtsy, half bow. “It’s the least we can do for you, mum.” She glanced around the still almost empty hut. “I’ll just leave you to your thinkin’ now, mum. I need to get back to my own work.” She scurried out the door and gave a little wave before closing it behind her, rattling it once to make sure it was firmly latched.
Tanyth stood there and shook her head in wonderment. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the reverence they seemed to hold her in. On the other hand, she had to admit it wasn’t much different from the feelings she had about all the women she’d studied with over the years. She was on her way to see the one above all, the one that all the others mentioned in reverential whispers. Just at the moment, she felt a bit like an impostor on the wrong side of reverence.
The smell of the fresh bread drew her to the table where she discovered a loaf of yeast bread and a small round of soft cheese in a damp cloth. Her mouth was instantly awash and she used her belt knife to slice off two fat slabs of bread, added a bit of the cheese and then toasted them over the coals using a stalk of dried rosemary from the cast-off pile until the cheese began to melt into the bread. She almost burned her mouth on it, but it tasted divine.
With her belly full and the chamomile working its soothing magic on her jangled nerves, she felt a bit less antisocial than she had before lunch. For the first time since arriving, she felt no urgent need to do something, other than clean the cheese from her belt knife and re-wrap the food. She left it on the table and contemplated refilling her tea cup, but decided that one more cup of chamomile would put her to sleep. Instead she found her snares and put her earlier plan into motion. Clapping her hat on her head and taking up her staff, she slipped out the back door of the hut and crossed the weedy open area to the woods beyond.
It felt good to be back in the forest. She noted several useful plants along the way including a drift of chamomile flowers that would more than replenish her meager stock and at least two different mints. She slipped into the forest, passing from the open clearing through the verge of understory and into the open forest beyond. Her practiced eye picked out a few likely stands of trees including several witch hazels and some chestnuts and walnuts. She gathered a pocket full of chestnuts to roast later and made mental notes about what she’d need for gathering. She pushed further into the forest and found several stands of blackberry and raspberry. In one spot a large trees had toppled, smashing an opening in the canopy in its fall and clearing the way for several wild rugosas. They appeared to be mature plants, at least several winters old, and were loaded with the fruiting hips that would be invaluable as winter wound into spring. She’d have to bring Riley out to help gather them up before the birds and animals got them. It would be a few more days, perhaps after the first frost of the season, before they’d be ready to harvest.
She wandered in a broad arc that took her back to the clay quarry road. One of the first skills Agnes Dogwood had taught her was how to keep track of where she was in the forest, and she had honed that skill for twenty years with each new teacher adding layers of nuance and knowledge to her memory. Even with the quick survey, she knew she could find the individual plants and trees that she’d mentally marked on her partial circuit of the hamlet. If the rest of the forest were as rich as the small slice she’d covered in her short tramp, there was no need to worry about food for the coming winter. Tanyth was relatively sure that she could feed at least half the village on what she’d be able to glean from the All-Mother’s bounty around them.
Remembering the prayer of the morning and the unexpected response she planted her staff in the moist forest floor and whispered a quiet prayer of thanks to the All-Mother out of heartfelt gratitude for the gifts she’d found. She stood there in the peaceful afterglow, listening to the wind sighing through the branches and smelling the rich, loamy soil where her staff had dug into it. A waft of pine came down slope on the breeze and somewhere back in the forest a squirrel chittered. She took one last deep breath and let it out slowly before starting the short walk down the track to the village. As she stepped out into the open again, she remembered the rabbit snares in her pocket, but decided against placing them after all.
With a spring in her step, she continued on through the village to her hut. As she approached she met Thomas coming up the road from the direction of the Pike. He smiled shyly on seeing her and bobbed his head in a kind of self conscious bow. “Good afternoon, mum.”
“Hello, Thomas. Lovely day isn’t it?”
“Oh, yes, mum. Quite. Be fall for sure soon enough but right nice now.”
“How’s the hunting here?”
“Very good, mum. Lots of small game and several herds of deer that roam the hillsides on either side of the Pike, mum.” He seemed almost embarrassed to be discussing hunting with her.
“I saw rabbit sign in the woods right here this afternoon.” She pointed to the woods behind her hut in an attempt to draw the taciturn man out a bit on the subject of local game.
He nodded. “Oh, there’s hare a plenty all over these hills, and the odd wild cat and coyote to keep them from takin’ over, too. Do you fancy a bit of rabbit, mum?”
“I was going to set a snare or two this afternoon, but got distracted by the plant life.”
“The woods around haven’t been picked over here yet. Only Mother Alderton gathered much and even that was naught but what she used for her liniments, salves, and teas.” As he spoke he rummaged around in the game bag over his shoulder and pulled out a field dressed hare. He held it out to her. “If’n you were gonna snare one, then you probably know what to do with that, mum. It’s yours if you want it.”
Tanyth was reticent about taking the food out of others’ mouths but he pressed it on her.
“Please, mum. I’ve another pair for the family and some more fat grouse for the general larder. It’s my pleasure.”
She accepted the rabbit with a nod of thanks. “I’m much obliged, Thomas. Thank you.”
He beamed and knuckled his brow. “My job, mum. It’s why I’m here. I can bring you anythin’ the woods will provide. You just let me know what and when you want it.”
The hare was heavy in her hands and she nodded her thanks once more. “A fat rabbit like this once a week would be quite adequate to my needs, Thomas. Thank you.” She paused for a moment before continuing. “You don’t know where I can find some oats for oatmeal do you?”
He grinned. “There’s grains up at the barn, mum. Draw what you need. There’s usually plenty there. Oats, flour, millet, rice, dried beans.” He smiled encouragingly. “You’re one of us now, I figure. You help yourself to anything you find there, mum, and if you can’t find somethin’ you let me know.”
His simple words warmed her in ways she hadn’t anticipated and the gift of the hare was unexpected. He knuckled his brow once more and nodded his farewell before continuing up into the village, leaving her standing there in the glow of the late afternoon sun.
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 Realities and Realizations
Tanyth was no stranger to rabbit anatomy and soon had the carcass skinned and jointed. She offered a prayer to the All-Mother in thanks for the meat and fur, then tossed the meat into her cooking pot, added water and some salt, and hung it on the pot hook over the fire to stew. With winter coming, the skin already showed the color change with flecks of white winter fur among the mottled brown. She rolled it for later curing and set it aside.
The day was drawing to a close before she heard the solid wheels of the ox cart crunching along the track outside. The sounds of the village were already becoming familiar to her and she began to feel more at home, more centered. She looked around the hut and tried to think clearly about what she’d need for the winter.
For twenty years, she’d lived in somebody else’s home, or out of her backpack. She acquired and disposed of seasonal clothing as she went, trading heavy for light and light for heavy as she needed it. Small clothes and some bits and pieces stayed with her over the years. Other than clothes, her teapot, a single cook pot—now filled almost to the top with stewing rabbit—and her plate and cup, her pack contained only the herbs and seeds that constituted a stock in trade, a stash of tea and oatmeal, and little else. Everything in her life traveled on her back and that life was not geared for setting up housekeeping.
She started making a list in her head for things she’d need to get through the winter. A larger cooking pot was first on her list. The small one was all she had and as long as it was filled with rabbit, she’d be unable to cook her breakfast of oatmeal. A frying pan, something she had little use for on the road because of the weight and the nature of her diet, would become almost invaluable in preparing meals on the hearth. Her mouth fairly watered at the thought of baking some beans, an activity that would require another article of specialized equipment.
As she sat there, the spinning in her mind slowed. What she absolutely needed, she carried on her back. All her thoughts of pots and pans, of foods and storage—all those were extraneous to what she needed. They might be convenient, of course, and even welcome additions to her life, but not anything that she needed. Her panicky response startled her as it passed and she realized what had happened. She closed her eyes and took deep, slow breaths to steady herself further. When she opened her eyes and saw the basket of bread and cheese on the table, she remembered that while the village was isolated—barely developed as a place at all—she was not alone. The people who lived in the huts around her had wintered here four times already and were cheerfully heading into a fifth. Her moment of doubt and fear subsided and the rabbit boiled over a bit, forcing her to focus on the here and now to adjust the pot hanger. She wanted the rabbit to simmer, not boil and that homely task centered her more.
“Foolishness, old woman.” She berated herself for succumbing to self-doubt and anxiety even as she recognized the mood swing as a normal part of her life. She sighed aloud and set about getting her supplies in order to deal with it. “And you thought this was going to end sometime soon?” She chuckled to herself and shook her head.
Still, she thought another cooking pot would be nice.
With things arranged for her monthly reminder of mortality from the All-Mother, she found herself once more at loose ends and looking about her for something to do. She’d not had to deal with idleness in over twenty years. There was always something to do, something to learn, something to find or prepare or mend. She realized that part of her restiveness was the result of needing something to keep her hands busy. She would need a gathering basket for foraging in the woods, and wondered where to get the materials to make one.
Thinking of the forest also reminded her that she had a pocketful of chestnuts. She dug them out and lined them up near the fire to roast, stabbing each one with the tip of her belt knife before putting it on the hearth. They’d make a nice accompaniment to the stewed rabbit. With her immediate needs addressed, she slipped out of the cottage and headed for the hut that Thomas and Sadie shared. She could tramp about in the woods herself until she found what she needed, but Thomas already knew the lay of the land.
She knocked on the door and heard Sadie call “Come in!”
She swung the door open and peered inside. Sadie was putting the final touches on dinner and Thomas was oiling his boots while the kids played a noisy game consisting largely of rolling around on the floor and crawling under the table and back out again. All activity ceased as she stuck her head through the low door.
“Mum!?” Sadie seemed flustered that Tanyth should be knocking on her door. “Is something the matter?”
Tanyth smiled and shook her head. “Not at all! I just wanted to ask your husband some questions about the area.”
“Me, mum?” It was Thomas’s turn to look startled.
She turned her smile on him. “Yes, you, Thomas. I’m looking for a stand of cattail, not too far away. Do you know of such a place? Someplace handy you can direct me to?”
He scratched his chin thoughtfully before replying. “Probably the nearest is up toward the quarry. About a half mile in, there’s a bit of corduroy roadin’ through a damp swale.”
Tanyth nodded. “Yes, we were there earlier today.”
Sadie added a quiet confirmation.
“Follow the swale north, up-hill about two hundred yards. There’s a smallish pond there with a nice stand of cattails, mum.” He hesitated. “Can I ask what you want them for?”
“Baskets. I need to make some baskets for gathering.”
“There’s enough there for that, mum. But there are plenty of baskets in the barn, if you need some.” He started to rise. “I can fetch a couple for you if you like, mum.”
“No, Thomas, but thank you. I just needed to know where to get them.” She smiled and gave a little wave before closing the door again. She looked up at the sky and decided she didn’t really want to be wandering the woods at dusk. The sun wasn’t quite below the treetops but it would be in a matter of minutes. She could hear the men returning from the quarry already and filed the information away. The barn was nearby and Tanyth turned her steps in that direction. She really wanted to see what kind of stockpiles were there and it appeared to be the center of the hamlet’s effort, judging from the number of people who’d directed her there in the last couple of days.
The big doors hung on heavy iron hinges and stood wide as she approached. The building wasn’t tall but it was much larger than she’d thought, its bulk masked by the huts and trees. The oxcart and lorry wagon stood tucked under a shed roof to one side and inside she could see box stalls with horses peeking out. She stepped into the open door and smelled the musky aromas of animal dung and sweet hay, along with an underlying tang of harness oil. The horses whickered softly and she could make out the pale shape of the ox in the stall closest to the door. She heard voices coming from inside and followed them back between the stalls to the far end of the barn. William and the older man she’d seen driving the lorry wagon were standing in a large store room at the back. There were barrels and baskets, tools, and piles of cloth. Cupboards with latched doors hung on the walls. The two men turned at the sound of her footsteps and William smiled.
“Good evening, mum.”
“Hello, William.” She smiled back and nodded to the new face. “I take it you’re Frank?”
He nodded with a shy smile of his own. “Yes’m. Frank Crane. I saw you earlier by Mother Alderton’s hut, didn’t I, mum?”
“You did.” Tanyth inclined her head in acknowledgment.
William spoke up. “Tanyth Fairport, this here is the man we were so concerned about. Seems the wagon gave him some trouble. Frank? Tanyth here will be wintering over with us in Mother Alderton’s hut. She’s the one that helped Sadie over the flux.”
Frank nodded and smiled more warmly. “Welcome to the village, mum.”
“Thank you.”
“Is there something we can help you with, mum?” William waved a hand. “I think there’s about anything you might need in here.”
She turned to scan all the things and her eyes kept skittering over shapes in the dim light without actually snagging on them. “So I see. I just came to see what was here, but now that I’m here, I do have need of a second cooking pot and maybe an extra plate.” She looked around at the wealth of goods stashed in the barn. “You’ve enough to open a small store in here!”
William beamed with pride. “Perhaps not a store just yet, but we have most things folks need and extras of stuff that wears out.”
A thought struck her. “When I first arrived the other day, Amber said that you weave the grass mats and make extras to sell in town?”
He nodded. “We do.”
“Well, I need to make some baskets for gathering nuts and such. Is there a workroom here somewhere?”
Frank chuckled a bit and William beamed more broadly. “This way, mum.” He led the way through a side door and out to a fairly large workshop tucked up under another shed roof on the backside of the barn. It was a relatively spacious room, with shutters—closed against the elements at the moment—and workbenches arrayed along the inner wall. A large hearth took up one end of the room while a wide door hung on the far end. Tools hung from pegs on the wall, and racks of raw materials sat wherever there was room. The place looked big enough for several people to work without crowding.
“This must be cozy in winter.” Tanyth looked around admiringly.
Frank nodded. “We get a lot done here.”
William pointed out a bin tucked under the work bench. “There’s grasses and reeds under here, mum, if you’re thinking of weaving a basket.” He pointed to a stack of empty wooden tubs beside the door. “There’s some retting vats. Just get a bucket or two of water from the pump when you’re ready.” He looked around. “Is there a particular kind of basket you need for collecting?”
She shook her head. “Not really. Just something light enough to carry and bigger than my pockets for bringing things back.”
He looked surprised. “How much are you talking about, mum?”
She gave a kind of shrug. “Well, I can only lug one full basket at a time, but something like a gleaner’s bag would be best for collecting and then some baskets for storage.” She looked between the two men. “You know what that is?”
“A gleaner’s bag, mum?” William shrugged. “Of course. We have those already.” He led her back to the storage room and pulled a sack from one of the shelves. He held it up for her. “Like this?” It was made of heavy canvas duck and had a broad strap attached across the mouth.
“That’s it exactly. It’s perfect.” Tanyth nodded enthusiastically. “Might I use one?”
William held the back out to her. “Of course, mum. Anything in this room. Feel free to use anything you can find here. If you can’t find it, ask one of us and maybe we have it tucked away.”
She accepted the bag, looped the strap over her shoulder, and grinned. “Oh, this will make collecting so much easier. Thank you.”
The two men looked pleased to be able to help and Frank pointed out a stack of peck and bushel baskets. “If you need storage baskets, those are available, mum. We’ll be making more as soon as the snow starts flying and we can’t get out, so don’t be shy.”
She just shook her head in wonder before addressing William. “How do you do all this?”
He shrugged. “We just keep busy. Thomas keeps us supplied in meat and the gardens keep us in vegetables. Frank brings barrels of flour and dried beans and such when he comes back from Kleesport, so we don’t have to spend every waking moment searching for food, like some do, mum.” He waved a hand around the storage room. “That gives us time to make stuff we need, to hunt for stuff we can’t buy, and generally lets us stockpile goods we’ll need for later.”
Tanyth stopped gaping at the stores and regarded William. “Are you the mastermind behind all this?”
Frank chuckled and William looked embarrassed. “No, mum.” He jerked a thumb in Frank’s direction. “Frank here was one of my father’s warehouse managers. He’s the one that keeps this all straightened out.”
She inclined her head to him in a small bow. “My compliments to you, sir. I can’t remember seeing anything like it in all my travels.”
Frank smiled softly. “I spent a lot of time driving freight wagons, mum. Before I went to work for this rapscallion’s da.” He nodded at William. “When Will here asked me how to organize it, well, mum, we started plannin’ and the next thing you know…” He held out his hands, arms to the side, “… it happened.”
William smiled. “We couldn’t have done this without Frank. And we need to figure out what to do about the lorry wagon. It was pretty nerve wracking not knowing where you were.”
Frank grimaced and scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Yessir. When that axle gave out, I was wondering how we’d deal with that myself. Luckily I wasn’t far from Mossport and was able to get somebody to carry a message to the wainwright.” He sighed. “It sure woulda been handy to have another person on the wagon so one of us coulda walked while the other guarded.”
William nodded and then explained to Tanyth. “We’ve been having this conversation off and on for a year. If we send somebody with Frank, then we lose a pair of hands here. None of the kids are of an age yet where they’d be much use on the road and it’s a long run in and back.”
Frank shrugged. “Mostly, it’s not a problem. I drive in. I drive back. Got loaders on both ends. But then something like this happens and I’m sittin’ a-side the road waiting for somebody to come by. Can’t leave the horses. Can’t leave the cargo.” He shrugged again, helplessly. “It worked out this time, but ever’body here worryin’ wasn’t helpful.”
Tanyth nodded her understanding. “I can see where that’d be. You’ve got—what? One more run in this season?”
The two men nodded. “Ya. Be going back out in a few days.” Frank rubbed his lower back. “And I’m pretty glad we’ll be holed up for a few months. That seat is getting’ mighty tired of my backside.”
They all laughed.
“Thank you for the bag, William. There’s a grove of nut trees that’ll be happy to share with me tomorrow, I think.” Tanyth smiled and nodded to Frank. “Nice to meet you, Frank. Good luck with the seat.”
She left the two men in the darkening store room, talking about the price of a barrel of flour against a barrel of clay, and wended her way through the gathering dusk with the gleaner’s bag looped over her shoulder. As she approached her hut, the sound of hoof beats from out on the Pike signaled an approaching rider. As the rider got closer, she could hear the jingling of the messenger’s bridle. One of the King’s Own, bearing more dispatches, this time away from Kleesport. She wondered if it were the same young woman she’d seen only two days before but heading in the other direction.
The proximity to the main road gave her pause. The hamlet was rich although it looked like any other collection of hovels in countless other wide spots in the road along the way. Perhaps its obscurity was as good a protection as they’d need. What reivers or bandits would bother with a cluster of hovels? The thought bothered her, but perhaps she was borrowing trouble.
As she rounded the last corner on the way to her hut, a dark shape took wing from where it had been resting on the ridgepole of her roof. The large raven glided effortlessly into the forest and disappeared so suddenly and silently—without even a squawk—that she wondered for a moment if it had been real. Shrugging off the cold chill, she crossed the short distance to her door and ducked inside, closing and latching it carefully.
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 Storm Clouds
The following dawn found Tanyth slipping out of her hut, bag over her shoulder, and staff in hand. She knew that taking one or more of the children might have been more effective. Small quick hands might be useful in finding nuts among the leaf litter, but she wanted to survey more as well. For that, the short legs and extra care would be more liability than asset so she set off alone before the sun peeped over the tree line in the east.
In a matter of minutes she was back at the chestnut stand and quickly scooped several handfuls of the ripened nuts into the sack. With the equinox just around the corner, it was perfect timing for the early nuts and she looked up at the spikey pods yet to open, judging that there might be a bumper crop as the fall wound on.
The chestnuts in the bottom of the bag gave it enough heft that it stopped flapping as she walked without being too burdensome to a woman used to carrying her life on her back. She continued due north, parallel to the Kleesport Pike, for a few hundred yards before turning westward to walk in the general direction of the clay quarry. She hoped her path would lead to the stand of cattails that Thomas had recommended. One thing she missed, and she’d need to check with Thomas on it, was a meadow. Many of the plants she knew best grew either in a meadow or on the verge of one where trees offered some protection but didn’t block the sun completely.
Looking up at the arching forest canopy she could see sky in only a few places and the forest’s shadows danced around her. The forest floor was relatively open with the tall, straight oaks offering few obstacles to passage. The mature trees stood well apart, having choked out competition at ground level decades before. The ground rose in elevation as she moved away from the Pike and she soon came to the small pond.
Trees grew nearly up to the edge on the easterly side and her eyes traced the ground’s contour to the south. The rising sun had cleared the treetops and cast bright morning light on a brushy sward and a lush sweep of cattails on the far side of the pond. The green fronds swayed in the morning breezes. The darker spikes that gave the plant its name punctuated the stand here and there. From where she stood in the shadow of the forest, the brilliantly lit scene seemed like something from another world. She felt as if she looked out of the window of some vast cabin at a woodland garden just outside.
A soft splashing sound from the south told her where the pond’s main outlet lay. The brilliant sun glinted off the water in places, but clearly illuminated the sandy bottom of the small pond. Streamlined shadows moved across the sand. It took her a moment to find the fish that made them, so perfectly did they blend in against the pale sand.
She made her way to the south around the end of the pond and worked over to the cattail patch. It took her several moments to recognize the low ground cover that grew with abandon in the dark moist soil on the south side of the pond. She was nearly walking on it when it came to her. Ground nut vines grew everywhere. She looked around in amazement at the spread of vines that extended from the west side of the pond, across much of the small hillside, and down into the moist swale to the south. She was fairly certain she’d find the corduroy road in that direction and the stand of willows where they’d harvested the bark just the previous morning. She felt like so much had happened in a very short time. She looked around, half expecting to see the raven perched in a tree nearby.
Cattails forgotten for the moment, she used the heel of her staff to dig a small hole in the damp soil and exposed a fibrous root with a string of hard tubers no bigger than the first joint in her thumb. “First year and fresh,” she muttered. She was able to pull the root up through the soft soil for several feet and found maybe two dozen of the small, round tubers. She straightened and surveyed the ground once more. She thought there were probably enough ground nuts in this one patch to feed the village for several days should it come to that. The only difficulty in harvesting them in winter would be getting down to them through snow and frozen ground. If things went badly over the winter this patch could be a life saver come spring. Without conscious thought she murmured a reverent, “Thank you, Mother,” and stripped a few ground nuts from the root with practiced fingers, dropping them into her sack.
She turned her attention to the cattails once more, but with all the empty baskets in the storage room in the barn, she saw no reason to cut reeds and weave more. Casting her eye along the upper slope of the pond where the mid-morning sun painted the landscape in the lush green and gold of the last days of summer, she picked out several apple trees growing on the far verge. She picked her way through the drifts of ground nut vines to find a small copse of the wild apples growing in a tangle, their roots nicely watered by the pond. Some of the early summer fruit already rotted on the ground and the sweet fruit drew hornets and bees from miles around. She reached up, plucked one of the small red apples from a low hanging branch, and polished the smooth skin on the sleeve of her jersey. Unlike orchard grown varieties, the wild apple was small, barely two inches in diameter and graced with a red and gold skin that gleamed in the morning sun. Tanyth bit into it, taking a small nibble out of one side. It was hard, but her teeth worried a chunk off and the firm, juicy flesh exploded in her mouth. Not quite sweet, not exactly tart, the small fruit tasted slightly of both and crunched delightfully. She plucked several of them from that same branch, adding them to her gleaner’s bag before heading south along the swale, heading for the path back to the village and feeling more at home with every step she took. The woods surrounding the hamlet appeared to hold a bounty waiting for harvest. She realized that some care would be required to keep from destroying the forest’s ability to replenish itself each season, but she’d only seen one small slice of the woods. If this random section of forest was any indication, the surrounding hillsides must hold a king’s ransom in wild foods.
She followed the swale to the quarry path and soon found herself swinging along the track toward the village, her bag not full as she might have expected but her mind raced with the possibilities that the surrounding landscape held. As she came around the last turn on the track, the small collection of huts was buzzing. Children and some of the women stood behind the huts and peeped around the corners at whatever was happening on the road side. Tanyth’s belly turned to ice. She increased her pace to walk up behind the nearest hut where she found Megan with a small boy in hand.
“Megan?” Tanyth spoke softly, but the younger woman’s attention was focused forward and she jumped.
“Oh, Mother, mum, you scared me.” The younger woman flattened her back against the wall of the hut, pressing a hand to her chest.
“What’s happening out there, Megan?”
“Riders, mum. They came from the Pike looking for water for their horses.”
Tanyth leaned out to get a look at the entry track. Four men at arms stood in the track holding their mounts by the reins. Her eyes narrowed. “Not King’s Own then?” She looked at Megan.
Megan shook her head. “Not as they’ve said.”
“How long have they been here?”
Megan peeped around the corner again, staying low so she wouldn’t block Tanyth’s view. “About an hour, mum.”
Amber stood in front of her hut and spoke to one of the riders—a thick set man dressed almost foppishly with plumed hat, lace cravat, and a red satin lining in his riding coat. Riley and Frank circulated with buckets of water, giving each horse a small drink before pulling the bucket away and going on to the next. The horses appeared to be well trained and obedient to the careful watering.
While the one man talked to Amber and her attention was focused on him, Tanyth didn’t like the way the other three measured the hamlet with their eyes. One of them looked in her direction and she thought she could see his lips moving as he counted the buildings. She knew from experience that they couldn’t see the barn from where they stood so the hamlet looked like nothing more than a half dozen huts in somewhat better condition than hovels, but still nothing to attract attention.
Tanyth knew that for some men, treasure was not measured as gold or silver. The attention that the leader paid to Amber made Tanyth uncomfortable.
“Has somebody sent to the quarry?” She asked Megan. “They should know about this.”
“Yes, Sadie went up the trail about half an hour ago. They should be back any second now.”
Tanyth glanced at the sun and calculated. She must have just missed Sadie on the path and the men should be on their way back down to the village even now. She leaned out to look once more. The horses seemed to be all watered but the men made no move to ride on.
“Take the children and head for the quarry. You should meet the men coming down. Where are the other women?”
“Charlotte and Becky should be in the barn. Beth is over there behind the hut.” Megan pointed at a dark haired woman hiding behind the next hut.
The woman waved, her movements hidden from the road by intervening houses.
“Take Beth with you to help with the kids. Get as many of them as you can gather quickly but go now.” Her voice was a low mutter against the late morning breeze and Megan motioned the other woman to follow them up to the trail toward the quarry. Tanyth watched the men at the front of the village as the women and children scampered up the trail. The men must have spotted them between the huts because Tanyth saw one of the riders turn his head in that direction and say something to his companion who also looked. Frank, with his bucket empty, stepped deliberately into the man’s line of sight.
By then the conversation that Amber was having with the leader should have been breaking off. The man continued to stand there talking to her, tying up her attention and smiling in a way that he might have thought to be charming, but which Tanyth found to be somewhat less flattering than an open leer. With a glance behind her to make sure the small party was out of sight, she settled her hat and with a jaunty spring in her step, walked around the corner of the hut and directly toward Amber and the man talking to her.
At the sudden movement, two of the men-at-arms dropped hands to hilts but didn’t draw when they saw it was just an old woman with a floppy hat. She marched over to Amber and stepped up beside her, claiming the man’s attention with her eyes and interrupting whatever he was saying. Amber half turned and gave her a grateful glance.
Tanyth spoke clearly. “Good day, traveler.”
His manner was brusque, as if not used to being interrupted, but offered a grudging nod. “Good day, mum.” His eyes took in her gleaner’s bag and the hat before turning back to Amber. “Many thanks for the water for our horses.” He looked behind him to see that all of them had been watered before turning to leer at Amber again, “And for the most enjoyable conversation.”
“You’re welcome to the water, sir. Good luck in your travels.” Amber was obviously hoping to dismiss the man by not giving him any more conversational ground.
He turned and vaulted to his saddle, smoothly taking rein and edging his horse around with his legs. He didn’t seem terribly happy at being interrupted, but he signaled his men who followed him into the saddle. With a nod and wave to Amber, he led his small band back out onto the Pike and they rode off to the south.
As the sound of the horses’ hooves faded into the distance, a half dozen men looking grimy and winded boiled around the huts from the direction of the quarry with Sadie pelting along behind. They all skidded to a halt when they saw no danger. Frank crossed to the leader of the quarry team and Amber reached over to take Tanyth’s arm, leaning heavily on it but remaining upright. She turned her terrified eyes to the older woman.
Tanyth spoke quietly. “Let’s go inside, Amber. Make some tea. You did fine, but the others are watching.”
The younger woman took a short deep breath while her eyes flicked to the small knot of men standing with Frank.
“Of course.” She turned and slipped into the hut, Tanyth on her heels, while Frank explained to the quarry workers what had transpired.
Inside Amber collapsed on a cushion while Tanyth filled the tea kettle and placed it on the fire to heat.
“My knees were shaking so bad, I didn’t think I could stand up.” Amber’s voice was soft and quavery.
“Mine, too.” Tanyth took off her hat and smiled at Amber.
Amber took a deep breath and blew it out, before scrubbing her face with her hands. “At least they’re gone now.”
Tanyth looked at her with a frown. “They’ll be back.”
Amber froze, looking sharply at Tanyth. “You sound sure.”
The older woman nodded. “While the leader was keeping you busy, the other three were taking stock—counting the huts and taking note that you’re protected by an old man and a boy too young to draw a bow.”
“What can they want? They saw we have nothing worth taking.”
Tanyth shook her head. “They saw women, apparently alone and poorly protected. What do you think they want?”
Amber blinked in astonishment. “That’s preposterous.”
Tanyth arched an eyebrow. “Where’s William and when will Thomas be back?”
Amber blanched. “William is out cutting wood like always. Thomas usually comes home at sunset.”
Tanyth eyed the position of the sun and sighed. “I hope that’s soon enough.”
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 A Wing and a Prayer
Frank knocked on the door. “You ladies OK in there?”
Tanyth opened to look up at him. “So far so good, but do you think they’re gone?”
Frank shook his head. “I doubt it. They rode off making a lot of noise, but it died out awful fast. That one guy was counting houses and kept looking to see who else was around.”
Tanyth sighed. “That’s what I thought, too.” She pointed to the men heading back to the quarry. “Why’re they leaving?”
Frank scrubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “Because they don’t believe there’s any danger and William’s not here to tell ‘em to stop work for the day.”
“What?” Tanyth was shocked.
Frank just shrugged.
Amber roused herself and climbed the short steps out the door. “Lemme try to talk to them.” She scampered across the grass and shouted to get the men’s attention. They stopped and waited for her to catch up.
They talked for a few moments but the burly foreman just shrugged and pointed at the sun with his thumb.
“They don’t think there’s a problem, do they.” Tanyth said.
Amber waved her hands in the direction of the Pike and Tanyth could hear her voice, even if she couldn’t make out the words.
“They didn’t see it. So they don’t know. First time we’ve had this kind of problem here, so I don’t know that I blame them.”
She looked up at him. “You think they’ll be back, don’t you?”
He shrugged. “Yes, mum. I truly do.”
“What do we do?”
Frank scrubbed the back of his neck again. “Well, the plan was for the women and children to take to the woods and hide. Ain’t nothin’ in the houses or barns worth losing a person over.”
“How long d’ya think before they come back?”
Frank turned to look at the Pike and then glanced up at the sun. “I’d give ‘em about an hour to let things calm down here and then they’ll come back fast.”
“Think they’ll knock on the front door next time?”
Frank shook his head. “Depends on what they think is here.”
Most of the quarrymen looked on in amusement as Amber continued her argument with Jakey. Jakey, for his part, merely stood his ground and shook his head, a truculent frown on his face.
“Do they know about the team do you think?”
Frank sighed. “If they don’t, they’ll find it soon as they look in the barn.”
“What else is valuable here?”
“Food. Tools. Shelter.” Frank ticked them off. “This would make a handy bandit camp.”
“Rather exposed for a bandit camp, isn’t it?”
“Depends on where they do their banditin’.” Frank paused. “But prob’ly so.”
Amber lost her argument with the quarry men, and Jakey waved his crew back up the trail to the quarry.
Frank spit neatly in the grass beside the house.
Amber returned, fury written on her face in scarlet hues. “They said we should all just calm down and stop seeing boggles under the beds.” She turned to Frank. “Can you get the horses and take them up to the quarry? I’ll round up whoever’s left here and we’ll all go up there, too. If they follow us up, then at least those lunk heads won’t be able to argue about the threat.”
Frank nodded and headed for the barn at a brisk walk.
Amber turned to Tanyth. “Can you help me gather everybody up, mum? You knock on the doors on that side? I’ll get these. Have everybody meet up a the lane to the quarry and we’ll scoot.”
Tanyth nodded and started around. There weren’t that many houses and in a matter of a few minutes the women and children were heading up the path following Frank and the horses. Tanyth and Amber stood at the end of the lane, watching the small party heading up into the woods, Amber counting them off as they went.
“That’s all of them.” She spoke quietly. “‘Cept for Thomas and William.”
Neither woman speculated on where the two men might be. Thomas was off in the forest somewhere tending his snares and hunting small game to augment the village larder. They both knew that William chopped wood somewhere in the forest just off the Pike where the men-at-arms might come across him. Neither of them wanted to think too much about that.
As the noise of the women and children receded into the forest, Amber turned to Tanyth. “Do you remember the other morning, mum? You said a prayer to the All-Mother?” She spoke softly, tentatively.
“Yes. I remember.”
“Do you think you could say one now? Askin’ for her protection here?”
Tanyth cocked her head to one side. “Do you really think it’ll help?”
Amber sighed. “I don’t know, mum, but it can’t hurt.”
The pleading in her eyes was more than Tanyth could bear. “I’m not a witch, my dear. I’ve no special powers, you know.”
“That’s as might be, mum. But there was something in the air the other morning. Maybe it was just a storm comin’ but maybe there’s somthin’ out there listenin’ and it heard you.” She paused, a worried frown on her face. “I’m not too proud to ask for help right now.”
Tanyth smiled. “Me, either.” She nodded up the trail. “Go up there a ways and give me some room to think.”
Amber scampered a few yards up the track and took shelter on the verge, leaving Tanyth standing in the path where it emptied into the back of the village.
Tanyth planted the heel of her staff and leaned on it. She closed her eyes to focus on the area around her—the earth, the sky, the fire of the sun, and the water coursing in the hidden rivers in the ground. A sense of calm filled her and the strength of the earth itself seemed to flow up the length of her body, through the soles of her boots and along the path of her staff.
She opened her eyes and raised her arms as she had the day before, facing the north she started with the earth. “I call upon the Guardian of the North, Keeper of Earth, Bones of the World to guard this passage against those who wish us harm and ask that they do not pass.” She turned to face out over the village, arms upraised and the heat of her belly pulsed in time with her heart. “I call upon the Guardian of the East, Keeper of the Air, Breath of the World to guard this passage against those who wish us harm and ask that they do not pass.” She turned to face the woods to the south. “I call upon the Guardian of the South, Keeper of Fire, Life of the World to guard this passage against those who wish us harm and ask that they do not pass.” With each repetition, while her voice was no stronger, it seemed to echo louder in the air around her. She turned to the west, looking up the path and repeated one last time. “I call upon the Guardian of the West, Keeper of Water, Blood of the World to guard this passage against those who would do us harm and ask that they do not pass.” She competed the circle by facing north once more. “I ask in the name of the All-Mother. I ask in the name of the All-Father. Guard us from our enemies. They will not pass.” She stabbed her staff into the ground and leaned on it as the emotions washed through her and left her weakened, all but panting in exertion.
“Very pretty, mum. Very pretty, indeed.” The man’s voice came from the direction of the village and the leader stepped around the corner of the nearest hut. He clapped his gloved hands in mocking applause. “But do you really think your earthy mumbo jumbo will have any sway over us?”
He held his hands out in a practiced gesture and the three bully boys followed him out into the clearing at the end of the path.
Tanyth whirled at the sound of his voice and stood there praying that Amber had the sense to run. The world around her took on an unnatural clarity and somewhere inside her, the anger welled up. “There is nothing for you here.” She said it quietly but the words echoed in her and fairly crackled in the air around her.
“Ah, but there you’re wrong, Mother, for there surely is a garden to be plowed and seeds to be planted.” He leered with a suggestive roll of his hips and his men chuckled at his not so veiled threats.
“No.” The word snapped in the air, a blow to the heart, a stone in the path.
The leader laughed easily and motioned one of the thugs forward while he crossed his arms on his chest and lounged against the logs of the hut, as if it were the wall of his favorite tavern. “Don’t be foolish, mum. Surely, you don’t think one small woman can stop even one of my men?”
The anger and pain of losing her son. The anger and pain of having her husband beat and humiliate her for years before she escaped and dedicated her life to the road. The anger and pain inflicted by all the men who’d accosted her, badgered her, assaulted her on the road. All that anger and pain rose in her in that one moment.
She focused on the approaching bravo and spit at him. “No.”
He chuckled and, in what he might have thought was a subtle move, lunged for her, arms outstretched as if to sweep her up in a bear hug.
Tanyth stepped into the attack, pivoting her staff downward with the iron-bound heel grounded in the soil. The gnarled knot at the top speared the man in his chest with a meaty thump, his momentum doing the work and the force of his attack rebounding on him. He knocked himself backwards and landed flat on his back at her feet with a surprised grunt. His face turned red as he tried to pull air back into his bruised lungs.
“No.” She said it quietly, but still it echoed in the air even over the downed man’s wheezing grunts for breath.
The leader’s face mottled in his rage. “You bitch!” He motioned his remaining two companions forward. “Take her. I want her alive. For now.” His eyes fairly bulged in his head from his pent up anger and frustration. “Nobody makes a fool of me. Particularly not a feeble old lady with a stick!”
The two men drew swords and spread out to give each other room to swing. Their faces held murder and worse but Tanyth scowled at them. “No!” Once more, her voice carried to the forest and seemed to echo among the boles of the trees.
The two boyos glanced at each other and chuckled uneasily. They moved in smoothly and slowly, separating even more as they closed on the woman in their path.
“No.” She hissed the word with every fiber of her being.
“Come on, mum.” The one on her left spoke gently as if to a spooked horse. “You don’t wanna hurt us, and we sure don’t wanna hurt you. Why don’t you just put down the stick and we’ll all go talk to the boss nice and calm like, yeah?”
Tanyth glared. “No!” The word lashed out at the two men, even as they lunged forward together, clubbing at her with the flats of their swords. She dodged backwards and swung the foot of her staff in a short, vicious arc with a chopping upward motion.
The man on the left dodged what he believed was a blow to his face, but the iron caught him where his fingers wrapped his sword’s hilt. The blade flew from his hand as two of his fingers shattered and the reversing blow swung the knobbed end of the staff into his face, smashing his nose. He screamed in pain, and dropping to his knees beside the first man, cradled his injured hand to his chest while blood streamed down his face and onto his tunic. The sudden movements—and the sword spinning through the air—made the second attacker flinch backward, his attack halted by the unexpected response.
The leader growled at them. “For gods’ sakes, Mort, it’s one old woman! What are you—”
A sound like a humming bird snaked over Tanyth and a flash caught her eye even as the man’s voice chopped off in mid-sentence at the sound of a heavy wooden thunk.
Tanyth spared a glance at the leader and saw him staring at the shaft of an arrow sunk into the wood of the hut less than a hand’s breadth from his head. It still quivered from the force of its flight.
Behind her, Tanyth heard Thomas’s quiet voice. “No.”
The remaining attacker looked over Tanyth’s shoulder and lowered his sword, arms outstretched in a gesture of surrender as he slowly backed away.
Tanyth glanced over her shoulder to see Thomas standing in the path, bow drawn to his ear, wicked edges of a hunting broadhead gleaming in the afternoon sun. She turned back to face the attackers. “No.” She said it quietly this time but the word was final, inevitable as the rumble of thunder that follows lightning’s flash.
The leader’s face had drained of color as he realize how close to death he stood. He turned to glare at them. “Mort, Reg! Get up. Let’s get out of here.” He growled the words even as he backed around the corner of the hut, putting the heavy protection of the wood between the bowman and himself.
The two injured men scrambled backwards, eventually getting to their feet and backing away, the uninjured one nervously covering their retreat and obviously anxious to move out.
They disappeared around the corner of the hut. In a moment, the sounds of horses trotting away came from the direction of the Pike. Only when the echoes had died away into the distance, the quiet susurration of wind in the trees filling the air, did Tanyth relax her vigilant stance and ground her staff in the moist soil once more. She heard Thomas’s light step and turned to thank him with a smile.
“Are you alright, mum? They didn’t get to you did they?”
“I’m fine, Thomas. Thank you.” In spite of her protestations to the contrary, her voice quavered a little and she had to lean on the staff more heavily than she might have preferred, just to hold herself up.
“D’ya think they’ll be back, mum?”
She considered it for a moment. “I hope not, Thomas. I hope they’ll keep riding and look for some easier pickings.” She looked at him. “And they’ll have to heal a bit before they take on too much. Hard to swing a sword with broken fingers.”
Thomas grinned and reached down into the weeds at the edge of the track. He pulled up the man’s dropped sword. “Harder still when you don’t have it, mum.”
She smiled. “There’s that as well.”
They stood and listened for another moment. Deep in the forest the cawing of a raven echoed and Tanyth gave silent thanks to the All-Mother for her protection before heading for her hut. She felt the need for a cup of tea and perhaps a short sit down.
“Mum?” Thomas’s voice stopped her.
She stopped and turned back to him, leaning heavily on the staff to keep herself upright.
“That was pretty fancy staff work, mum.” He crossed to the hut and retrieved his arrow. “You bash people a lot on the road?” A smile made the question part jest, but dark eyes underscored his seriousness.
Tanyth sighed and looked at her feet. “Too often.” She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. “Too many men think a woman alone is helpless. Too many see it as their right to teach her the error of her ways. When I left my husband, I made a promise to myself that he’d be the last man to ever beat me.” She felt weak and slightly sick.
Thomas didn’t flinch from her gaze. “And was he, mum?”
She snorted a laugh and shook her head. “No, but he was the last one who got away with it.” She grinned fiercely at him, pulled the staff up, and twirled it once before planting the iron-shod foot back in the sod. “I’ve carried this staff, or one like it, for twenty winters. I’ve learned a thing or two about usin’ it along the way.”
Thomas nodded slowly and Tanyth felt like he weighed her words in a way that betrayed his depth. He nodded respectfully and offered an honest smile. “In the King’s Own, they taught us that no farmer with a stick was unarmed. They grow up with a hoe in their hands.”
Tanyth offered a smile of her own. “And every woman in Korlay grows up with a broom in hers.” She cast an appraising look at her staff. “This one’s just lacking the bristles.”
Thomas snorted a laugh of his own at that, but he wasn’t done. “Mum? Those boyos coulda killed you.”
“They’re not the first, Thomas.”
He looked startled. “Others have tried to kill you, mum?”
She shrugged. “Some men don’t take kindly to bein’ told no.” She sighed and regarded him levelly. “I’ve been wanderin’ the byways for almost half my life, Thomas. I’m careful. I look where I’m goin’. I don’t take risks.” She took a deep breath before going on. “That only gets ya so far. After that, it comes down to who’s got the strongest will and the fastest hands.” She nodded to his bow. “Or the keenest eye.”
Thomas’s eyes wrinkled a bit at the corners as he smiled. “I’m glad you were with us today, mum. Thank you.”
She ducked her head in response. “I’m glad I could help, Thomas.”
Thomas knuckled his brow in salute and slotted the arrow back into his quiver. “I best go see how they’re doing up the hill.”
She gave a small wave and turned toward her hut. As she walked, the tension she’d carried in her torso began to ease and the knots in her belly began to uncoil. With that easing came a familiar sensation in her nethers and she grimaced with a bitter snicker as she picked up her pace. She clambered down the stairs into her cottage, latching the door behind her and pulling at the belt of her baggy trousers as she crossed to the cot where she’d earlier arranged her supplies. She slipped the strap of her gleaning bag off her shoulder and tossed it onto the bedroll so she could deal with the first rush of her monthly courses.
“Blood calls to blood, eh, Mother?” she muttered to herself.
Long practice saw the task dealt with readily and she was soon stirring up the coals left from her morning fire. It seemed an age since she slipped out to do some gathering in the early morning. There was still bread and cheese and she nibbled a bit of each as the water warmed over the coals. Outside she heard people beginning to move about as the families who’d sheltered at the quarry came back down to the village.
The strength leeched out of her legs and she took her small pot to the table to let it steep while she settled onto the rough chair. She folded her arms on the surface and lay her forehead across them, fighting the urge to sleep but losing as the aftermath of the fight washed out of her, leaving her drained and emptier than she could ever remember being.
The blackness washed over her for a moment and her eyes opened on an odd scene. Below her four men in matching livery rode hard down the packed surface of the Pike. She was looking down at them from above and periodically one or the other would look behind them as if to see what might be chasing them. Soon they were obliged to rein in their lathered mounts and let them walk. They sat stiffly in their saddles and if they spoke, she couldn’t hear anything over the rushing of the wind in her ears. The one with red lining his coat seemed to be arguing but the three men shook their heads until he gave up. Wheeling his tired horse, he spurred his mount south. The three remaining rode slowly after him.
It was a most amusing view and she looked about her with interest, now that the men were riding out of sight. She raised her eyes to the horizon and saw the earth spinning below her and felt the wind lift her suddenly skyward. She cawed in delight.
Tanyth’s eyes flew open, the cawing of a crow still echoing in her ears. Not a crow. A raven. She knew it as certainly as she sat at the table in her hut, but a sudden doubt battered at her mind. She threw herself out of the chair and clawed the door open to look outside at the normal looking afternoon beyond.
Amber approached and started to raise a hand in greeting, but something in Tanyth’s face stopped her smile half-formed and the hand made it no higher than her waist, before falling back to her side and the younger woman increased her stride to cross the intervening space more quickly. At the door she crouched down to peer in. “Mum? What is it? Are you alright?”
Tanyth blinked herself back from the edge of madness and with a shuddering breath offered a smile in return. “Yes. Yes, my dear. Of course. I had an odd dream. It set me off for a moment, that’s all.” Tanyth didn’t know what to say. She felt disoriented and groggy.
Amber nodded, offering a tentative smile before glancing nervously down at the road. “Now if William would just come home. I’d feel much better.”
Tanyth looked in that direction as well but her mind was on the view from above. “He’ll be along, my dear. They’d have no way of knowing that he was one of ours and he’s probably off the road gathering wood.”
The younger woman shrugged in half-hearted agreement. “It’s one thing to know. but another to let go of the worryin’.” She smiled at the older woman apologetically.
Tanyth nodded her head in sympathy
Amber sighed and straightened. “Well, I just wanted to thank you, mum. You let us know if there’s anything you need, alright?”
Tanyth smiled up at the young woman. “Of course, my dear. Right now, I think I want a cup of tea.”
Amber grinned and gave a little wave before turning back toward her own hut.
Tanyth left the door open for the light and returned to the teapot on the table to fortify herself with a hot cup of tea before she looked into finding something for lunch.
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 Foundations
The crunch of wheels on the road drew Tanyth from her hut just before sundown. She stepped out in time to see Amber fly down the path and launch herself into William’s arms. The ox stopped when William did and seemed placidly unaware of the sobbing woman. William did his best to try to figure out what was going on, and Tanyth could see him looking about for clues as he tried to calm his wife enough to speak around the sobs.
Tanyth could hear her sobbing in the still quiet of the gathering dusk. “I was so afraid they’d killed you.”
He responded with a low rumble that she couldn’t make out but it sounded soothing.
Frank came down the path from the barn and stopped at the bend, waiting for the homecoming to subside. He saw Tanyth standing in front of her hut and nodded once.
When William managed to untangle himself, he clucked to the ox and started his way toward the barn, holding Amber around the waist and looking curiously from her, to Frank, to Tanyth and back.
As they approached the top of the bend, Tanyth fell in and walked along behind.
William spoke to Frank. “Evening. Big doin’s while I was out?”
Frank gave a kind of sideways bob to his head. “Bit of excitement around midday. Riders came and started to make trouble.”
William looked at Amber. “And you thought they’d found me on the road and killed me?”
Amber snuffled a little. “We didn’t know. That was the worst part.” She hugged him around the waist as they walked, almost knocking him down.
He raised his eyebrows at that. “So, you’d rather known that I was dead than just late?”
It caught them all funny, and helped to break the tension. She reached back and slugged him in the shoulder. “Don’t you make fun of me, you beast.” She hugged him again. “You know what I mean.”
Frank stepped out of the path to walk alongside and the strange parade continued on to the barn.
William looked at Frank over the ox’s back. “Anybody hurt?”
Thomas’s voice came out of the gathering gloom. “None of us.” He stepped out from behind one of the huts and fell in beside Tanyth at the rear.
“I can see I need to get this story in order. Let’s get Bester here settled with a feedbag and see if I can find a cuppa tea and you can tell me from the beginning.”
They walked about three more paces before the not-knowing got to him and he turned to Thomas. “Did you get into a scuffle with ‘em?”
Thomas shook his head. “Mother Fairport did.”
Tanyth started to object to the honorific, but the stricken glance that William shot over his shoulder stopped her.
“You?” William’s eyes were round in surprise and Tanyth saw him measuring her anew with his eyes.
She gave a little shrug. “It was mostly by accident.”
William stared hard, not knowing if he should believe her, or not. In the end he twitched his stick against the cart’s tongue and picked up the pace. “Hup, there, Bester. We’re almost home.”
William refrained from asking any more questions. He backed the ox cart around to the wood shed and dumped the load into the growing pile there, ready for cutting and splitting for winter. The cart went under the shed roof, and Bester waited patiently while William released the harness and let him into the box stall at the front of the barn. With the ox fed and watered, William turned to the small audience gathered in the entry to the barn.
“So? What happened?”
Frank started. “Four riders came in just about midmornin’. Wanted water for their horses. The boss kept Amber busy by the house while the others tended to waterin’ but they were countin’ noses, and houses all the while.”
“How long’d they stay?”
“Better part of an hour. Puttering and fetching. Long time for four horses, even allowin’ for Riley and me havin’ to fetch it from the pump.” He paused. “About the time I figured something would break open, Mother Fairport here marches down from the quarry trail big, as you please, and plants herself next to Amber. The boss man wasn’t too pleased with that so he rounded up his boyos and they headed on down the Pike.”
William pursed his lips in thought for a moment. “Then what happened?”
Frank nodded at Amber and Tanyth. “We called the boys down from the quarry when it started looking dicey, but they got here just about the time the riders headed down the Pike. These two figgered they’d be back. I did, too, but Jakey figgered we were gettin’ panicky over nothing. He wouldn’t listen to me. Even Amber had a go, but he shrugged it off and went back up the hill.”
William pursed his lips and looked at his wife. “They wouldn’t listen to you?”
Amber shook her head. “No, I talked to Jakey and Karl both, but they just said there was nothin’ they could do and day light was burnin’. They went back up to the quarry.”
William pondered that. “Can’t say as I blame ‘em from what it mighta looked like at the time.” He sighed. “Then what?”
Frank described how they’d rounded up the kids, women and horses and taken the whole lot up to the quarry.
William turned to Tanyth. “But you stayed behind, mum?”
Tanyth shrugged and rested her weight on her staff. “Amber and I were the last ones up the trail. We wanted to make sure we got everybody out before they came back. We almost made it, but they came back too fast and surprised us. Their leader started threatenin’ and wouldn’t leave us alone. One of ‘em rushed me and he ran onto the end of my staff. It winded him pretty good. After that, the leader was pretty mad and he sent the other two bullyboys to round me up. They were almost on me when Thomas here convinced them they couldn’t outrun a broadhead.”
Amber looked up at William. “Is it over, d’ya think?”
William shrugged. “You seem to have done right by this group. I don’t think they’ll be back to trouble us.”
Amber shook her head. “Ya, but are we safe?”
Tanyth spoke up from where she was standing in the back of the group. “No.”
They turned to look at her.
“This bunch has gone, at least for now, but what about the next?”
William shook his head. “We’ve been here four—going on five—winters now and this is the first time we’ve had any problems at all.”
Frank grimaced and turned to William. “If it hadn’t been for her, it mighta been the last and we’d all be raven food.”
William frowned but he listened. “What do we do about it?”
Thomas scuffed a foot on the packed ground. “We’ve too much invested to move lock, stock and barrel, but might make sense to build a cache up at the quarry. We’d have been fine if we’d just all run up to there, but the stores are all here.”
Frank nodded. “The end of the track is a logical defense point and the quarry itself is just that much further along. Anybody moving up the track would have a hard time of it.”
Thomas looked to Tanyth. “Do you have any ideas, mum? What can we do to make the village safer?”
She leaned on her staff and thought. “A bolt hole at the quarry is good, but that’d take time and it won’t be long before winter’s on us.” She thought for a few moments. “Havin’ a bell would be a start.”
William frowned in consternation. “Where would we get a bell way out here, mum?”
“Just hang a piece of iron on a rope so you can bang it. Sound would carry up to the quarry and you won’t have to wait for a runner to go up and come back. Won’t be pretty but it’d be loud enough.”
Frank grinned “And having an alarm ringin’ like that would give anybody thinkin’ of trouble somethin’ else to think about.”
Amber grinned and nodded her agreement. “That’d be a help.”
William gazed at Tanyth. “A start, mum? What else, d’ya think?”
“An inn. Someplace where travelers could stop and not look at the houses and get ideas.”
William tilted his head quizzically. “An inn, mum? With food and rented rooms?”
Frank perked up a bit, too. “And beer?”
She smiled. “Well, perhaps a bit of beer.” She paused before adding, “To those who can pay for it.”
William looked troubled. “That’s a lot of work, mum, running an inn.”
“Start small. A common room, kitchen, hearth and rent out space by the fire for a few coppers a night,” Tanyth said. “The Mother knows I’ve spent more’n enough nights on a floor like that myself over these last twenty winters.”
William still didn’t look convinced. “How’s that help keep us safe, mum?”
She looked around their faces. “It gives the village something other than bein’ a collection of huts in a wide spot in the road. People react to that. And having a big solid buildin’ where people can gather? And defend? That’s different than having a bunch of small buildin’s that newcomers can get the wrong idea about. Besides, once you have an inn, then people might wanna come live here and work in it. It’ll be somethin’ that’d tide you over until spring, too, when you can’t quarry.”
Amber nodded her agreement but added an obstacle of her own. “That’s well and good, mum, but who’s gonna run this establishment?”
Nobody answered directly but they all looked at her.
“What?” Amber looked around in alarm. “You’re not thinking that I can run an inn.”
Nobody answered.
“Are you?”
Tanyth nodded. “I think you’d make the perfect innkeeper, Amber.”
“That’s crazy. What do I know about running an inn?” Amber shook her head in exasperation and turned. “I’ve hungry kids to feed. You are all welcome to come along but this is foolish.” She turned and stalked out of the barn.
William looked at Tanyth with an “I told you so” look but Frank was eying the older woman with a gleam in his eye. “What else, do you think, mum?”
She thought for only a heartbeat. “You better name this place before somebody names it for you.”
William looked startled but Frank nodded. “I’ve been sayin’ that for the last two winters.” He turned to look at the younger man. “Why haven’t we picked a name, William?”
William frowned. “I don’t like the names people picked out for us.” He said it in a low grumble. “Come on! Let’s go get some supper.” He followed Amber’s path out of the workroom without looking to see if anybody were following him.
Tanyth watched him go with some amusement before falling in behind. She turned to Thomas who walked beside her. “What names have they offered?”
Thomas smirked. “Clayton was one, but that’s not the favorite.”
“What’s the favorite?”
Frank spoke from behind. “Mapleton.”
She looked over her shoulder. “Mapleton? Named after him?”
Frank chuckled. “Yes’m. He hates the idea, but most folks like it. He just won’t stand fer it.”
Tanyth looked at Thomas. “Do they really like it because it’s the right name? Or are they just twittin’ him about having a town named for him?”
Thomas shrugged. “Dunno. But it’s been a running argument here for the last two winters.”
They trouped along in William’s wake and took advantage of Amber’s hospitality by lounging about her hearth and feasting on fresh tomatoes, hot bread, and strong cheese. William seemed lost in thought but Amber had already apparently forgotten the conversation about being the innkeeper even as she proved her skill at hospitality by feeding them all, along with her own kids and a couple of the other children. Sadie provided the bread and their mood was festive in spite the darkness that had swept across them during the day. Or perhaps because of it.
As the meal wound down, the extra children trundled off and the rest curled into snug beds and were soon asleep. The conversation lagged for a bit before Sadie, bird bright and looking for an answer, moved on to the next subject. “What’s this about an inn, then?”
She looked back and forth between William and Tanyth, waiting for an explanation, but it was Frank who spoke up. “We were talkin’ about ways to cut down the risk of unpleasantness like today. Mother Fairport here says she thinks we oughta have an inn.”
Sadie looked at Tanyth with a wide eyed smile. “That’s a wonderful idea, mum. Why do you think that’ll keep us safe?”
Tanyth shrugged. “Harder to ignore an inn, but also if the place has an inn, then it’s harder to figure nobody’ll notice if you get up to mischief.” She indicated the houses around with a nod of her head. “This village is like any other of a hundred others in wide spots all up and down the road. Easy to think nobody’ll notice if there’s trouble, and you’d probably be right.”
Sadie turned to William and Amber. “You don’t like the idea, Amber?”
“They want me to be the innkeeper.” Amber sounded aghast by the idea.
Sadie shrugged, unfazed. “Sounds about right. You do all the greetin’ in the door yard now. Might as well have an inn to go with it. What do you think of this, William?”
He shrugged. “I think she’s got the right of it. We’ll be safer if we’re bigger and having an inn would at least make us look bigger.”
Sadie looked at Thomas and Frank. “What about you two?”
Thomas shrugged. “I think it’s a good idea.”
“I think so, too,” Frank said. “Mother Fairport thinks it might get more people to come live here and it’ll give us a bit of income that’s not dependent on clay.”
“Ok, so what’s the problem?” Sadie looked pointedly at William.
He saw her looking from the corner of his eye but didn’t look up from the bowl in front of him. “It’ll take time and money we don’t have.”
Frank spoke up. “It might if you’re thinking about something like one of the inns in Kleesport, Will, but you’ve seen the inn at Mossport, and I know you’ve traveled enough to have slept on taproom floors yourself.”
William gave a grudging nod. “True. And we could probably build something better than that poor excuse for an inn in Mossport, but where do we get the materials and labor?”
Frank shook his head. “That’s the least of our problem. We’ve got enough good timber right here to build another building as big as the barn without clearing more than we’d need for next spring’s garden as it is.”
William sighed. “We really need a smith out here if we’re gonna do this.”
Thomas cast a disgusted look at him. “Now you’re just finding rocks in the sand. We don’t need a smith. We need a barrel of nails and some hinges for another door or two.”
“If we could make them it would be better,” William insisted.
Frank snorted. “Better, but not needed. And we’ll have Jakey’s crew layin’ about until spring in another few weeks. We only have one more trip this season and then we won’t quarry any more until spring. There’s still plenty of time to settle a frame and put up a roof. Once that’s in place we can work on it even after snow flies, if need be, but I bet we’d have it done before the Solstice.”
“What about the kiln? We were gonna build a kiln this winter so we could start firing our own bricks.” William looked around the table, the challenge on his face.
Amber cleared her throat delicately and all eyes turned to her. “I’ve been thinking about that.”
William cocked his head. “Really?”
She nodded. “It was an interesting idea, but you’ve seen the brickworks outside Kleesport.”
William shrugged. “Yes. Of course. That’s what gave me the idea.”
She looked at him seriously. “And do you want to live beside that?”
Frank shifted his weight uncomfortably and even Thomas looked anyplace but at Amber and William.
Finally, William sighed and answered, “No.”
She shrugged. “So, we don’t build a kiln. We keep shipping the clay to Kleesport. It’s a steady work and gets us a bit of coin to spend with the merchants there for what we can’t make ourselves, but this inn…” She shrugged. “Might make more sense for where we are.”
They looked at each other for a long moment, before William grinned. “And you’d be the innkeeper?”
She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “If that’s what it takes.” She hesitated. “But what do we call it?”
Sadie shrugged. “We can just name it after the village. That’s what everybody else does.”
Frank twisted his mouth into a wry grin. “So, what do we name the town?”
They all turned to Tanyth. She looked startled. “What? You want me to name it?”
Frank grinned. “You’re doing pretty well so far.”
They were all smiling at her, encouraging her. She took a deep breath, and closed her eyes to think. The only sounds were the crackling of the fire and the faint sigh of wind through the eaves. “Ravenwood.” The word was out of her mouth before she thought.
Frank pounced on the name. “Ravenwood! I like it.”
She looked at them with something akin to shock. “I’m sorry. It was just the first thing that came to mind.”
William nodded and a considering look covered Amber’s face. Sadie clapped her hands together in delight and sprang to her feet. “It’s perfect. We’ll name the town Ravenwood and then the inn can be Ravenwood Inn!” She fairly bounced on her toes in excitement.
William watched her with some amusement. “Well, I guess we now live in Ravenwood.” He looked at Tanyth. “At least it’s not Mapleton.”
Amber laughed. “That really bothered you, didn’t it?”
He nodded, a rueful grimace on his face.
Frank chuckled but offered Tanyth a sympathetic explanation. “When you’ve grown up in the shadow of his father, the name carries extra freight.”
Thomas groaned at the pun and tossed a bit of bread at the older man.
The nearly full moon painted an oblong of silver on the floor through the open doorway and William eyed the glow. He heaved himself up off the floor and handed his wife up as well. “Let’s go figure out where we’ll build your inn.”
They all clambered out of the house. William with Amber on his arm led the procession which soon picked up a few more adults, a handful of interested children, and at least two drowsy chickens. They spent an hour in pleasant contemplation by the light of the moon and discovered that they had more than enough room for a relatively large structure that would neither block the track to the barn nor require them to demolish any of the houses.
Tanyth watched the proceedings from the front of her hut and watched the sky for ravens.
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 A Cheeky Bird
Tanyth found morning long before the sun did. She woke suddenly, her heart in her throat, sure that somebody was in the hut with her. Her hand slipped to the hilt of her belt knife where it rested inside her bedroll. Habits formed from sleeping wild hadn’t been broken by sleeping under a roof for a few nights. Her eyes raked the shadows. There wasn’t anyone there. The faint glow from the banked coals in the fireplace gave sufficient light for her to make out every corner of the hut well enough to know nobody hid in the shadows. She took two deep breaths and tried to convince herself that it was too early to rise, but failed to calm the pounding in her chest.
After a few moments of lying with her eyes closed and her pulse racing, she gave up and crawled out of her bedroll. Her stockings offered her feet some protection from the cold floor until she stepped on the hearthstone, which still carried a little warmth from the banked fire. She plucked a pair of smaller pieces from the woodbox and proceeded to stoke up a fresh blaze. While it worked up some heat, she returned to her bedroll and dug out her outer clothing, slipping on her warm tunic but leaving her pants off until she had enough warm water for tea and to clean herself a bit. She sighed as she realized that she really needed to take time to wash out some small clothes, at least. She returned to the hearth and added another stick to the growing blaze there, pushing the tea kettle closer and considering her dwindling stock of tea and oatmeal. The routine of fire and warmth soothed her jangled nerves and she slipped into the simple routine of morning.
After dealing with the mundane matters of hygiene and breakfast, she slipped out into the dawn. In spite of having been up for over an hour, the sky was still nearly dark—only the translucent scale of morning to brighten the east and wash the dimmest of the stars out of half the sky. The morning air had the cleanest bite of the day and she took several lungs full, letting each one out slowly before taking the next. It wasn’t cold enough to see her breath, but she could tell the day was not far off.
She stood there, listening. She wasn’t sure what she was listening for, or perhaps listening to. The trees in the surrounding forest whispered among themselves in the last of the night’s breeze. The breeze faded and they hushed as if they’d been talking about her when she’d entered the room. She smiled at the idea, as if she were important enough for the very trees to talk about.
The humorous thought gave rise to an idea that was more serious. Twice in two days she’d prayed to the guardians and the All-Mother for protections and boons—first giving thanks for the willow bark but later asking for help in what might have been a dire time. Something in her made her walk to the clearing behind her hut and thank each of the guardians in turn for their assistance in her time of trial. She closed her circle with a simple thank you to the All-Mother and the All-Father. She felt better once she’d finished. She stood there for a few minutes savoring the quiet calm and taking strength from the fertile earth beneath her feet.
She stood there long enough that she heard Thomas slip out of his hut and head off up the track toward the quarry, no doubt heading out for a day’s hunting. She heard Frank and William chatting softly as they met on the path to the barn, each heading up to care for the animals entrusted to them. In spite of the chaos and danger of the day before, she felt at peace. She’d been on the road long enough to know that nobody was really safe with the wild things loose in the world, but a little judicious planning and attention to detail could help.
She sauntered around to the front of the hut and crossed the dewy grass to examine the scratchings on the ground and the sticks they’d placed to mark the corners of the new inn. As the morning sun clawed through the trees, she smiled at the placements and squinted her eyes a bit to try to envision the building as it might appear. If they were right in their estimates, the building might well appear—at least in frame—within a relatively few weeks. Frank and William had both agreed that foundation, framing, and roof were entirely feasible before the snow closed in for the winter.
She paced off the length and smiled when she came to where Amber had drawn the outlines of her new kitchen by scraping the dirt with a branch in the near dark. It wobbled a bit but it was a good sized area. It would provide them with plenty of room to start with and offered space behind for growth. Tanyth smiled. Amber may have been opposed to being the innkeeper at first, but as she warmed to the idea, her natural talents proved the obviousness of the solution.
She heard the jingling of harness and the pounding of hooves coming along the Pike from the south. The sun was barely into the trees, still throwing ribbons of light between the trunks and lighting the sky with a morning display. A messenger wearing the uniform of the King’s Own pounded along and sped past the village without looking in. Tanyth had watched the pattern of messengers on the Pike long enough to know that in a day or so, another of the King’s Own would come riding the other direction.
She admired the layout of what would become the new inn for a few more moments and then walked back to her hut and the chores that awaited. Her mind caught up the logistical problem of how and where to resupply her dwindling store of tea and oatmeal. While there was tea in the village, it wasn’t the same, and oatmeal was all but unheard of among them. There was also the problem of winter clothing. She’d planned on shifting her wardrobe when she got to Kleesport, swapping her lighter sweaters and jacket for something a bit more substantial for the coming winter in the northlands. With time on her hands and some suitable fabrics, she could certainly fashion her own. She made a mental note to ask Amber about it. She’d know how to make the arrangements.
William and Bester came down the track from the barn, heading out for their day’s labor. He smiled to see her standing in the morning light and raised a hand in greeting. When he got nearer he spoke, his voice carrying over the crunching of the oxcart’s wheels. “G’mornin’, mum. You’re up early.”
She smiled. “Good morning, yourself, William. I couldn’t sleep so got up and had my breakfast.” She fell in beside him. “How are you? Now that you’ve had a night to sleep on it, what do you think of this?” She swept a hand to indicate the scratchings on the ground.
He gave a slow nod. “I’m fine, mum. And I think this is really a very good idea.” His eyes swept the area as he walked along. “Amber does, too, now that she’s had a chance to think about it.” A glowing smile spread across his face. “She’ll be wonderful as the innkeeper.”
Tanyth nodded. “I think so, too.”
They were almost at the Pike and Tanyth stepped off onto the verge to let Bester and the cart pass out onto the packed road. “Have a good day, William. Blessed be.” She raised her hand in a wave.
William smiled. “Thank you, mum. You, too. Try not to have any more excitement today, ok?”
She laughed in response. “I’ll do my best.”
William steered Bester northward and was soon lost to view.
Tanyth turned to retrace her steps. The chilly morning was giving way to the sun’s warmth but she thought another cup of tea would taste good. A flash of movement drew her attention and she looked up to see the raven settling onto the ridgepole of her roof once more. The bird fluffed its feathers and then sleeked them back, seeming to ignore her presence below. It rolled its head as if settling skull to spine and then shifted its head from left to right as if showing off the heavy bill in profile, first on one side and then on the other. Tanyth realized, with a bit of a shock, that it was actually looking at her, first one eye, then the other. The liquid gold of the bird’s eye seemed to almost glow against the black feathers and some trick of the morning had a bolt of sunlight shining almost horizontally through the trees and reflecting off the glossy blackness.
Tanyth’s immediate sense of surprise subsided and she spoke to the bird without really thinking about it. “Well, aren’t you a cheeky thing.”
The raven gave a soft caw as if answering.
Tanyth tried to decide if her odd dream from the previous day had been real and contemplated the idea that she’d been actually looking through the eyes of a raven—perhaps this raven—as it soared above the Pike, wings easily out-pacing hooves. The whole idea was fantastic, yet there seemed no other explanation. She could have been dreaming it, wishful thinking driving the images in her exhausted brain into patterns of desire—and after all, isn’t that what dreams are?
“But why a raven?” She murmured.
The bird opened its bill and gave a series of short cackling sounds, not exactly a bird laugh, but certainly not the full throated caw one expected to hear.
She chuckled—at herself as much as the antics of the bird—and resumed her steps toward the house. When she got closer, the bird flicked its tail, leaving a squirt of white droppings streaked across the roof as it jumped into the air and flapped heavily southward across the open land of the village and disappeared into the forest beyond.
Tanyth’s lips quirked into a sideways grin. “Cheeky thing!”
From the forest, near where the bird had disappeared, she heard a raven’s croaking caw.
She stopped with her hand on the latch and looked over her shoulder, momentarily overcome by the memories of veiled comments from some of her teachers. Comments about the birds of the air and the fish in the stream. Comments that hinted that magic had been loose in the world before and that it might be returning—or perhaps had never left.
She shook herself to try to toss off the incongruous ideas but they’d just swirled in her mind—leaves lifted by a zephyr, stirred around and redeposited in new patterns but not blown away. She sighed in exasperation at her own silliness and wondered if perhaps the change that was beginning to sweep her body was giving her odd things to think about to distract her from the deeper changes.
The raven cawed again as Tanyth slipped into the hut. Shaking her head, she poked up the fire and re-filled her kettle from the bucket. It would be a few minutes before the water was hot enough for tea and the early waking caught up with her suddenly. The comfort of her bedroll called her and she stretched out on top of it to rest her eyes while the water came to a boil. Sleep drew her downward as soon as she stretched out and she was barely aware of hearing the raven call a third time as the black waves of sleep swept over her.
A man lay flat on the ground behind the bole of a heavy oak. He faced away from her, head up and peering over the root at something in the clearing beyond. She was surprised to see he wore the same clothing as one of the boyos they’d run off the day before. Lying on the ground and facing away, she couldn’t see his face but her view shifted, swinging left and right in a pattern that looked familiar but which she couldn’t quite place. Her attention was drawn upwards along the man’s line of sight. She could see him peering into a clearing with a collection of huts and with a pang of alarm she recognized them, even from the unusual angle.
She cawed once more in alarm. The man rolled his head around to look at her. She recognized the face as the man who’d been knocked down and winded during the scuffle. He picked up a small twig and threw it at her. It fell short and bounced off several small branches. Still, take no chances, and with a final caw, she spread her wings and dropped off the limb to glide between the loosely spaced trees, putting distance between her and the watching man.
Tanyth woke with a pounding in her chest.
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 Skunk in the Woodpile
“A dream. Just a dream. You’re a paranoid old woman.”
Tanyth kept telling herself that, but it didn’t do anything for the pounding in her head.
She made herself not tear the door open. She fought the urge to hare across the intervening space and confront the man—if he were actually there. She stirred her tea and took a sip, burning her tongue on the near boiling liquid. She set the cup down on the table and drew a deep breath. She didn’t dare close her eyes to concentrate, but she squinted them and blew the breath out.
“Focus, old fool. Focus.”
First, was the village in danger again? She needed to find out if the bravos had come back to worry them. The day was still young and she knew Frank was about.
Second, were these dreams? Visions sent by the All-Mother to help guide and protect her? Or was she just going mad?
As she sat there at the small table in the half light of early morning, she wasn’t sure which of the two things alarmed her more—that they might be being watched by people who wished them harm, or that she may be going mad. Age did strange things to people sometimes and she’d seen plenty of examples over the many winters she sought out all the old herbalists and healers she could find. She sighed, considering that the price of wisdom sometimes appeared to be too dear.
With her fear controlled, if not conquered, she needed action. She sipped the cooling tea, unwilling to waste the precious leaves by walking off with the cup half full. She stood from the table and slipped into her warm tunic. Her hat went on her head and she took staff in hand.
She slipped the latch on the back door of her hut and slipped out, closing it carefully behind her. She wondered if there were somebody on that side of the village as well—watching from the other direction—but she forced herself not to look at the tree line. With one step after another, focusing on the ground and not her steps, she sauntered as naturally as possible around the outside perimeter of huts until she was able to make a bee line for the barn. She found Frank rolling a barrow of muck out of the barn and onto the pile.
He smiled to see her. “Morning, mum. You’re up early.”
“Too early, and I think we may have a problem.”
He parked the barrow and dusted his hands together, looking at her intently. “What kind of problem, mum?”
“I think one of the men that was here yesterday has come back. I thought I saw somebody peeking out of the trees opposite my cottage.”
He looked startled. “Are you certain, mum?”
She shook her head. “No, actually, I’m not.” She smiled apologetically. “It might have merely been a trick of the light.”
“Was it just the one?”
She shrugged. “I only saw the one, but who knows if the others were there as well and I just didn’t see them.”
He pursed his lips in thought and then fetched the hay fork from its hook by the stalls. “Let’s go see if you saw what you saw, shall we, mum?”
Together they slipped out of the barn and worked their way down the tree line on the south side of the village’s clearing. Tanyth hadn’t been on this side before and spotted several patches of yarrow and wild carrot growing in the understory where the forest tried to reclaim the clearing.
They walked quietly, keeping eyes and ears open. Tanyth heard nothing but the normal sounds of the forest. The tzeep, tzeep of a sparrow in the undergrowth sounded loud in her ears and even the soft passage of wind through the treetops above carried clearly. She kept glancing northward, looking for the angle, the view she’d seen in her dream trying to match the reality against her memory even as it slipped sideways in her mind each time she tried to recapture it.
Frank offered no comment as they walked further and further, just kept his eyes sweeping the trees and undergrowth to their right.
Tanyth was about to give up on the vision when the scene snapped into focus. She stopped in her tracks, her head twisted to the left and the angle on her hut matched the angle from her dream. Her breath caught in her throat. Frank fetched up his step and looked to her in concern.
“Did you see something, mum?”
Tanyth turned her head and looked straight into the woods in the opposite direction. Just behind the verge of undergrowth a large oak lifted a canopy of leaves to the sky. “Here.”
Frank peered into the brush and poked the hay fork ahead. Nothing stirred so he stepped into the cover of the forest. Tanyth followed and was relieved to find nobody there. She stepped carefully around Frank and walked further into the woods, glancing back periodically, looking for the tree where the raven had perched. She was still not sure if what she’d seen was a vision, a dream, or something else and the uncertainty scraped her nerves raw. There were several likely candidates for perches but she was unable to pick out one that she could point to and say with certainty.
“What are you looking for, mum?” Frank’s voice was low but drew her back to the reality.
She turned to see him with the fork planted in the ground and looking alternately at her and then around at the surrounding woods, unsure what he should be looking for but obviously alarmed at her actions.
“Sorry.” Her reply was likewise hushed. “I was just looking to see if I could see anybody. I must have been mistaken.”
Frank nodded. “Well, mum, there’s nobody here now for certain.”
She sighed and made one last turn around. “Maybe I was wrong.” Her eyes went to the base of the oak and the large roots behind which the man in her vision had been lying.
Frank’s eyes followed her gaze and he stepped closer to the tree to peer downward. He looked up at her, eyes wide in surprise. “He’s gone now, but there was somebody here right enough.” He pointed with the tines of the fork and she stepped closer to see what he was looking at.
In the small depression behind the tree, small clumps of forest grasses were crushed and a seedling had been bent over and nearly broken off near the ground. Her mind overlaid the image of the man rolling over and tossing the small twig at the raven and her eyes went to a sparse and broken hemlock with a single solid branch about five feet above the ground.
“We need to let the others know.” Frank’s voice carried anger and urgency.
Tanyth nodded absently, lost inside her mind, somewhere between madness and horror.
“Mum?” Frank was looking at her, half turned toward the village but unwilling to leave her standing there alone.
She shook her head and smiled, if a bit tentatively. “Yes, of course, Frank. Thank you for coming with me.”
“Thank you, mum, for being so watchful.”
She shrugged and shook her head again, walking ahead of Frank and stepping out into the open light of morning.
They walked briskly away from the woods but Tanyth stopped in the track that led to the Pike.
Frank halted beside her in surprise. “Mum? We need to let the others know.”
“Let them know what, Frank?” Her voice wasn’t challenging but curious. “That we’re being watched from the woods, certainly, but what do we do about it?” She looked around her. “What can they want?”
Frank grimaced. “Just to make trouble, I suspect.”
She shook her head. “There has to be something more to it. They can make trouble any where. They know we have nothing worth their time here, so why are they still here?”
Frank shrugged. “Well, there’s still the women, mum?” He blushed when he realized what he was suggesting and to whom.
She caught the embarrassed look on his face and it tickled her more than it might have in other circumstances. “That’s possible, but I suspect they want something more than a fast tumble.”
“You have a reason for sayin’ that, mum?” Frank asked.
“They rode off. Now they’re back. Yesterday the idea of a little strike-and-go on some defenseless women might have appealed in a kind of spur of the moment idea.” She pursed her lips and leaned on her staff. “That moment passed when they rode away.”
Frank rested the butt of the fork on the ground and cocked his head quizzically. “There’s some truth to that, mum.” His brow furrowed as he thought. “But what could they want?”
“We have food, water, houses.”
“But they got a good enough look yesterday to know we ain’t rich here.”
“Except they know there’s something up that trail and they didn’t get to see that yesterday.” She nodded at the track that led up to the clay quarry.
“That’s true enough, mum, but if they’ve had a man watching the village, they must have had a chance to scout up there.”
“Or they will soon. Jakey and the others went up just after sun up and our friend must have seen or heard them go.”
“So, we can assume they’ll know who, how many, and what’s going on here. That’s more’n they knew riding in yesterday. But why’d they come back for a second look, mum?”
Tanyth shrugged in reply. “I don’t know, Frank. That’s what bothers me.” She eyed him for a moment. “How soon before you take the next load to town?”
He blinked at the sudden change in subject. “Jakey and the boys say they’ll be done in another couple of days. The wagon can only carry so many barrels of the clay safely and they’re filling the last one tomorrow or the next day. I’ll be taking the lorry wagon up there today so we can begin stacking them.”
“First things first. Is there an old wheel rim or barrel hoop we can hang up as an alarm bell?”
He nodded. “I suspect there’s at least one up in the store room.” He motioned with his head and they started up the track. Three chickens scurried out of their path, clucking angrily at being disturbed in their scratching.
Frank went around the side of the barn and under the shed roof where the ox cart usually rested. He rummaged in the weeds growing up along the foundation and pulled a half buried metal barrel hoop out of the ground. He held it up in boyish triumph. “I knew it.” The rim was hardly new but it appeared sound except for a break in its smooth curve. A small chunk of metal was missing from the ring.
He lugged it out and set it beside the front of the barn while he rummaged in the tack room and brought back a long strip of leather. He held it up for Tanyth to see. “Busted reins. Be good to hang this on though.”
He fashioned a quick loop and held the rig up by the leather strap. “Whack it, mum!”
She looked around for something to hit it with for a moment then felt foolish for overlooking the staff that was already in her hand. She hit it once with the gnarled knot at the top. The resulting gong didn’t seem quite as sharp as she’d have hoped.
Frank screwed up his mouth in a grimace. “Didn’t sound much like an alarm bell, did it, mum?”
She shook her head ruefully. “Nope. I was hoping for something with a bit more clang to it.”
He nodded at the barn door. “There’s a couple iron pokers standin’ just inside the door there, mum. Try one of them.”
She stepped into the barn, and selected one of the indicated fire irons. She leaned her staff against the barn door and gripped the poker in both hands.
Frank grinned at her and held the leather up higher to give her a good target.
She drew back and gave it a good whack. The resulting discordant clang echoed up her arms and across the valley. She grinned and saw the answering grin break across Frank’s face as well.
He laughed in delight. “All we need to do is hang this someplace handy.” He lowered it to the ground and let it lean against his leg. “Where do you think?”
She grimaced in thought. “Not in the front of the village.”
He frowned in concentration and turned his gaze to the line of trees behind the huts. “Someplace behind the line of houses but maybe not as far as the quarry track?”
She nodded in reply. “Is there enough of an overhang to hang it off the eaves there on the backside of the last hut?” She pointed to where she meant.
He nodded. “Yup. We’ll wanna ask Megan and Harry if it’s ok, but that looks like a good place.” He took the ring over to the barn and leaned it against the building. “Harry’s up at the quarry now, but I’ll see him in a bit when I take the wagon up.”
Tanyth put the poker beside the ring and retrieved her staff from its resting place. “I’ll talk to Megan, too.” She looked up at him. “And thank you, Frank. I appreciate your going with me to look in the woods.”
He smiled. “You call on me anytime, mum.” He shook his head in amusement. “Funny things happen around you, but it ain’t been half dull here since you arrived.”
She laughed. “Thank you, I think.”
He tipped his head in a shortened bow and turned to head into the barn. “Well I need to harness up a couple of these critters and get that lorry up the track, mum, but hollar if you need anything.”
“I will, Frank. I will.” She watched him amble into the barn and move among the shadows, speaking softly to the horses and moving deliberately around them. She surprised herself by noticing how nicely he filled out his jacket. She snorted softly and turned her feet toward her hut. “Fool woman. Got no time for that silliness.”
Still, it bothered her. What did they want with the village? Simple harassment didn’t put food in the pot and even bully boys needed to eat. Her thoughts chased themselves around in her head but caught up to no conclusions. Part of it seemed logical to her. She cursed the darn foolishness that young men got themselves into all the time. The fact that they’d come back, and that she couldn’t figure out why, bothered her almost as much as the raven visions.
The memories from the two episodes exploded in her. She’d been distracted enough to overlook the implications but the reality of it crashed over her again between one step and the next. She had to grab her staff and stop to keep from losing her balance. She leaned heavily on it, not quite gasping for breath.
She’d been able to dismiss the dream of the raven’s flying. Just a dream, of course, she didn’t really see the men through a raven’s eye. But what of the morning? How could she have known about the spy in the wood if not for the raven? “Madness.” She hissed the word. “Madness.” Suddenly conscious that she stood in the middle of the track, she drew herself up, gathering her strength and straightening her tunic. A cup of chamomile tea would set her right. She was sure of it. With her resolve held firmly like a shield, she resumed her sedate stroll to the hut. As she entered she studiously ignored the streak of white bird droppings on the roof.
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 After Madness, Laundry
The chamomile tea helped sooth her nerves as did focusing on washing out her meager supply of clothing. She spread the wet clothes on the grass outside her back door and let her mind idle on the idea that she might be going mad.
“You’re not going mad.” She said it to herself but had difficulty accepting it in the face of her experiences.
She poured a bit more hot water over the chamomile and pulled a chair up to the hearth. The exertion of laundry had warmed her body, but she still felt cold inside. The warmth of the fire, and the growing warmth of the day, slowly unwound her and she sipped her tea in contemplation. Whatever was happening, it was not madness. She’d had a vision that seemed real. “Twice!” she reminded herself. The first could have been a dream. The second might have been as well except that she’d taken Frank and investigated only to find that the man—or somebody—had actually been there. “Not madness.” She said the words distinctly aloud as if to convince herself.
She breathed easier. “Not madness.” She repeated it softly and stared into the fire. “Not madness.”
The sound of feet outside her door and the whisperings of children interrupted her revery. A timid knock sounded followed by a polite silence.
She smiled and crossed to open the door. Riley stood there with several of his small chums. In their arms they carried her clothing. “Riley? What’s all this?”
“Sorry to disturb you, mum, but we found these blowin’ away.”
She looked out and realized that what had been a calm morning had turned into a breezy afternoon. She laughed and held out her hands. “Thank you so much for rounding these up.”
The children all stepped up and placed the articles of clothing into her hands, as if jewels to the queen. She had to bite back her laughter at their solemnity. When all the clothing had been delivered—what little of it there actually was—she bowed to the assembly. “Thank you very kindly. I’ll take pains to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
Riley stepped forward and held out a small coil of rope. “Ma sent this over, mum. She says you should ask any time you need help.”
“Thank you, Riley, and thank your mother for me. This’ll help a great deal.”
“You’re welcome, mum.” He stood expectantly.
“Is there something else, Riley?”
“Yes, mum, we was wonderin’ if we could help you gather herbs and stuff.”
His entourage stood like good little soldiers and looked hopeful, if a bit awe struck.
Her eyes went to the tree line and she considered. It wouldn’t do to take the children into the forest, but perhaps there was something they could do. “Yes, Riley. I think you can. There are some very valuable materials right here in the village that should be harvested and set to drying before the frosts come and destroy them.” She looked from small face to small dirty face and smiled. “Would you like to help me?”
They all nodded happily.
“Excellent. Then one moment while I put away my clothes and I’ll be right out and we can begin.”
She stepped down into the hut and tossed the clothing onto the cot. She pulled out the gleaner’s bag and dumped the collection of nuts and fruit onto the hearthstone. She pricked several of the chestnuts with her belt knife and slid them into the hot ash for later. She slapped her hat on her head, picked up her staff and stepped back out into the early afternoon sun.
“What’ll we pick, mum?” A little girl with wavy blonde hair was looking up at her with wide green eyes.
“Mints, I think.” She leaned down to get at the little girl’s level. “And who are you?”
“I’m Sandy, mum!” She announced it proudly. “I’m Megan and Harry’s offshoot!”
Tanyth smiled at the gap-toothed grin looking up. “Well, Sandy, let’s go find some mint. Do you know what mint is?”
Tanyth headed off to the back of the hut where she’d already noticed that Mother Alderton had some very healthy stands of peppermint and cat mint.
Sandy fell in beside her on one side and Riley, not to be outdone, took the other. The three of them led the parade of small people around the corner and into the taller plants. “I do, mum. Mint is a weed!”
“A weed?”
“Yes, mum! Momma says that every time she finds the mint has jumped the fence and gotten into the garden! ‘Get this weed out of my vegetable patch!’” Sandy smiled up winningly. “She usually uses a bad word that I’m not allowed to say.”
Tanyth controlled her grin with an effort. “Well, mints are very robust plants. They spread easily and grow very fast.”
“Is that a good thing, mum?” Riley asked.
“Yes, Riley. Unless you’re trying to grow vegetables and the mint keeps getting in the way.”
He nodded sagely. “Yes, mum, I can see that.”
Tanyth stopped in a weedy looking patch that was so rich in mint varieties that the aroma nearly overwhelmed her. “Well, here we are!”
The children looked disappointed, and Riley spoke up. “I thought we were gonna go collectin’, mum!”
“We are.” She smiled at them. “And you’re all going to be very helpful, I know.”
Sandy tugged on her pants leg. “But we di’n’t go anywheres, mum. Just behind your house.”
Tanyth nodded. “Yes. That’s because I need to collect all this before the winter kills it. Almost all of these plants are different kinds of mints. They have different smells, and different flowers, and different shapes, but they all have two things in common.”
The children all looked up at her expectantly.
She reached down and pulled a couple of leaves from a nearby plant, crushing them between her fingers before holding her hand out to the children, one at a time. “Smell. What do you smell?”
“Smells green.” Sandy looked up at her after almost rubbing her nose in the crushed leaves.
Tanyth nodded happily. “Yes, it does. That’s a very good description. That green smell is the smell of mint. All these plants have that same smell. Not exactly the same, mind you, but enough to tell it’s a mint.”
When all the children had sniffed her hand, she smiled. “And the other thing is that they all have square stems!”
The children’s eyes all grew large and they started looking at the plants around them. Tanyth crouched, trimmed a stalk of gray catmint off at the base with her knife, and stood up again showing them all the four cornered cross section of the stem.
“Any plant that has a square stem and smells green like that is a mint. They smell good, make nice tea, and sometimes people even make mint jelly!”
Sandy announced clearly. “I like jelly. It’s very good on bread.”
Tanyth laughed. “Yes, young miss, it is indeed.”
Riley looked about him. “How much of this do we have to collect?”
Tanyth could see him measuring and calculating how long the mint collecting might go on and he wasn’t happy with the answer. “All of this needs to be harvested before frost kills it.” She watched his face drop before taking pity on him. “But we’ll only gather a few stalks to set to dry today. We can get more tomorrow.” That announcement cheered them greatly.
She took off her gleaners bag and handed it to Sandy. “If you’d hold that for me, Sandy?”
She nodded solemnly.
“Just hold the top open so everybody can put their stalks of mint into it.” She turned the half dozen children around her. “I’ll cut, you each take a bundle and put it into the bag that Sandy’s holding, cut end down and leafy end up. Understand?”
They nodded but not very convincingly.
“Good!” She got down on her knees in the drying soil and pulled her belt knife once more. She collected a handful of mint stalks, used the knife to slice them off just above ground level and passed the handful to the nearest child. She grabbed the next handful and repeated the process. She collected like types together, collecting several handfuls of common green peppermint before moving on to collect a large bundle of gray-leaved catmint. The more she cut, the more she identified, and the more she came to admire Mother Alderton’s work in getting all these mints in one place.
They worked for almost a whole hour before the children became bored with the process. On the plus side, they’d nearly filled the gleaner’s bag with various mints from common green mint to a pungent peppermint and a musky, gray-leaved catmint. There was even some lavender mint—not the woody lavender ground cover but a mint that carried some of the same oils and aromas that the woody lavender had. She called a halt to the gathering, thanked the children lavishly for their aid, and dismissed them with a wave before clambering ponderously to her feet. Her knees didn’t want to unbend and she groaned quietly as the circulation took a more vertical path. She hefted the gleaner’s bag onto her shoulder. The bag weighed more than she expected and she realized that it was probably a good thing that they’d stopped. She needed to bind and hang the freshly cut stems for drying and that much plant matter would take a bit of time to sort and bind properly.
She hobbled across the short distance to her back door—hips and knees letting her know that next time she should have the shorter members of her gathering crew kneel on the ground. A few items of small clothes had not blown away earlier so she collected those and took the whole lot into the hut. As she lowered herself gingerly down the steps, she was surprised to realize she felt renewed. Breathing the fresh scents of earth and plant, feeling the sun on her back and the breeze in her face had given her new spirit, new strength after two terrifying days. The boyos were still lurking in the undergrowth and there was still the curious relationship with the ravens, but she felt like these were, somehow, more manageable.
She smiled to herself. Being with the children for the afternoon didn’t hurt either. They were so young, so earnest. Riley reminded her a bit of her own Robert as a small boy, all sturdy leg and nut brown summertime skin. She sighed half in regret, but half in contentment as well.
Inside the hut, she stoked up the fire and cleared the table so she had room to work. With front and back doors open the day’s light provided all the illumination she needed and, indeed, it felt good to get out of the direct sun. The heat of the day still carried weight, even so close to the equinox.
Mother Alderton had left a ball of string on her shelves and Tanyth used the rough twine to bind the stalks of mint together, twining the stem and string in a way that left them collected together neatly without being crushed. As her fingers worked the string and stalks, her mind gnawed at the problem of the riders, and as terrifying as the dream episodes had been, she found herself wondering if she could use them to find the men and see what they were doing; to see if they were still out there somewhere, ready to make trouble. She used her broom to lift the bundles up to iron nails driven into the rafters where only a few days before she and Amber had pulled down the old and musty crop of dried materials. It didn’t seem possible to her that so much had happened in so short a time.
With the last of the cuttings bound and hung, the hut took on the pungent aroma of fresh mint. Tanyth found it quite relaxing and a pleasant change from the neutral—and slightly dusty—aromas of ash and grass that had permeated the hut. She drew a deep breath and thought again of the raven.
She closed the doors, casting the interior into near darkness except for a cheery flame in the hearth. She crossed to the cot and folded up her small clothes, stowing them in her pack once more and feeling satisfied that she’d have fresh clothes on the morrow. With the bedroll cleared, she stretched out and deliberately closed her eyes thinking of the ravens and the boyos and willing herself to see what the men were up to. In moments she fell asleep.
After what seemed like only a few moments she awoke again. The light had shifted to late afternoon and her fire had burned down to a few embers. She felt quite rested but slightly disappointed that she’d not been able to contact the ravens and that she didn’t know what the men might be up to, or even if they were still there.
She rose sighing and used the poker to pull the roasted chestnuts out of the hot ash before poking up the coals and adding a couple of fresh sticks. Her woodbox was getting a bit empty and filling her tea kettle almost emptied the water bucket. She wondered if she could impose on young Riley to refill one or the other for her.
“You’re gettin’ lazy in your dotage, old woman.” She scolded herself good naturedly, but she had to admit, that having somebody take care of these two particular chores made life much more pleasant.
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 A Warning
While the tea kettle warmed, Tanyth took her bucket to the well. As she stepped out the front door, she saw Frank sitting on the ground in front of his hut across the way. He was whittling on a stick, and judging from the pile of slivers around him, he’d been at it quite awhile. He smiled when he saw her and gave a jaunty salute with the tip of the blade.
She waved back and continued on to the well. By the time she’d gotten there, Frank and Riley had fallen in beside her, man on one side, boy on the other. She was amused and a bit taken aback by the attention.
“Afternoon, mum.” Frank’s weather-creased face carried a gentle smile around the eyes.
“Hello, Frank.” She turned to the boy. “And hello, Riley. Recovered from our gathering?”
He looked up at her. “Yes’m. Actually t’was fun. Woulda been funner if we coulda cut some.” He shrugged. “But ‘twas fun learnin’ about the different mints. Ma says I can have some mint tea tonight with dinner.”
Frank’s mouth twitched in a smile. “You mind what Mother Fairport tells ya, boy. She’s a rare one.”
Tanyth considered the ravens and wondered if Frank knew the half of it, but she nodded to him in acknowledgement of the compliment.
“What’cha doin’ now?” Riley eyed the bucket in her hand.
“Fetching some water and I’ll need to refill my woodbox, too.” She looked down at him. “You don’t know of a strong young man who might help a poor old woman out, do you, Riley?”
Frank snorted in what sounded suspiciously like a suppressed laugh and she shot him a wounded look. “What? You don’t think I’m a poor old woman?”
He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “Mum? You’re the least poor old woman I’ve ever seen in my life.”
His amused tone carried an undercurrent of admiration that Tanyth found both unexpected and warming. “Do I need to hobble more?” She teased him playfully. “Perhaps I need to be bent over a bit?”
He turned to her with a grin. “Well, mum, if you think it needful, but I’m not sure anybody over the age of twelve would believe it.” He leaned forward and eyed Riley as they walked.
The boy saw him looking and, not quite following the conversation, announced. “I’m gonna be ‘leven this winter!”
The two adults were careful not to laugh.
At the pump, Tanyth put her bucket under the spigot and Riley helped Frank work the long lever to fill it. In a few moments the splashing water overflowed the rim with a cheerful slosh. She reached for the bale but Frank’s strong hand was there before hers and he hefted the heavy bucket easily.
“I’ll get that for you, mum.” He smiled and arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t want a poor old woman to hurt herself luggin’ water back from the well.”
“Thank you, Frank. Most kind.” She smiled and bent over in a mock hobble, shuffling her feet through the grass.
Riley eyed them both with a skeptical look in his eye, but offered no commentary.
Frank laughed and started out for her hut at a brisk pace, the bucket swinging easily at the end of his arm.
She straightened and picked up her stride to catch up with him.
Riley’s short legs meant he practically had to run to keep up.
At the hut, she swung the door open and Frank took the bucket in and placed it near the hearth and slipped the cover on it.
“Thank you, kind sir. It’s most appreciated.”
He smiled and headed for the door again. “You’re welcome, mum. Any time.”
She followed him out onto the grass and looked at the shadows beginning to reach across the village. The peeled sticks marking the corners of the future inn’s location showed up whitely in the gathering dusk.
“Will you dig another well, do you think?” She asked it idly, the question popping out of her mouth without thought.
He looked where she was looking and caught the meaning at once. His expression turned thoughtful and she could see him measuring the distance from the pump to where the inn would go. “That’s a good question, mum.” He considered the location of the inn and then turned back to look at the well. He snorted. “Much work as diggin’ a second well would be, and getting’ another pump working, might be easier to just take down those two houses and put the inn over the well.”
She turned to look at the area in question and then at the markings on the ground. He was right. There were only two huts near enough to matter, Sadie’s and Megan’s. “Where would Sadie and Megan go? You’d have to build new huts for them.”
Frank shook his head. “There’s four or five standing empty now, mum. When we built ‘em, we built enough for 20 families. We’re down to less than 12 now and some of the single boys have moved into individual houses. They really should be doublin’ or even triplin’ up just to save the fuel in winter. Takes a lot less wood to heat one house than it does three.”
She nodded. “Would they mind movin’, d’ya think?
He shrugged. “Could ask, but I suspect it don’t matter to them.” He nodded his head to indicate the various houses. “Case you haven’t noticed, they’re all the same. Only difference is where they sit. There’s a couple of nice private spots on the far side of the village, might suit Sadie and Thomas better anyway.”
They stood there long enough that Riley got side tracked and ran off on some important boy business.
As he scampered off, Frank spoke softly. “You haven’t seen anybody else hanging about, have you, mum?”
She shook her head and glanced at him. “Have you?”
He shook his head and gave her a sideways look. “We should tell Thomas and William about it.”
She nodded her agreement. “Right now, I want my tea. The water should be hot.” She looked at him shyly. “Can I offer you a cup?”
He smiled and didn’t look at her. “Actually, mum, that sounds real good, but I’ve got some things need seein’ to so maybe another time?”
She felt a pang of let down but nodded. “Of course. Kettle’s always on.” The old formulas of housekeeping were coming back to her. None of the teachers she’d had over the past twenty winters stood much on ceremony, but the rituals of hospitality were well ingrained.
With a nod of his head, he strode off in the direction of the barn.
She watched him go for a moment before turning back to her hut. The water was probably hot and she was ready for a cup. She would also have to talk with William and Thomas soon, but still had no clear idea what the riders wanted. She splashed a little hot water into her teapot to christen it but paused as she reached for her rapidly dwindling cache of black tea. She had no way to get more and decided to husband what she had for the moment. She rummaged in her pack and found a small parcel of dried, crushed rose hips and smiled. “This will do.” She crumbled a couple of the hips into her pot and pushed it a bit closer to the fire to steep. It would take a little longer to steep than the black, but the taste was one she enjoyed. She remembered the large rugosa in the forest and made a mental note to harvest as many of the rose hips as she could.
The crunch of wheel on gravel announced William’s return about the time she was finishing her tea but she didn’t hurry out. He’d need to deal with Bester and she suspected that Frank would meet him in the barn and fill him in on the details. She wasn’t sure what she could say about the raven episode. The less she needed to talk about it, the happier she’d be. She filled in the time by sorting out the chestnuts, groundnuts, and apples from where she’d dumped her gleaner’s bag earlier in the day. She left them in neat piles on the hearthstone and remembered that she needed some baskets to store things in. She reckoned that William had had time to care for the ox and get the highlights from Frank, so she grabbed her staff and hat and headed up to the barn. With luck, she’d be able to duck in and duck out again.
She opened the door and stepped out just as Frank with William and Thomas in tow, rounded the corner from the barn. Frank pushed a barrow of firewood in front of him and the other two waved as she stepped into view. She waved back and waited.
As they approached, Frank walked the barrow right up to the door and the three men proceeded to fill her woodbox from the barrow in next to no time at all. Thomas even hung a pair of dressed gamecocks on a hook beside her door to season. He smiled shyly and nodded his head. “Sadie thought you might like these, mum.”
“Thank you, Thomas, and thank Sadie for thinking of me.” She turned to include them all in her gaze. “And thank all of you for the wood delivery. I was going to need some soon.”
William nodded. “Any time you get low, mum, you let one of us know. We’ll see to it that you have wood.”
Frank grinned at her and winked conspiratorially but said nothing.
William went on. “Frank here tells me you saw one of those boyos in the wood this morning?”
She nodded. “Yes, I did. I thought I saw somebody in the edge of the wood so I went up to the barn and fetched Frank. He went with me while we looked it over.”
He nodded. “Do you mind going with us while we look the place over for ourselves before it gets any darker?”
“Not at all.” She started out across the village, making a bee line directly toward the large oak.
The three men fell in behind her and they walked in silence. When they got to the edge of the woods, Tanyth stopped and pointed with the head of her staff. “He was in there just after dawn and watching the village.”
Thomas gave her a long, sideways glance before he slipped almost noiselessly through the low brush and into the woods beyond. William turned to look back at the village, surveying the scope of the view.
Frank spoke into the growing silence. “I figger they musta sent one fella up to the quarry to see what we were doing up there, left another here to keep an eye on the home fires.”
William nodded. “Good assumption. Even if they didn’t, we’re probably better off thinkin’ they did.” He finished his survey of the village and shook his head. “The question is what do they want?”
Frank shrugged. “That’s the question, i’n’t it?” He nodded to Tanyth. “If Mother Fairport hadn’t seen it, we wouldn’ta known. As it is, we know but we don’t know what to do about it ‘cause we don’t know what they want.”
From the darkness under the trees, Thomas’s voice seemed eerily unattached to any body. “We’re about to find out I think. There’s riders coming up the Pike.”
They stood silent for a moment and then heard what Thomas’s ears had already picked out—hoof beats on the hardpan surface of the road. Not moving fast, but more than one set.
Four familiar shapes rode into view and wheeled into the track to the village. With a grunt, William led the way across the sward to meet them before they got too close.
The sun wasn’t quite down, and spears of light worked across the village, through the trees and between the huts. The leader of the small band, the dapper fellow, reined in his horse so that one of the transient bands of light illuminated him dramatically. Tanyth almost snickered when he turned his body and practically posed in the beam of setting sun.
William took a few more steps and halted a few feet from the riders. He snorted and spit on the ground. “Hello, Andy. Haven’t seen you in a while.”
The leader flinched, losing his composure for a moment and peering out of the brilliant light into the dimmer evening all around him. “Who’s that?”
William stepped into the next band of brightness, casting himself in clear evening sunlight. “You don’t recognize me, Andy? I’m hurt.” William’s voice was anything but hurt.
The leader screwed up his face in a frown, trying to remember. He started to shake his head, but then the penny dropped and he frowned. “Pound me, but if it isn’t William Mapleton. Sakes alive.” The leader’s face was transformed by a smile of false camaraderie. “I had no idea this was where you were livin’ now, William.” He looked around at his men. “Did you boys know?”
They grinned without much humor and shook their heads, making a big show of it.
Andy turned back to William and flashed his coattails back in a flurry of red satin lining. The pommel of his sword gleamed as he leaned forward on the bow of his saddle. “This is a right pretty little place you got here, William.” He smiled with his teeth. “Be a right shame should anything happen to it.”
“Don’t even think it, Birchwood.” William fairly spat the name.
“Why, William!” The man sat back on his horse. “Is that any way to be? I come here to offer you and yours a perfectly legal business arrangement. There’s no need to be like that.”
“You came in here yesterday and rousted out my wife and my friends. You’ve had your boyos spyin’ on us today.” He spat again. “I know your perfectly legal business arrangement and I want no part of it.”
Andy shook his head with a sigh and several tsk, tsks. “You really should control that temper, William. You got that from your father, I know, and it really doesn’t become you.” He lowered his voice and leaned forward to whisper. “And it really would be tragic if something were to happen to this lovely little hideaway in the wood, now wouldn’t it?”
“Nothing’s going to happen, Birchwood.” William stood his ground calmly, but Tanyth could see his left fist clench and the muscles in his back tense from where she stood behind him.
“Now, how can you say that, William. Why, just any kind of troublemaker could ride down the Pike and decide that this delightful little hamlet would make a wonderful place to live. Now what would you say to that?”
“Anybody’s welcome to live here, so long as they do their share, tend their business, and respect the neighbors, Birchwood.”
Birchwood made a show of being aghast. “You can’t mean that, William! Surely, you’d not let murdering scum live next to your lovely wife and your two gorgeous children.”
“I didn’t say your kind was welcome, Birchwood. I said folks as was willing to do their share, tend their business, and respect the neighbors. I know you and your boyos, there, and you’re not that kind.”
“William, you wound me. I’m cut to the quick. You do me such disservice, and here I am just trying to help you hold on to what’s yours.” He sighed. “But I can see I’ve come at a bad time, end of the day and all. You must be tired after the day you’ve had cutting wood miles away in the forest.” He gathered his reins in one immaculately gloved hand. “I’ll just let you think about it for a bit. The boys and I will come back in a couple of days and you can tell me how much you think it’s worth to not have trouble with strangers.” He turned his horse and nodded to his men. The troop of them rode down the lane and turned south onto the Pike.
William stood still until the sound of their horses faded into the distance. Then he turned to the group arrayed behind him. “We’ll need to keep watch.”
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 On Guard
Frank volunteered for the first watch. “I don’t have much to do tomorrow.” He looked at Thomas. “Wake you at midnight?”
Thomas shook his head. “I’ll be up with you. We’ll need to do this in pairs.”
William nodded his agreement. “Wake me at midnight. I’ll get one of Jakey’s boys to sit up with me.”
Frank agreed with a nod of his head. “They’re just wrapping up now at the quarry. Should be able to finish loading with one less hand, but what about the days?”
William pursed his lips. “We’ll need to keep a closer eye on the kids. Be just like him to grab one of them.” He sighed. “I thought we were shut of him, once and for all.”
“Who is he?” Tanyth looked from face to face.
“His name is Andrew Birchwood. Dandy Andy, they call him. Six or seven winters back. He and his boyos were running a protection racket on the docks. They were the muscle along with a half dozen others.” His mind was turning over. Tanyth could almost see him pulling the knowledge out from another place and time. “They had a tidy little racket going, beating up women and children when the menfolk were at work unless they paid protection to ‘em.”
“Dandy Andy?” Frank asked. “That boyo was Dandy Andy?”
William nodded. “When Father got wind of it, he and several of the ship fitters paid a visit to Dandy Andy and convinced him to take his operation elsewhere.”
Frank frowned. “I remember hearing something about that. Why didn’t they call the King’s Own?”
“Wasn’t against the law.”
Frank looked at the younger man. “How could that be?”
“Father went to the magistrate and was told that if they arrested Dandy Andy and his crew, they’d have to arrest all the insurers who were underwriting the voyages.”
Frank spat. “Magistrates.”
William shrugged. “Could see the point. A bit.”
“Only point would be if the insurers were sinking the ships on purpose if anybody didn’t buy insurance.”
William looked at him coldly, but made no comment.
Frank saw the look and his mouth made a soundless, “Oh.”
William continued. “Afterwards Andy and the boys left town. Rumor was they went down to Easton and tried their little insurance scheme down there.”
Thomas shrugged. “Well, they’re still sellin’ insurance.”
Tanyth caught William’s eye. “You think they’ll try something here.” It wasn’t a question.
William nodded slowly.
Frank scrubbed the back of his neck with a hand. “Why don’t we just…” he paused and looked at Tanyth out of the corner of his eye. “…deal with him.”
William looked at the older man. “Pay him?” William barked a laugh. “He’ll want more than we can give and if he guesses too low at first, keep upping the bill until it is.”
Frank shook his head. “No. Why don’t we just remove the problem.”
William sighed and looked at the ground. “We may have to, but I hate the idea of just killing him out of hand.”
Thomas grinned in the gathering gloom. “Threatenin’ us like that isn’t exactly bein’ neighborly.” He paused. “You thinkin’ he’s gonna find redemption over night?”
William shook his head. “No. I think he’s gonna cause just as much havoc as he can.” He shrugged. “But if we don’t catch him in the act, then we’re no better than they are.”
Frank grunted his agreement. “But we’d be alive. Can’t say as he’d give us the same chances.”
William nodded. “I know. But he’s not done anything yet. Maybe he won’t.”
Thomas snorted. “You don’t believe that.”
He shook his head. “No, I don’t but I’m not going to ambush him on the road either.”
Frank scuffed at the grass. “You probably won’t have to. He’ll come to us.”
William’s expression turned wolfish. “If he does, that’s a different matter.”
The gathering dusk closed around them and William turned to Tanyth. “You’re welcome to bed down at our hearth, mum. Staying on your own might make for an uneasy night.”
Tanyth thought about it, but dodged an answer. “Let’s get some dinner in us. And everybody will need to know what’s going on.”
Frank nodded his agreement. “Jakey’s quarry boys should bunk up together, too. We don’t want to leave Birchwood any easy targets.”
William nodded to Thomas. “Let’s go tell Amber and Sadie. Then we can split up and go around the village and let people know.”
Tanyth snorted. “I got a better idea.” She shot a look at Frank that had a bit of mischief in it. “Is it ready?”
He caught her meaning and nodded. “Yes, mum. It is.”
“No time like the present. Let’s see how it works.”
She marched off into the dusk with Frank right beside her. Thomas and William glanced at each other and scrambled to keep up. They headed for the back of Megan and Harry’s hut and Tanyth spoke up loudly as she rounded the corner. “We need to ring the bell, Megan. Don’t be startled.”
Frank looked at her. “That was considerate.”
She shrugged. “How would you like it if somebody started banging on your house without warning?”
He chuckled. “Not very much.”
The iron hoop hung nicely from the eaves on the back of the hut and the poker stuck out of the ground right under it. Before Tanyth could pull it out of the ground, Megan and Harry came out the back door of the house, spilling warm firelight into the dusk.
“What’s going on?” Harry asked.
“Alarm bell,” Tanyth said. “We need to see how well it works and there’s news everybody should have.”
She pulled the poker out of the ground and handed it to Frank with an impish grin. “Your turn.”
He took it and she stepped well back while Thomas, William, and the others looked on curiously. He drew back his arm. “You might wanna cover your ears,” he said.
Tanyth took him at his word and did so but the others were slow to respond.
He struck, not once but again and again. After about five or six good whacks, people started running out of the dusk. The horrendous clangor echoed in the quiet of the evening. Frank grinned like a madman.
The town was soon assembled and gathered around the back door. William stepped into the open so everybody could at least see his shape in the dim light.
“Sorry about the noise, but we did need to test the alarm. If there’s trouble here, ring it. Grab the poker there and pound until somebody comes to help.”
Jakey had a hank of bread in his hand and a napkin tucked into his shirt. “Do we have a reason for this, William?” He waved the bread in a circular motion indicating the gathering and the bell. He didn’t sound particularly pleased.
“Yes.” That one word silenced the still muttering crowd. “The riders who were here yesterday just paid us another little visit. They’ve actually been visiting all along. They may be still visiting for all we know.”
That brought anxious looks around at the darkened wood.
“They’re tryin’ to strong arm us into a protection scheme. In return for not beating us up, they’ll take money.”
Jakey snorted. “How much money?”
William shrugged. “We don’t know yet, but it’ll be more than we can afford and we’ll have to keep paying them every time they come calling.”
There was some grumbling from the group but nobody else had a comment so William continued. “We’ll need people who are living alone in the houses to double up—at least for now. They’re bullies and cowards so they’ll only pick on the easiest and least likely to hit back.” He paused. “That means we have to be doubly careful with the children and keep a closer eye on them for a while.”
An anxious sounding woman’s voice came out of the dusk. “How long, William?”
He shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know, but sooner or later they’ll get bored and move on to an easier target if we’re just careful and make it too difficult for them to hurt us.”
Tanyth had her doubts and from the look on Frank’s face, she thought he might have a few, too, but neither of them spoke.
William raised his voice one last time. “We’ll be standing watches at night. We’ll need pairs who’re willing to stay up and keep an eye open. We’ve got one more day before the lorry wagon is loaded up and heading for Kleesport. Frank’ll be taking the watch tonight and I’m hoping I can count on the quarry men to help out once the quarry gets shut down for the winter.”
“Well, we usually put a little aside for spring, William. You know that.” Jakey objected again.
“I know, Jakey, and pr’aps we can later, but right now the village is being threatened. If there’s no village, the quarry won’t mean much.”
“Aye, I’ll give ya that.” Jakey grumbled his agreement even as he gnawed another bite off the bread.
“Thanks, everyone. We should be alright. Just keep an eye open and don’t get separated.”
The crowd dispersed after that. Megan and Harry shooed their small brood into the hut but stood outside until the last of the villagers had wandered back to their homes. Harry spoke softly. “You really think this is gonna turn out well, William?”
William shrugged. “I don’t know, Harry. We’ve run ‘em off once when they didn’t expect any problem, but we weren’t prepared for it either. With our heads up and points out, it’ll be harder for them to pull anything.”
The concern on Harry’s face was evident even in the scant light from the fire inside his hut. “Well, count me in on the guard detail. We’ll have the last of the barrels loaded tomorrow around midday, I’d guess. Then we’ll all be available, so long as Jakey doesn’t get too pushy.”
William clapped the man on the shoulder. “Thanks, Harry.”
Harry and Megan went down the stairs and, with a little wave, closed the door.
Amber and William headed for their house. Amber paused and turned to Tanyth. “You’re coming to stay with us, mum. No question, ok?”
Tanyth nodded. “Of course, Amber. I’ll just go get my bed roll.”
Frank spoke up and forestalled William’s objection. “I’ll go with her so she’s not alone in the dark.”
William nodded, his face just a pale blur in the darkness. “Thank you. And you come back with her and have some dinner, too, eh? Amber’s got a stew on the fire that’s big enough to feed the village.”
The two of them wandered off leaving Frank and Tanyth to make their way to fetch Tanyth’s meager belongings.
“Seems like living on the road has an advantage, eh?” She looked up at him. “Packing is easy and I can carry everything on my back.”
His chuckle rumbled in his chest but he offered no comment, just kept scanning the darkness.
“They won’t try anything yet.” Tanyth’s voice was confident in the darkness.
“How do you figure that, mum?”
“Too soon. We’re alert and warned. They’ll wait until things quiet down.”
His voice sounded amused. “You have a lot of experience with this kind of thing, mum?”
Her reply carried no amusement whatsoever. “Yes.”
Thomas’s voice came out of the darkness behind them. “She’s right, Frank. Just before dawn, the hunter’s time. Moon will be down, sun won’t be up. We’ll all be asleep.”
As if on cue the silvery, nearly full Harvest moon peaked over the trees on the other side of the Pike. It’s glow had been lighting the sky since sundown, but the tall spruces and pines on the far side of the road kept it from shining directly on the village.
Thomas stepped up to her other side and nodded to Frank, who nodded back.
“Mum?” Thomas’s voice was quiet and deferential. “Can I ask you somthin’?”
She glanced at him before nodding. “Of course, Thomas. What is it?”
“How did you see that man?” He paused. “The one in the woods this morning?”
Her heart skipped once. She wasn’t ready to share that story in its entirety yet, but she also didn’t want to lie. “I wasn’t sure I had. That’s why I asked Frank to come with me to look.”
He nodded. “But what did you see that made you think there was somebody there, mum?”
“I don’t know exactly.” She was telling the truth, but she knew she was not being exactly forthright either.
He accepted her response, but she could tell he didn’t believe her entirely.
“Well, mum? If you ever think you see something like that again? Make sure you get one of us? Or all of us?” His eyes bored into hers, shining in the silvery light of the moon.
She nodded. “Of course, Thomas.”
“Thank you, mum.” He sounded relieved and she couldn’t imagine why. She certainly didn’t feel relieved.
At her door, they paused and by some unspoken agreement, the two men took up station on either side of it. “We’ll wait for you here, mum. Give you a chance to pack your things in private.” Frank seemed almost embarrassed.
“Thank you, Frank. I won’t be a moment.” She slipped into the hut. In a matter of moments had rolled up her bedding, tossed a few loose items into the top of the pack, and then collected her small collection of cooking gear. She didn’t think she’d need it, but she didn’t want to leave anything behind, just in case. She stopped inside the door and took one last look around the dim interior to see if she had missed anything. Outside she heard the two men talking.
“She didn’t see anything, Frank. She couldn’t have.”
Frank’s response was a rumbling question.
“Whoever was there was laying behind the roots of the trees and looking through the weeds. Across the village, into the darkness of the woods, picking out a face in the bushes?” Thomas’s voice was low and urgent. “I don’t know what magic she used, but I’m glad she’s on our side.”
She froze. Magic? Preposterous! Her breath stopped in her lungs while her heart seemed to beat twice as fast. No. Impossible.
Frank’s rumble in return was unintelligible in detail but clearly unconvinced in tone.
“I don’t either, but I’m tellin’ you—”
She coughed and scuffed her feet as if just coming up to the door and exited the small house. “Thank you, both. That was very considerate.”
Frank smiled. “Our pleasure, mum.”
She closed and secured the door, conscious of Thomas’s intense gaze. She didn’t sigh, but she wanted to. The whole idea was absurd. Was he watching to see if she’d cast a spell or something?
The man had been in the undergrowth. Tanyth had apparently seen him in a dream through the eyes of a raven. The thought made her momentarily dizzy as she recalled the dream vision being overlaid on the reality of the crushed seedling in the forest.
Frank’s strong hand caught her arm to steady her. “You alright, mum?”
“Yes, thank you. A moment of dizziness.” She let it rest and turned to smile up at him and then over at Thomas. “Shall we?”
They escorted her carefully, alert to any stumble. For all of her joking earlier in the day, she felt old, slightly frail, and swept along by some forces she understood too well—like Dandy Andy and his bully boys—and by others she wasn’t even sure she could comprehend as the All-Mother’s natural progression took her monthly habit from her and leave her an old woman in reality, not just name.
In the forest an owl called and the night winds began playing in the treetops, skittering leaf against leaf in the silver light of the moon.
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 Winter Plans
In spite of the tension, the night passed uneventfully. Tanyth spread her bedroll against the wall farthest from the hearth and, after a hurried dinner, everyone took to their blankets. Even the children settled quickly, perhaps because the excitement of having a guest was overshadowed by parental solemnity in going to bed early themselves to allow William to get some needed sleep before going on watch at midnight.
The gray light of morning brought pale rain with it and the tension became layered in the smell of wet wool. The cold and damp did nothing to help the situation. The quarrymen headed up the track and Sadie and Amber got their heads together to move all the children into the Mapleton house for the morning, while the menfolk slept at the Hawthornes’.
The morning crept along as life in the village went on. Children and animals needed caring for. The work of the day was merely complicated by being confined. The additional tension of watching for danger from outside was overridden by managing restive children. More than once, Tanyth saw either Sadie or Amber looking out the front door at the soggy landscape and the peeled sticks marking the corners of their future inn. Tanyth had to admit that the tiny cottages had a certain disadvantage over a large common room with a roaring hearth. As small as they were, cozy was soon replaced by cramped and Tanyth longed for the quiet solitude of the road—even in the rain.
Still, she had to admit as she sat on her rolled up bedroll and sipped her tea, there was much to be thankful for. There had been no dreams of ravens to trouble her, and there had been no attack. Of course, each of these carried an element of anxiety as well, but she refused to dwell on those.
At mid-morning, while Sadie and Amber were working on bread, Frank and Thomas came in from the barn, their clothing damp and redolent of animal. They dried themselves in front of the hearth and Amber plied them with hot tea. The conversation soon turned to the coming trip to Kleesport.
“Have you given any thought to who you’re going to take with you this trip, Frank?” Amber was frowning in concentration as she kneaded down a large ball of bread dough.
He seemed surprised by the question. “Take with me? Why would I take anybody with me?”
Sadie looked at him with a certain air of disbelief. “Well, Dandy Andy and his boyos aren’t exactly going to miss the fact that a large, slow moving lorry wagon loaded with clay is leavin’ now, are they?”
Frank shrugged. “I thought of that, but why would they bother it? If they interrupt the clay, they can’t get paid.”
“What if they steal it and sell it themselves? Along with the horses, and the wagon?”
Frank blanched and Thomas gave him a short glance out of the corner of his eye. “Didn’t think of that one?”
Frank shook his head. “No, I was thinkin’ they’d want us to get the money and bring it back to give to them.” He looked chagrined. “Never occurred to me they’d cut out the middleman.”
Amber tsked at him. “Well, think of it, foolish man.” She smiled to take the sting out. “We can’t afford to lose you.”
“Me or the clay?” He teased her back.
She rolled her bread dough into a ball and covered it with a bit of toweling to rise again before turning to him with a serious look on her face. “You. The clay, even the horses and wagon, we can replace.” She shook a finger at him. “You, you old coot, are not replaceable.”
He smiled and looked into his mug in embarrassment.
Thomas stirred and spoke up. “Jakey can send a couple of boys with you. Andy’s not going to bother a group of men.” He glanced around the hut full of women and children. “It’s not his style.”
Sadie looked at her husband curiously. “Do you know him?”
He shook his head. “No, but I know the type.”
Tanyth spoke up from her corner. “I agree. They’ll not risk getting hurt themselves when they can hit at things that won’t hit back.”
Two of the smaller children started a spat over a doll and the resultant noise and commotion drowned out further conversation on the subject but Tanyth could see that Frank was thinking about the trip. When the two children had been mollified with slices of buttered bread, the talk returned to the pending trip.
Amber turned to Frank. “Speaking of your trip, when are you leaving? I don’t have my list finished yet.”
Frank looked up. “I was hoping to leave in the morning tomorrow. A lot will depend on who will go with me.” He paused. “If anybody.”
Amber grinned at him. “Somebody is going with you, Frank. If only to run back to tell us how much trouble you’re in!”
He held up his hands in resignation. “Alright, alright. Somebody is goin’ with me, but I’m still hoping to get this settled this afternoon so I can get on the road in the mornin’.”
Amber nodded and looked at Sadie. “Can we get the list ready by then?”
Sadie shrugged. “Well, nobody’s gonna be goin’ anywhere today, between the weather and the boogie men. If we got going on it, we could probably get it done by dinner time.”
Amber saw Tanyth trying to make sense of the conversation. “We send a list to town with Frank. He gets what we need beyond the staples and brings them back to us.”
Frank grinned. “It’s somethin’ of a challenge, findin’ the stuff, but it livens things up when I go shoppin’ for fabric with the ladies.”
Tanyth admired his good humor over what must, at times, be a very trying experience for him.
His face turned serious after the general laughter died down. “This is the last run I’ll be makin’ a-fore spring so I’ll be needin’ to get enough to see us through the winter.”
“Lucky it’s a big wagon!” Thomas grinned at the older man.
Frank laughed. “Too right. This time we’ll be haulin’ back almost as much as we’re haulin’ in.”
Tanyth looked startled. “Really?”
Frank shook his head. “No, not really, mum. I’m exaggeratin’ a bit.”
Amber looked up from her mending. “Not by much he’s not. We’ll need extra grain for the animals and nearly a ton weight of flour.”
“Flour, beans, tea. Anything we don’t grow here, or make, I’ll need to bring it back.” Frank looked at Tanyth. “If you’ve got needs, mum?”
She looked uncertain. “Well, if I’m going to spend the winter here, I’ll need some supplies, but I don’t know if I have enough to pay for them all at once.”
Amber and Sadie looked up. “Are you, mum? Are you going to spend the winter with us?”
Even Frank and Thomas looked at her, hope in their eyes..
“Well, I’d feel funny leavin’ you all just now with the trouble and all.” She looked at the tea in her mug. “But I was plannin’ on gettin’ my winter supplies and such when I got to Kleesport.”
Amber and Sadie shared a glance and nodded. “You’ll need some warmer clothes, mum?”
“Yes, and some oatmeal? Rough milled oats for my morning meal. And tea. I’m beginning to run a bit low and I can’t be moochin’ off the neighbors all the time.” Her voice carried a note of uncertainty. “I don’t like livin’ on charity.”
Amber said, “Mum? You don’t ever think that here.” She gathered the gazes of Frank, Thomas, and Sadie before looking back at Tanyth, warmly welcoming but soberly serious. “We know what you’ve done for us already. You’ve paid your way for this winter, so don’t you be worryin’ about moochin’ off the neighbors.”
Tanyth was touched in a way that she hadn’t felt in many a winter. She’d always paid her way in hard coin and sometimes harder labor. She wasn’t a young woman herself, but the teachers she’d studied under were older still. Many of them lived alone and were happy for a bit of company and an extra pair of relatively younger hands to help out in the cold and dark of winter. Most of them lived simply but Tanyth earned coin by selling her herbs and poultices, and was in the habit of contributing to the general larder wherever she stayed for extended periods. For the first time in a very long time, she was being welcomed as a member of the family.
She blinked back the moisture that threatened her composure and sipped her tea while she caught her breath. “Thank you.”
Frank spoke up after clearing his throat. “You just put whatever you need on the list, mum. Tea, oatmeal, fabric, thread, needles. Anything you need, I’ll see to it that you’ll have it when I get back from Kleesport.”
Two different children started squabbling and pushing and Amber clapped her hands sharply to get their attention. “You little critters behave or I’ll make you go fight outside.”
After the requisite round of “But, ma…” and “He was…” everybody settled down again. Frank and Thomas pulled on their outer clothes and headed for the door.
“We’ll just take a swing around, see if there’s anything happening out there,” Thomas said, pecking his wife on the cheek.
She nodded and pecked him back. “You watch yourself, Thomas Hawthorne.” She said it softly and there was a hint of real worry in it.
He smiled and nodded before following Frank out the door.
The morning spun to a finish after a fashion and even the children adapted to the enforced curtailment of activity. Lunch was bread and cheese toasted on sticks. Playing with the fire gave even the youngest a chance to cook her own lunch and occupied them for nearly an hour.
With full bellies, warmed by the fire, and just slightly bored from being cooped up all day, the children curled up in piles in the corners and fell asleep. Even Tanyth felt the pull of slumber as she sat on her bedroll and partook very sparingly of the general activity in the hut. She sat back out of the purposeful way of the two younger women who worked together to bake bread and keep the stew from burning on. The feeling of warmth and comfort conspired to find her nodding and napping, leaning back against the wall of the hut with nothing particular to do. Every so often she’d wake to find Amber or Sadie smiling in her direction. After the third time, she stood up.
Amber and Sadie both looked at her sudden movement. “Is everything alright, mum?”
“Yes, I’m fine, but if I sit there any longer I’m going to be napping with the children. How can I help?”
The two younger women looked at each other. “What’s wrong with napping with the children?” Amber’s clear smile made Tanyth smile back.
“Not a thing, but there’s work to do, and I’m not some grandmother to tuck in a corner and nap the day away. How can I help?”
Amber looked about the hearth. “Well, the bread’s baking and dinner is cooking. I’ve finished the mending and there’s no sense to wash clothes today.” She looked pointedly at the door.
Sadie sat up straight. “We should be working on that list for Frank. He’ll not want to wait for that, and I did say we’d have it for him tonight.” She looked at Tanyth. “Can you write, mum? You could help us with makin’ the list.”
She blinked at them. “Why, yes, of course. That sounds very good. Just show me what to do.”
Sadie looked at Amber. “I left it at the house. I’ll just pop over and pick it up.”
Amber looked shocked. “You’ll do no such thing without somebody to go with you!”
“It’s just next door, Amber. I’ll be but a minute.”
Amber was adamant so Tanyth grabbed her hat and a cloak. “I’ll go with her. It’ll be fine.”
The two women stepped out of the back door and into a damp mist—too light to be rain, too wet to be fog—and crossed the few steps to Sadie’s house. Inside Sadie found the rolled up list and a small pot of ink and a pen with a copper nib. She held up the pen for Tanyth to see. “We used to use charcoal but three winters back, Frank sweated all over the list and the charcoal ran. He had to guess what it said.” She laughed. “He brought us back proper pens and Mother Alderton made us some ink.”
“How’d he do on the guessing?”
“Well, just say that we ate a lot of gingerbread that winter and nobody got a new gingham dress.”
Tanyth laughed. “Well, gingham dresses aren’t exactly warm in winter.”
Sadie grinned. “True enough, and the gingerbread sure tasted good.”
They scampered back to the Mapleton’s without incident and settled in to working up the supply list for Frank.
After an hour of careful thought, and even more careful calculations, they finished the list and Tanyth gained new respect for the resourceful pair.
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 Equinox
Frank brought the loaded lorry wagon down from the quarry in late afternoon and parked it behind the village in preparation for an early departure. He was excused from guard duty and Jakey teamed up with Thomas for the early shift, leaving William and one of the more senior quarrymen for the later one. The grim business of deciding which of the younger quarrymen would go with Frank and which would stay with the village boiled down to a series of arm wrestling matches, three winners earning the privilege of a ride to town and back along with a certain amount of good-natured teasing about the trouble they’d be getting into while there. Hopeful expectation filled the air, driven in part by the realization that a full day had passed without the expected attack. Everybody but Thomas, William, and Tanyth believed that the bullying had been nothing but boast.
Afternoon faded to evening and the village quickened in preparations for the celebration of the equinox, a soft drizzle petering out as sunset approached. Frank and Tanyth, as the eldest members of the village, were designated to honor the All-Mother and All-Father by presenting the harvest gifts at moonrise. Frank knew the ceremony, having fulfilled the role in three of the four prior years. Tanyth felt honored—if a bit overwhelmed—to be taking Mother Alderton’s role in the Harvest Celebration to mark the midpoint of autumn.
As the day drew to a close, Tanyth took Amber aside. “Is there something that Mother Alderton did that’s special to the village?”
Amber shook her head. “Just a simple offering in thanks for the harvest. She wasn’t much on ceremony.”
Tanyth nodded and thought about her prayer to the All-Mother while they waited in the gathering dark for the silver disk to rise above the trees. While she waited, she remembered previous Harvest Moon celebrations. Her teachers were frequently called on to thank the All-Mother and the seamed, smiling, and tanned faces from her past slipped through her mind.
At sunset, the scudding clouds broke open enough to reveal darkening sky and the whole village turned out to honor the full moon at equinox. At the first hint of silver through the trees, Frank turned to the north and sprinkled a bit of apple cider onto the ground. “Thank you to the Guardian of the Earth.” He turned and spilled a few more drops onto the ground while facing the moon rising in the east. “Thank you to the Guardian of the Air.” He turned to the south and repeated his delicate spilling. “Thank you to the Guardian of the Fire.” He turned to the west where the setting sun had already dipped below the horizon but where the clouds that had covered them all day continued to obscure the sky. He spilled a few more drops from his cup. “Thank you to the Guardian of the Water.” He closed his circle and poured out the final drops of cider and they spattered wetly on the soggy soil. “Thank you to the All-Father for the bounteous harvest and the cycle of another year.” He stepped back to give Tanyth room.
The moon continued its inexorable climb. As she stepped up, the full sheen appeared above the trees and cast her in an almost blue light as she faced the north and shook her sheaf of wheat to release a few of the grains. “Thank you to the Guardian of the North, Bones of the World, for the soil in which we grow.” Even as she turned she could feel the earth beneath her boot soles—gritty and moist, tired after a season of growing, but fecund yet and filled with potential. She shook her sheaf again as a gentle gust tossed the grains upon the ground. “Thank you to the Guardian of the East, Breath of the World, for the air that nourishes us—plant and animal alike.” Turning south she repeated the shake. “Thank you to the Guardian of the South, Soul of the World for the passion of life that renews us.” She felt the heat in her belly rising as she turned to the west, clouds breaking open to show the ruddy final glow of the sun sinking below the horizon, unseen behind tree and hill. “Thank you to the Guardian of the West, Blood of the world, for the water that let’s us flourish and grow.” She turned back to the north and shook the sheaf one last time, the final grains raining onto the damp soil. “Thank you, All-Mother, for the gifts of your body and the fruit of your fields which nurture and keep us all the year round.” They stood there for a moment. Tanyth facing north with the villagers arrayed in a half circle behind her. Something quivered in the air and slowly subsided as the moon swam ever upwards and bathed the village in its argent light.
Tanyth turned to see them all staring at her. She looked uneasily from face to face starting with Frank’s slack-jawed expression and then scanning across the small crowd of adults and children. Their eyes were all dark and round. Some looked awed. Some looked frightened. All looked at her.
She glanced up at Frank at her side and her voice was low. “Did I do something wrong?”
Frank shook his head dumbly, his eyes wide.
Tanyth looked back across the small crowd and they seemed to be blinking and moving about, if a bit dazedly. Almost as if they were waking up.
Amber moved first. She stepped forward and curtsied. William stepped up and bowed. One by one each of the inhabitants of the village stepped forward and bowed or curtsied while Frank and Tanyth stood for the All-Father and All-Mother. Tanyth smiled and nodded, acknowledging each one down to the smallest child. When they were done, everyone sauntered off in the silvery light to find their evening meals. William, Amber, and the two children waited for Frank and Tanyth at the edge of the track to escort them to the house for dinner.
Tanyth turned to Frank once more as the last of the villagers finished their obeisance and wandered off. She held out her arm as a prompt and he took the cue and held his up under hers in proper form to escort her from the field.
She leaned in and murmured to him. “That was unusual. I’ve never seen a Harvest Moon Celebration quite like that.”
He turned his face toward her. “Me, either, mum.”
She caught his look. “What? That wasn’t the way it’s been done here before? I thought Mother Alderton did the ceremony.”
He all but laughed. “Mother Alderton wasn’t much on ceremony, mum.” He blew out a breath. “I’ve never seen—or felt—anything like that.”
She cast him a look out of the corner of her eye, but they were approaching Amber and William who turned to lead them onward and she let it drop.
Amber and Sadie had prepared a feast with a roasted joint of venison, along with squash and potatoes fresh from their gardens. The crusty yeast bread added an almost sweet counterpoint to the savory smells coming off the hearth as they stepped back into the warm hut after being outside in the damp and chilly darkness.
At the threshold, Amber and William lost their dazed expressions and the party was soon joined by Thomas and Sadie and their children. In a matter of moments, Amber and Sadie had distributed cups of sweet cider and the feast began in earnest.
Frank and Tanyth sat in the places of honor near the hearth and Tanyth enjoyed being the All-Mother surrogate much more than she had expected. The children were all on their best behavior and the meal was wonderful with just the right amounts of savory and sweet, meat and bread to balance. For dessert there was pie and fruit and soft cheese.
As the evening wore on, Tanyth began to flag. The combination of hot food, full belly, and jocularity among friends moved her from stuffed to stupor in relatively short order. She found herself blinking and stretching her face to try to stay awake as sleep plucked the children away to dreamland. Even Amber and Sadie began to blink and yawn. The party broke up with Frank rising suddenly from his chair and announcing that he needed to find his bedroll in order to be fresh for the morrow.
The movement sparked action and in moments people were moving about, snuffing candles, banking fires, and making trips to the privy. Sadie caught Amber’s eye and nodded at the pile of sleeping children. Amber just smiled. “Let’em be. We can sort ‘em out in the morning.”
Tanyth rose and stretched but still stumbled gratefully into her bedroll, stretching out on the firm floor, pulling the covers tightly around her, and drifting gently off into darkness even as Frank, William, and Amber finalized plans for morning.
The raven peered through the trees at the dark shapes just inside the forest’s verge. Open ground beyond the forest’s edge was painted in stark silver and the shapes moved in silhouette. They smelled to her, a sharp smell. Not the calling smell of meat but something else. Something man made. It came faintly on the breeze. Not pine pitch. A smell she knew from the forest but sharp like pines. Four of them now. Two held shiny glass and the smell came from the bottles.
The night around them was still. Even the raven huddled against the tree truck heard only the soft murmur of night wind in tree tops. The day’s soft rain had brought up the smells of rich loam and forest floor. The end of the rain had brought these man-shapes and she just wanted to sleep.
One man spoke and another man struck steel. A spark flicked onto a torch, the pale yellow light almost drowned by the brilliant silver beyond the wood. The two with bottles ran forward with the torch man in the rear. They broke from cover and ran to the nearest house, approaching without stealth or grace, stumbling on the rough ground. They stopped a few feet from the building and the bottles spun end over end as they threw them—flashing in the moonlight, arcs of pale liquid pinwheeling outward, until they hit the roof. The heavy glass didn’t break, but thunked loudly on the damp wood and rolled down the steep incline, falling to soft, damp earth at the foot of the wall. The man with the torch threw it up onto the roof with a sidearm toss and together the three of them turned and bolted back to the woods, ducking into the trees and past the one man waiting.
The torch found the liquid on the roof and a ribbon of fire traced across the dark incline as the torch followed the bottles and fell to earth, rolling off the steepness and dropping into the wet grass to smolder and almost gutter out before finding the puddle of sharp smelling liquid and igniting in a quiet whump.
Tanyth woke with the word on her lips. “Fire!”
Amber was just settling down to her own bed and looked over at Tanyth struggling out of her bed roll and grabbing for her staff. “What is it, mum?”
“Fire! They’ve tried to set one of the huts on fire. Get help.”
She raced for the front door and threw it open as she scrambled up out of the house, her bare feet aware of the cold, wet ground under her, but drawing strength with every step as she ran. The disorientation of the dream soon aligned with the flickering light behind one of the houses and she pelted across the yard to where she knew she’d find the two bottles of lamp oil in the weeds.
She skidded around the corner even as she heard Amber banging on a door and yelling for William and Thomas and Frank. The village seemed to spring into life all at once as men came out to see what was happening, pulling suspenders over shoulders even as they ran.
Tanyth slipped on the grass but managed to maintain her balance and shouted. “Here! Fire! Over here!”
The running men converged on her even as she ran at the fire, scattering the burning brands with the heel of her staff and even stomping out sparks with her bare, wet feet. By the time William and Thomas came around the corner only one small patch of lamp oil burned on the ground beside the torch that had ignited it.
Tanyth leaned on her staff and panted slightly to catch her breath. She pivoted to where she knew the men had come from. She could see their tracks in the moonlit grass where their rapid passage had shaken the water from the blades. Thomas turned and drew, but held since there were no targets, just as Frank pelted around the corner.
William and Frank stomped out the remaining fire with their heavier boots and the crisis was past.
The men all looked at Tanyth. Frank spoke. “Are you alright, mum?”
She glowered at the tree line for another moment but turned to look at them. “Yes. Fine.” She took another deep breath. “It just scared me and I was afraid they’d come back and throw more lamp oil on it when they discovered it just rolled off.”
Thomas glanced at Frank with a kind of “I told you so” look and Frank looked at Tanyth.
William, for his part, picked up the two heavy bottles and smelled each. “Lamp oil alright.”
Thomas turned to Tanyth. “Thank you, mum.”
She was too tired and too shaken to respond with more than a nod.
Frank offered his arm as if she were the All-Mother again and she took it, leaning on it heavily and let him lead her back to the cottage and her bed.
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 Shared Secret
“That was just a warning.” William looked around at the circle of faces, pale in the morning’s light.
“A warning?” Jakey frowned and pointed to the singed ground. “If one of those bottles had actually broken up there, we’d have lost this house!”
William nodded. “I think that was their plan, but it didn’t break.” He turned to Jakey with a calm look. “And who lives in this house?”
Jakey spluttered a little but had to admit the truth in the end. “Nobody.”
William shrugged. “It was a warning. Wasn’t as effective as they’d have liked perhaps, but a warning.”
Jakey grumbled but subsided.
“That’s why we have to send your boys off with Frank, Jakey. You knew that before.”
Jakey nodded. “But that was before they was attacking the town. Sending them off with Frank means we’ve got three fewer people here to defend us if we need ‘em.”
William sighed. “And not sending them means we leave Frank, the horses, the wagon, and the cargo open to attack. You like that thought better?” He glared at Jakey. “Here we’ve got more than enough folk to protect the village even with Ethan, Richard, and Harry going along to cover Frank.”
Thomas spoke up for the first time since the confrontation over sending off the quarrymen began. “We’re dealin’ with cowards and bullies here, Jakey. They’re not gonna try for equal numbers in a movin’ wagon when they can hang around here and pick off the easy targets.”
Jakey nodded triumphantly and started to say something but Thomas cut him off.
“And if we don’t give Frank cover, they’ll hit him as the easy target and take away much more than we can afford to lose.”
Jakey saw the logic but he was just bullheaded enough to need to fight about it.
Frank put an end to it. “Sooner gone, sooner back.” He turned to his traveling companions and jerked his head toward the back of the wagon. “Mount up, boys, and let’s get this thing moving. Daylight’s burnin’ and they’re probably watchin’ from the woods.” He spat on the ground. “Let’s give ‘em something to look at besides us palaverin’ the day away.”
The three quarry men had already stowed their traveling gear in the wagon and they scrambled up onto the bed before their obstreperous boss could interfere with the departure any longer. Frank pulled the wagon’s brake and flicked the reins with a clucking sound. “Hee up there!”
The horses leaned into the traces and the wagon moved off across the still damp ground toward the packed surface of the Pike, rumbling slightly. In a few minutes, the wagon had made it to the road and turned north. Several of the villagers watched them go, and Megan raised a hand to wave farewell to her husband, Harry, who waved back from the tailgate of the lorry-wagon as it moved slowly out of sight.
Jakey made a disgusted noise, gathered his remaining three helpers, and started trudging up the track toward the quarry. The villagers dispersed to their daily chores. William stood beside the path and frowned at his feet while Thomas crouched on his haunches nearby.
Amber and Sadie looked to William. Amber asked the question everybody was thinking. “Now what?”
Thomas grinned and William shrugged. “Now we wait.”
“How long? We can’t keep these kids bottled up forever and you and Thomas will need to get on with your work, too.”
William sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I know.” He looked at Thomas who shrugged in return. “They’ve given us a warning. They’ll give us another and then they’ll be back.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “I think, as long as we’re vigilant, they can’t really cause us much harm. They’re not going to try a straight on attack, it wouldn’t be useful to damage us so we can’t pay.”
“We’re not going to pay anyway.” Thomas spoke quietly but his voice carried to where Tanyth stood beside Amber’s back door.
William sighed. “Yeah, and I’m not so sure what will happen when they realize that.”
“They must know you’re your father’s son, Will. You think they’ve forgotten?”
William grimaced and shook his head. “No. I don’t.”
Thomas glanced at the women standing nearby and didn’t say any more.
“Tell ya what? Let’s give the kids a good run here for an hour or so and then I’ll take them up to the barn with me and we’ll get a jump on cuttin’ and stackin’ firewood.”
Amber nodded and Sadie opened the door to let the children out of the house. They ran and screamed and hooped like wild things across the back of the village. Megan joined the group and her three went haring after the rest while the adults alternately grinned and glanced nervously at the woods. Tanyth smiled at the sight of the youthful enthusiasm and even Thomas seemed amused.
William looked around. “Is everyone accounted for? Where’s Bethany, Rebecca and Charlotte?”
Thomas jerked his head toward Jakey’s house. “They’re holed up with Charlotte.”
William ticked off some list silently in his head as he counted on his fingers and then nodded. “Ok, that’s all of us.” His voice sounded tired.
Amber and Sadie took Megan into the house and they all appeared shortly with mugs of tea. The adults sipped the hot brew and thought their own thoughts while the joyful shouts and laughter of children echoed down the vale. Tanyth felt their awkwardness. The easy camaraderie the women had shared before was not gone, but had become stilted. They looked at her in quick glances and flickering looks. She wasn’t sure what it meant but it made her uneasy and she looked from one face to the next trying to get a hint.
She was startled to see that William watched her and not the children. “What is it?” The words were out of her mouth before she’d even thought them.
William looked to Amber who looked back at him with that look that wives give husbands when they need to stop shilly shallying and get on with it.
“Mum? Can we ask how you knew?”
The question caught Tanyth a bit sideways. As soon as he said it, she realized she should have expected it.
Impatient with the way he was handling it, Amber elbowed her husband out of the way and continued. “Mum? You jumped from your bedroll yellin’ about fire and raced out into the night. You scared the stuffin’ out of me.” She smiled but there was a look of concern—even fear—in her eyes.
Tanyth sighed and closed her eyes, uncertain as to how much to say. She opened them with a sigh and turned to them. “I had a dream.” She said it softly, but the morning breezes hadn’t yet stirred the world and her voice carried to them even over the sounds of the children.
Sadie looked at Megan and shrugged but Amber pressed on. “A dream, mum? You dreamed that there was a fire? And you ran out into the night yellin’?” Her voice was gentle but her eyes were pleading.
Tanyth looked at the concern in all their eyes. “Yes. Sounds odd, but it wasn’t the first time.” She paused and sipped her tea to gain time to think. “I’ve had them before. At first I didn’t believe them. Now, I do.” Her voice dropped even more and she realized that she had spoken the truth. She did believe them. The raven visions had proven too reliable, too real, to be taken as anything but visions, gifts from the All-Mother.
A raven cawed in the forest. Tanyth’s head snapped to look in the direction but the others seemed not to have heard it.
William followed her gaze. “What is it, mum? Another vision?”
“No.” She shook her head. “They only seem to come when I’m sleeping.”
“Then how do you know they’re real, mum?” Amber looked more concerned than curious.
Tanyth felt a flash of irritation but damped it down. She sounded like a confused old woman, even to herself. She took a deep breath and let it out. She looked at them all looking back at her. They looked so concerned, so caring. She said a silent prayer to the All-Mother and felt the comforting warmth rise in her. She decided to tell them.
“At first, I didn’t. The first vision was after the riders came and we drove them off. I went to my hut and sat down at the table.” She smiled apologetically. “I was so tired. Standing up to them took a lot out of me.”
Thomas nodded and his eyes said he remembered very well.
Amber’s voice was soft and low. “Go on, mum. Then what?”
Tanyth sipped her tea and recalled the scene. “I fell asleep and had a dream. It was like I was lookin’ through the eyes of a raven flying above the road. I saw the four riders heading south. They stopped and had some kind of talk, but rode on. I woke up then and thought it was an odd dream. It was so real. I could feel the wind.” She shrugged almost apologetically. “That one was the first and I thought it was just a dream.” She looked around to gauge her audience before continuing. “The next day, I was fixing a cup of tea and laid down on my bed roll. Just to rest while the water heated. I fell asleep and had another dream, but this time I dreamed that one of the men was watching us from the woods. I was looking at him through the eyes of a raven in a tree behind him. He saw the bird and threw a twig so I—it—flew off and I woke up. I was afraid that he’d still be there so I went up to the barn and got Frank to come with me and we found the spot in the woods where the man had been.” She looked at Thomas. “You saw the place, too.”
Thomas nodded slowly. “I wondered how you could have seen anybody in that wood, mum. Wasn’t like you’d just be able to see through the tree.”
She nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t say more but it sounds crazy, even to me.”
“And then last night?” William prodded her to go on.
“Last night, I fell asleep after the feast. I dreamed I was back in the woods, watching them where they waited. All four of them. They had bottles but I didn’t know what they were doing besides watching. When they threw the bottles up onto the roof, they spread lamp oil around but didn’t break up there. Two men threw bottles and one threw a lighted torch. Then I woke up and just acted without thinking.” She shrugged. “The rest you know.”
“How did you know last night’s dream was real, mum?” Amber was more curious now.
“It was a raven vision again.” Tanyth shrugged helplessly. “The raven was sitting in a tree further in the woods and could see them outlined against the moonlight in the field.”
The small group looked around at each other and then back at her.
William cleared his throat. “You’ll tell us if you have another raven vision, mum?”
She gaped at him. “You believe me?”
They looked at each other again, looking confused this time, before William responded. “Well, of course, mum. Why wouldn’t we?”
Tanyth found herself at a loss. “Because it’s crazy? I’m dreaming that I’m a raven and acting like it’s real? That doesn’t sound a little bit odd to you?” Her voice rose in pitch as worry and fear came bubbling out.
Amber smiled. “Well, of course, it sounds odd, mum.” She looked around and shrugged. “But the truth is you did see the man in the woods, or at least where he’d been.” She looked at Thomas who answered with a wry smile and a nod of his head. She looked back at Tanyth. “And you certainly saved that house from the fire last night. That was certainly real and you had no other way to know it, did you?”
Tanyth shook her head, unable to speak.
Amber gave a little nod of her own. “So? There’s lots of stuff we don’t understand in this world, mum.” She paused for a moment before continuing. “After the blessing you gave last night at Harvest Moon, I’m thinkin’ you’re touched by the All-Mother, mum, pardon my sayin’ so.”
Tanyth held back a snort. Those touched by the All-Mother were generally regarded as crazy, so Amber wasn’t really making her feel any better, but she found it a great relief that her story wasn’t met with scorn and derision. The relief was nearly palpable as she realized that the weight of uncertainty was greatly lessened by her sharing of the stories. She closed her eyes and bowed her head saying another silent prayer of thanks to the All-Mother. She sighed in relief and sipped her tea, which was growing cold. In the forest, a raven called hoarsely. All eyes flicked to that direction and not just Tanyth’s. When they caught themselves, everyone gave a small, uneasy laugh which broke the knot of tension and allowed the group to break up.
William called to the children. He and Thomas escorted them up to the barn to play while the women returned to Amber’s house to begin the cycle of food preparation anew. Tanyth was given a place by the hearth, a fresh mug of hot tea, and some small tasks to keep her hands busy. She feared that she’d feel odd in their company after sharing her secret. She delighted in being wrong.




 




20
 Waiting
Within two days, the village was back to near normal. Tanyth moved in with Megan and her children while Harry was on the road with Frank. After some initial awkwardness, the two women soon found they liked each other’s company and fell into an easy comfort when together, even as Amber and Sadie treated Tanyth with a respectful reserve. In the meantime the quarrymen finished closing the quarry for the season and set up one of the spare houses as a kind of barracks where they could rotate the guard duties more equitably and still have a place to sleep without inconveniencing one of the households. If Jakey was a bit prickly about the lack of work that had been done, he took up a shift as guard readily enough and Tanyth thought he’d grown somewhat less concerned for the quarry as he was drawn into plans for building the inn.
As time went on, there was no repeat of the attack, nor had Andrew Birchwood and his bully boys returned to demand their tribute. Some of the villagers talked openly about their hope that it was over. Thomas was not one of them, nor was Tanyth. William was firmly convinced that the worst had not yet come.
Tanyth and Megan heard the men walk by their house and knock on Wiliam’s door just before sundown on the second day after Harvest Moon. Megan and Tanyth followed in their wake to see what new thing had happened. They found three of the younger quarrymen outside Amber and William’s back door talking earnestly to William who stood on the floor just inside. Karl Bolten, a squared off youngster with heavy arms, seemed to be the leader of the group. Tanyth looked around but didn’t see Jakey anywhere and wondered what that meant.
“It’s only been two days, Karl.” William was shaking his head. “They’ll be back and when they do, it won’t be to sprinkle a little lamp oil around.”
Karl looked at his friends who shook their heads. “Ok, William, but how long are we going to have to stay up guardin’? If I’d wanted to be a soldier, I’d have joined the King’s Own.”
“How long to you want to keep wakin’ up on the green side of the sod, Karl?” William’s voice was quiet and reasonable.
Karl looked startled at that.
William continued in his quietly reasonable voice. “As soon as we let down our guard, people will start getting’ hurt. Some might be killed. Birchwood and his boys have killed before.” He shrugged. “Out here? There’s precious little to keep them from killin’ again, except they’re cowards and won’t face a fair fight.”
Karl recovered a bit of his composure. “Well, how long then, William? A week? A month? All winter? What?”
William shrugged. “Dunno, Karl. Until they get bored and wander on to the next town, I’d guess.”
“Well, why don’t we hunt ‘em down and deal with them first?” Matthew Olivet spoke from behind Karl.
William shifted his gaze to Matthew. “You mean hunt them down and kill them?” His voice was flat.
Matthew clenched his hands into fists a couple of times as he considered the words. “Well, why not, if they’re going to start killin’ us?”
“They haven’t yet, though, have they?” William asked.
“They mighta. You jes’ said so.” The burly quarryman was losing his assurance.
William stared at him for a long moment. “Are we killers then, Matthew?” His eyes turned harder than Tanyth had ever seen them before. “Are we the kind of people who’ll hunt men because we’re afraid of them? Too weak to hold what’s ours by right?”
Matthew was shaken but not ready to back down. “But you just got done sayin’ they’re gonna come back and start getting’ serious about hurtin’ people, William. You just said!” He looked for support from his cronies. “Didn’t he just say that?”
They nodded and muttered assent but Tanyth thought it wasn’t particularly enthusiastic agreement.
William crossed his arms. “And they very well might. I fully expect that they will.”
Matthew grinned feeling vindication, but William wasn’t done.
“And they might not. I could be wrong. They might have a change of heart and a sudden infusion of the All-Mother’s love and decide to become wanderin’ monks.”
Karl sniggered and Matthew looked confused. “What are you sayin’, man? Those boyos are no more gonna find religion than I am.” He realized that Tanyth was standing behind his left shoulder and turned with a gruff and slightly embarrassed smile. “No offense, mum.”
Tanyth smiled and nodded an acknowledgment, but didn’t speak.
“I don’t think so either, Matt.” William softened his stance a bit. “And if they show up here to do us hurt, they’ll find that Mama Mapleton raised no cowards.” He looked from face to face. “But if you boys can’t see the difference between self-defense and murder, we need to have a bit of a think about that.”
The word “murder” set them back.
William pressed his advantage. “They haven’t even made any demands yet. Just vague threats. If we keep our heads up and our backs covered, they may decide we’re too tough a nut to dig the meat out of and go their way.”
That logic touched something in Tanyth. Would they succeed in driving the thugs off only to have the next village down the Pike have somebody hurt, or even killed? The thought made her queasy, but she understood William’s point.
In the face of their crumbling resistance, William offered a token. “We’ll keep watch for three more days. If nothin’ else happens, then we’ll talk about it again and we can get back to normal.”
That seemed to mollify them. They looked at each other and nodded before nodding to William and tramping off between the huts.
Thomas stepped out of the shadows and into the light of the doorway. He nodded to Tanyth and then crouched down so he could talk directly to William where he stood on the lower floor of the hut. “You believe that, Will? They’ll leave us alone?”
He shook his head. “We keep up the guard for three more days. They’ll strike. It’s been two days now and Dandy Andy was never the most patient of beings.” His eyes turned hard again. “If he can’t strike us, he’ll lose the confidence of his men. He can’t allow that to happen.”
Thomas grunted his agreement. “So what do we do?”
William’s face lost its hardness and he shook his head in frustration. “We wait until they move and we pray to the All-Mother that we see it coming and can protect ourselves against it.”
“And then what?” Thomas pressed.
Tanyth thought that William aged ten winters on that one question. “Then we do whatever we have to do,” he said.
Thomas must have seen it, too, because he glanced up to where Tanyth and Megan observed from the edge of the light before looking back at his friend. “It’s not gonna be pretty.”
“Yes. I know.” William looked to Tanyth. “You haven’t had any more visions, mum?”
Tanyth shook her head. “No, but when I do, I’ll let you know.”
“Thank you, mum.” William nodded respectfully. “It’s all I can ask.”
Thomas stood up from his easy crouch and sighed. “Well I best go find Karl. He’s got guard duty with me ‘til midnight.”
“And I better get some sleep.” William smiled. “I’ve got to relieve you.” With a nod, he closed the door again.
Thomas turned to Tanyth and Megan. “Can I walk you ladies home?” His smile was a slash of white in the dimness of the not-quite-risen moon.
Megan giggled. “If you like.”
Tanyth laughed. “All fifteen paces of it, and we’ll be grateful for your company, kind sir.”
Still he walked with them, keeping an eye roving across the shadows and alert to the sounds of the wind in the treetops and the night birds in the forest. He stood outside until they’d closed the door and latched it behind them. From inside the door, the two women didn’t hear him leave, but Tanyth knew without a doubt that he’d gone.
Megan turned to her with eyes wide. “What do you think William meant by ‘we’ll do what it takes,’ mum?”
Tanyth sighed. “Well, my dear, I think he meant we’ll do whatever we need to do to protect the people of the village.”
“Yes, mum, but that sounded ominous.” She shuddered.
Tanyth shrugged. “Well, maybe it won’t come to much. Bullies tend to back down when confronted.”
Megan looked unconvinced but nodded a half-hearted agreement.
They retired to their usual places beside the hearth. The day was winding down and both women felt it. Standing outside as the day chilled to night had left Tanyth thinking that a hot cup of chamomile tea would go nicely before she crawled into her bedroll. She started to stoke up the fire, but Megan stopped her.
“You just let me do that, mum.” Megan pressed her back into her seat by the fire. “I’ll make us a nice cup and then we can get some sleep.”
Tanyth let the younger woman fuss over her a bit and soon they were seated side by side and sipping their tea. The companionable silence was broken only by the occasional snapping of the fire and the odd snort or moan from the pile of children sleeping in the corner.
“What do you think will become of us, mum?” Megan’s voice was low and she stared into the fire with a dreamy expression.
Tanyth sipped and felt the warmth of the liquid sink down her throat. “That’s not for us to know, I think.” Her voice was equally low, barely a murmur. She, too, was raptly gazing into the play of flame above the log. “All we can do is the best we can, try to live a good life, and deal with each day that the All-Mother gives us.”
Megan sighed. “I know, mum, but with these thugs out in the dark somewhere and Harry out on the road and even the quarrymen gettin’ restless…” She paused and sipped from her mug. “Seems hard to believe we’ll be able to get an inn built in all this.”
Tanyth gave a little sideways shrug. “Well, my dear, all we can really do is try. If things don’t go exactly as planned, well, I think that’s why the All-Mother gives us tomorrow.” She turned to the younger woman and smiled gently. “Speaking of tomorrow, we should probably get some sleep. Tomorrow will be here soon.”
Megan glanced at her out of the corner of her eye and smiled in return. “True enough, mum.” She nodded at the sleeping children. “This bunch will be up looking for their breakfast before dawn.”
They drained their tea mugs and rinsed them in a bit of clean water before setting them on the hearth board to wait for morning. Tanyth slipped into her bedroll after removing only her boots while Megan banked the fire and prepared herself for sleep. In moments the two were snug in their beds, the fading light of the banked fire giving the room a sunset glow as they drifted out onto the sea of slumber.
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 Taken
Tanyth slept soundly, untroubled by ravens or other odd dreams. If she dreamed at all, she didn’t remember as she slowly swam up from the warm depths and surfaced in the gray light of morning. She stretched in her bedroll and glanced around the cottage. The children were still sleeping, although they’d shifted position in the night and small hands and heads protruded at odd angles from beneath their blankets.
Megan’s bed was empty but her boots were gone. Tanyth felt the call of the privy herself, but stretched and stirred the fire before slipping on her boots. The bed of coals quickly ignited dry kindling and Tanyth had a small but cheery blaze going before she yielded to the inevitable. She grabbed a tunic from her pack and slipped it on for extra warmth before bracing herself for the morning chill. She slipped the latch on the door and scooted out, closing the door quickly behind her to keep as much of the warm air contained as possible.
She dashed for the privy, her boots leaving a scuffed trail in the dew sodden grass. She got there and tended to her morning business before the reality hit her. Megan wasn’t there. Tanyth’s world tilted slightly as she realized the fact. Megan wasn’t in her bed, and wasn’t in the privy. A cold chill that had nothing to do with the weather leached down her spine. She hurriedly refastened her clothing and bolted out the door. The children were in the house alone, asleep, and undefended.
She ran headlong into the chest and arms of a burly man who lifted her in a bear hug, squeezing her tightly so she couldn’t get enough breath to shout. His breath stank as he grunted from the effort of holding her tightly and lifting. He leered at her. She recognized the man she’d knocked down, one of Birchwood’s men, and she feared that the others were nearby. He started shuffling around the side of the privy and Tanyth knew she had only moments before one of his compatriots would come to help him—or she’d black out from not being able to suck in breath.
Her arms were pinned but her head and legs were free. She arched her back as if trying to pull away from his stinking breath. He chortled softly at the feeling of the squirming woman before she flexed her back in the other direction and drove her forehead into his nose. More than one overly lustful bravo had thought a small woman on her own made for an easy target. They never counted on her having her own ideas about that, nor the wiry strength and determination needed to see those ideas through. He released her and grabbed at his spurting nose and the pain centered right between his piggy little eyes. She fell to the wet ground but slipped on the grass, falling heavily on her backside. The position presented her with an ideal target. She let herself fall all the way onto her back and then brought both feet up and drove the heels of her boots into his crotch.
He was a burly man, and she was not a large woman, but bands of muscle wrapped her legs, developed while walking back and forth across the countryside for two decades. Her kick lifted him off his feet and dropped him on his back, unable to even whimper. She heard shuffling in the brush behind the privy and rolled out into the open, getting her feet under her and drawing in a lung full of air.
She bellowed “NO!” with all the power in her diaphragm. There was supposed to be a guard out there somewhere. William and one of the quarrymen were watching the grounds, but tucked away at the back of the village, Megan’s house and privy were out of the main lines of sight. The bravo on the ground managed to curl himself into a ball around his crushed dainties but could only whimper while his nose bubbled blood as he writhed.
She scrambled to her feet and headed for the iron hoop to sound the alarm, but William and Karl pelted around the edge of the hut, skidding on the dew slicked grass moments before Thomas tore out of his house, shirtless against the cold, but bow strung and drawn.
Tanyth pointed to where the sound had come from. “They’ve got Megan. I heard them in the woods there.”
William and Karl dashed into the undergrowth while Thomas covered the man on the ground and looked at Tanyth. “Are you alright, mum?”
She nodded, sucking air into her bruised lungs.
They heard the sound of William and Karl crashing through the woods but it was obvious that they found nothing. After a few minutes of thrashing about, they came back to find Thomas with a blade poised at the fallen man’s eye—holding his attention while Tanyth bound his hands behind him with his own belt. The man’s eyes were wide with pain and fear. He lay curled around his damaged groin and the small, high pitched grunting noises seemed out of place coming from a man his size.
Karl looked at the bravo and then at Tanyth as she put the finishing touches on his lashing.
“What did you do to him, mum?” Karl blurted the question, fear tinging his voice.
She stood up and dusted off her hands. She looked down at the bound man for a moment. “I think I might have broken his nose and then I kicked his worthless balls up into his chest somewhere.” Her crude words sounded oddly flat and out of place in the clear morning air, but she was in no mood for the niceties of sparing tender male sentimentalities. “I think they’ve got Megan.”
William focused on that. “What makes you think so, mum? A vision?”
She shook her head. “When I woke up, she wasn’t in her bed. I thought she’d probably just gone to the privy, but I had time to stoke up the fire and get it going before I came out myself. She wasn’t in there and when I came out, I ran into this thing.” She kicked him none to gently in the kidney. “He tried to take me back there into the bushes but I got loose. I could hear the others back there but I couldn’t see them.” She looked around at the staring men. “I figger he caught her the same way he caught me and they took her off with them when they ran.”
William nodded to Thomas who sheathed his knife and slipped almost silently around the privy and into the woods behind. William crouched down to the wheezing, moaning man on the ground and turned his head to one side to get a good look at his face. His eyes narrowed as he thought. “Josh, right? Josh the Cosh?”
The man managed a small, if erratic nod, but seemed unable to focus too well.
William stood up. “Well, Josh. I’m guessin’ it’ll be a long time before you go swingin’ that nightstick of yours again.” He turned to Karl. “Would you go collect Jakey? Tell him what’s happened and get the rest of the boys? When Thomas picks up their trail, we’ll be going after Megan.”
Karl nodded and hurried off toward Jakey’s house.
William turned to Tanyth. “You sure you’re alright, mum?”
She looked up at him. “Little bruised about the ribs but I’m alright, William. Thank you.” She looked around at the women and children who’d come out to see what all the commotion was. “We should get him under cover and clear this path, though.”
“You concerned for his health after what he tried to do, mum?” William had a look of incredulity on his face.
“In a way. I don’t want anybody to hurt him until we have Megan back. We may need to convince him to tell us where they’re camped.” Tanyth looked down at the man on the ground. “When he can talk again.”
William glanced at him and then around at the angry faces that were beginning to press a bit closer. “I take your meaning, mum.”
Jakey came running over with his wife in tow. He’d had time to put on boots and clothes, but he’d obviously left the house in a hurry. He was still buttoning his shirt when he arrived. He took in the scene. “What cha got here, William?”
“This here is Josh Willowston. They called him Josh the Cosh back in Kleesport. He’s one of the boyos that was riding with Andy Birchwood.”
Jakey leaned over to examined the man closely. “He seems a mite worse for wear. What’d ya do to him?”
William shook his head. “Nothing. Mother Fairport here took him down and tied him up.”
Jakey’s eyes bulged a bit and he turned to regard the small woman still standing over the mewling man. “You, mum?”
“Yup.” She nodded. “Hard for a man to stand with crushed knackers. Takes the fight out of ‘em quite nicely.”
Jakey winced a bit. “You ok, mum?”
She gave a half shrug. “I’ll be better when we get Megan back.”
Jakey nodded. “Karl said they’d gotten her.” He turned to William. “What’s the plan?”
William jerked his head toward the woods. “Thomas is looking for their trail now. When he finds it, we’ll go in and get her back.”
Jakey nodded. “Lemme round up the crew—what’s left of it—and we’ll go with you.”
William nodded.
Tanyth narrowed her eyes. “What should we do with this one?” She nudged him with her boot again.
William reached down and grabbed him by the collar. “Jakey, gimme a hand here, will ya? We need to get him over to the barracks house so we can watch him.”
Jakey looked down at the hapless Josh once more. “He’s not really gonna walk any where soon, you think?”
William shook his head. “Nope.”
Jakey nodded and grabbed on beside William. Together they dragged him off, around the corner and down between the rows of houses.
When the men had gone, Amber and Sadie rushed to Tanyth’s side. “You sure you’re ok, mum?” Amber asked.
Tanyth took a deep breath. “I’ve been worse, but I’ll feel a whole lot better when we get Megan back and these thugs leave us alone.” Sadie joined them and Tanyth looked back at Megan’s house. “We’ll need to take care of the kids until we know.”
Amber and Sadie nodded solemnly. Amber patted Tanyth’s arm.”We’ll get all the kids together at my house today. Don’t worry, mum. We’ll take care of them.”
Tanyth nodded and felt the strength in her legs waning rapidly. She turned and went back into Megan’s house with the younger women in tow. She sat heavily down on her bedroll as Amber and Sadie bundled up the three, wide-eyed children.
On their way out, the small blonde girl—Tanyth remembered her name was Sandy—stopped and turned to Tanyth. “You’ll watch over us all, won’t you, mum?”
Tanyth smiled and swallowed back a lump. “I’ll try, sweetling. I’ll certainly try.”
The little girl smiled beatifically. “Thank you, mum. That’s all we can ask.” She rejoined her sibs and they all trooped out, following Sadie.
Amber paused at the door uncertainly. “Will you be alright, mum? I shouldn’t leave you alone…” Her voice trailed off.
Tanyth shook her head. “I’ll be fine, my dear. I just need to sit quietly here for a moment. Put the kettle on. I’ll be along for a cup of tea in a moment.”
Amber hesitated but did as she was bid, and left the house, closing the door behind her.
Tanyth pulled her knees up to her chest and placed her forehead on them and prayed to the All-Mother for guidance and protection.
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 A Feint and a Fire
No matter how hard Tanyth tried, the edge of sleep was as elusive as a wave on the shore, slipping close and lapping her feet but always receding again. For the first time since she’d seen through the raven’s eyes, she found herself desperately desiring a vision instead of fearing it.
She heard the men mustering behind the house and pulled herself up wearily and went to see what was happening. Amber had the same idea and the two women converged on the gathering just as Thomas slipped back out of the woods, his face grim.
William nodded to him. “Trail?”
Thomas held up a scrap of fabric. “Caught on a limb. Trail’s there but it’s rough. They’re headed south and not very far ahead yet. We ready to move?” He looked to William.
William looked at his assembled party of quarrymen. Jakey nodded and the others looked grimly eager to be off. William turned to Amber. “We tied Josh to a cot in the barracks house. He should be okay ‘til we get back.” He spared a glance for Tanyth. “You really did a job on him, mum.”
“Yes.” She smiled in a way that had nothing to do with humor. “More’n one thought a little woman like me was easy pluckin’ in the last twenty winters.”
His breath huffed out in a single laugh at that but he turned back to his wife. “They’ll be running and we’ll be behind them, so you should be safe enough here, but keep everybody in the house and together until we get back, alright?”
She nodded and reached up to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Be careful.”
He just nodded, his mind already on the trail ahead. He turned to Thomas. “Go!”
The men slipped into the undergrowth and in moments there was no sound at all except for the wind in the treetops and the morning birds chirping in the brush.
Amber turned to Tanyth. “I’ll go get Charlotte and Bethany. Why don’t you go get warm in front of the fire, mum.”
Tanyth smiled. “I will. Let me just pick up my things a bit and get some fresh clothes…” She looked down at her clothing—slept in and muddy from her scramble on the ground.
Amber grinned. “You’ve had a full morning, mum.”
“Yes, and I haven’t even had my tea. No wonder I’m grumpy.” Her tone was vaguely self-mocking. “It’s not good to accost me on the way back from the privy before I’ve had my tea.”
Amber’s giggle sparkled in the light of the rising sun. “No, mum. I can see that.”
The reality of their grim situation reasserted itself and the two went their separate ways, Tanyth to collect her bed roll and pack and Amber to check on the remaining women and children.
In the house, Tanyth pulled the kettle back from the fire and banked what little fire was left. With all the excitement, it had almost burned itself out already. In just a few moments, she’d stashed her extra clothing in her pack, fetched her belt knife from the bedroll, and rolled the bed roll into a loose ball. She didn’t bother to attach it to the pack, but just looped the pack over one arm, clapped her hat on her head, took staff in hand and grabbed the bedroll under the other arm for the short walk across the grass.
When she entered the hut, Sadie had the children all sitting in a circle playing a game that involved hand clapping in a complicated progression of patterns that seemed to make them all fall into gales of giggle whenever one of them missed and they had to start over.
Tanyth propped her pack in the corner and plunked the bedroll in front of it for a seat. As she started to settle on it, Sadie hurried over and before she knew it, Tanyth found herself sitting at the place of honor on the hearthstone and holding an earthenware mug of hot tea.
“You just rest there, mum. We’ll have something hot for breakfast soon’s Amber gets back.”
On cue, Amber scurried down into the house alone. “Bethany, Rebecca, and Charlotte have barricaded themselves in with their kids up there.”
Sadie nodded. “Probably just as well.” She nodded at the alarming large pile of children on the floor. “Gonna get noisy enough in here before the morning’s out with just this lot.” Her smile was warm even if her tone sounded resigned.
The lot in question dissolved in to shrieking laughter as their clapping pattern was broken once more and they started over again.
The two younger women bustled around the fire, heating water and warming a pot of stew for breakfast. They smeared soft cheese on slices of bread and broke into the circle of clapping children to hand out skewers of bread that they could warm for themselves over the coals at the edge of the hearth.
Their initial tasks completed, the women stepped back and let the kids get closer to the coals. There was the usual jockeying for position and the requisite number of burned and dropped pieces of bread, but all in all, the morning progressed in good order.
Amber saw Tanyth watching the operation with a faintly amused expression on her face. “It’s slow, mum, but it keeps ‘em occupied for a bit.” She smiled.
Tanyth returned the smile, including Sadie in her gaze. “You two are going to be wonderful innkeepers.”
Sadie shook her head. “Not me, mum. That’s all Amber’s headache. I don’t want anything to do with it.”
Amber laughed a bit. “I’m gonna make you a bread oven the likes of which you’ve only dreamed of! You see if I don’t.”
The way Sadie’s eyes lit up for a moment before she caught the handle on her enthusiasm made Tanyth think that Amber knew her friend very well indeed.
They sat quietly and sipped their tea while the gaggle of children finished toasting—and sometimes burning—their bread and cheese.
After a few minutes, Sadie turned to Tanyth. “D’you really think we’ll have an inn here, mum? Really?”
Tanyth shrugged. “Why wouldn’t you?”
“Well, there’s not that many travelers on the Pike, mum. I got my doubts as to whether or not we could make a go of it.”
Tanyth gave a little half shrug. “You won’t really know until you try, will you?”
Sadie shrugged back. “I guess so, mum. Just seems like a lotta work for something that might not pan out in the end.”
Tanyth looked back and forth between the two younger women. “What’s the worst that can happen? The town gets a big building where you can all gather. If guests come to stay, then good. If not, then you still have the building for days when it’s raining or snowing.”
The two looked at each other and nodded. Amber’s mouth turned up a little at the corners. “It would be nice to have someplace bigger than this little house to gather in.” She eyed the crowded corners and small floor space. The only place that was really clear was where Tanyth realized the root cellar must be.
They laughed at Amber’s half-wistful tone.
Tanyth nodded at the children. “As this lot gets older, and bigger, you’re going to need something to keep them busy. Who knows? In a few winters you’ll have all the staff you need right here.”
Amber and Sadie looked a bit startled at that notion, but the idea soon settled into them and they nodded in agreement.
The children finished burning breakfast and returned to their places on the floor. The game of clapping and laughing began once more. They made a lot of noise but it was happy noise and the adults settled down to bowls of stew and hanks of bread and another round of tea before the day’s work began.
The game reached the breaking point quickly, but instead of dissolving into peals of laughter, two of the children began squabbling. Tanyth didn’t even have a chance to figure out which two before Sadie shouted. “Stop! If you can’t play nice, you’ll have to do chores.”
Sandy piped up. “But he was—”
Sadie raised a hand, palm out. “Tut!”
The children silenced immediately.
“No tales! No tattle! If you can’t get along…” She let the unstated threat hang in the air and let the children imagine something worse than she could reasonably threaten.
She started to say something else but in the silence another sound reached them, a low rumbling.
Sadie turned to Amber. “Thunder? This time of year?”
Tanyth was already moving. “Horses.” She grabbed her staff and headed for the front door before anybody else could move. She burst through the door even as the three riders carrying burning torches galloped up the path from the Pike. One was headed right for her but she raised her staff and shouted in the horse’s face “Oye! Hyah!” And the horse shied away.
The rider held on and glared at her as the horse wheeled. He got the animal under control and spurred it toward Sadie’s house instead. Tanyth recognized Andrew Birchwood with a shock. He galloped up to the front, kicked the door open from where he sat and tossed a burning torch through the opening.
Behind her Tanyth heard Sadie gasp and glanced to see her start to run towards her home. Amber stopped her as Birchwood drew steel and wheeled his horse back in their direction. “Where is he?” he barked, his face clouded in red anger.
Tanyth laughed in his face. “You shoulda asked that before you started torchin’ houses!”
Birchwood reined up, disconcerted for a moment, and Tanyth swung her staff at his sword hand. The horse wheeled and she missed, but it put the man even more off balance.
A shout echoed across the village. “Here!”
Birchwood spared a glance for the women and then charged to where his men helped Josh the Cosh up out of the house. The crippled man was still not able to stand upright on his own but the two on the ground hefted him over the saddle of a riderless horse like a sack of grain. One tossed the reins to Birchwood who sheathed his sword and caught up the leather. He trotted his horse back the way they’d come while the other two double mounted the remaining horse and followed—victorious grins plastered across their faces.
As they rode away, Tanyth bolted towards Sadie’s house and skidded through the door into the fire. The torch had landed right in the middle of one of the woven grass mats and the fire had a good hold. The high peak was filling with smoke, but the ground level was still relatively clear. Sadie and Amber ran in behind her and Sadie started to grab a woolen blanket from the cot but Amber shouted. “No! Help me.”
Between them they lifted the burning mat and dragged it out onto the grass before anything else caught fire. The billowing smoke from around the village told them they weren’t going to be as lucky with the rest of the houses.
Charlotte and Bethany came running around the corner and the five women headed back toward Megan and Harry’s house but the torch there had done its work and the flames were licking out of the open door. Tanyth ran up to the open front door and slammed it shut to try to slow the fire’s spread. They ran past to the next house but it was unoccupied and the torch had fallen on bare earth and posed no risk.
“Buckets.” Tanyth was panting now and the others stared numbly at her. “We might be able to save something! Buckets. Water!”
They scattered and Tanyth headed for the pump. “Riley! Riley! Come to me, boy! Riley!”
The stout lad lanced out of the backdoor of Amber’s house as fast as his solid little legs could carry him and Tanyth pointed at the pump. “Keep the water going, lad. Just keep pumping!”
Amber was the first back with two buckets and Sadie was right on her heels. Tanyth helped Riley get the pump going and then she grabbed a bucket herself and they started running back and forth from the pump to Megan’s back door, tossing bucket after bucket into the heart of the fire and splashing water around as quickly as they could. Charlotte and Bethany returned and added their muscles and buckets. The cold water did the trick and they began to beat the fire back slowly at first and then suddenly it was over.
Tanyth looked around at her soot smeared brigade, taking stock. “Is anybody hurt?”
Amber pointed to Tanyth where a burn welted up the skin of her lower arm. “Just you, mum, I think.”
Tanyth looked at the burn and felt its sting but it was superficial. “I’ll be alright. Where are the children.”
Riley’s voice piped up from outside. “Here, mum.”
Riley had them all lined up in order of age outside by the pump. “They helped me pump!”
Tanyth smiled at the pride in his voice. “Good job, everyone.”
The exhausted women practically crawled out of the fire ravaged hut, coughing a bit from the smoke and stinking of burned wool. They collapsed on the grass, muscles trembling from the exertion and gulping clean morning air. The wide eyed children gathered around and settled between and among them—some cuddling, some demanding reassurance, and others offering.
Young Riley stood at the open door and peered down into the blackened ruin. After a period of careful consideration, he turned to the assembled party and with a jerk of his thumb at the open door. “Boy, Ms. Megan is gonna be mad when she sees that mess.”
The women all dissolved in to gales of laughter and their relief echoed through the forest and sailed on the last wisps of gray smoke up into the blue, morning sky.
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 Recovery
Tanyth was the first to recover and leaped to her feet when Thomas and the quarrymen came crashing through the forest. The men skidded to a stop and surveyed the women and children—eyeing the burnt-out house and trying to see everything at once.
Thomas spoke first. “Is everybody alright?”
Tanyth nodded. “We’re all fine. Singed a little here and there, but they got Josh and this house is probably not going to be habitable.” She jerked her head in the direction of the burned house. “Where’s Megan?”
“William and the boys are bringing her along. When we saw the smoke, he sent us ahead.”
“Is she alright?” Amber looked at the children.
Little Sandy stepped forward. “Yes, Mr. Hawthorne. Is my mum alright?”
Thomas went down on one knee to look her in the eye. “Yes, Sandy, she’s fine. Just a little shaken up and she can’t move as fast through the woods as we can.”
She flung her arms around his neck and hugged him. “Thank you, Mr. Hawthorne.”
When she stepped back, Thomas grinned, stood, and crossed to the burned house. He surveyed it from the door but didn’t step in. “William and Megan aren’t too far behind us.” He looked around at the group sprawled out on the ground again. “I’ll be interested to hear how this all happened when they get here.”
The men drew water from the pump and each took long drinks but conversation lagged as everybody just breathed and tried to cope. In a few minutes, William and Megan came out of the woods, winded and looking around frantically. Megan was scratched and looked a bit the worse for wear. William’s eyes scanned the crowd looking for Amber and relief washed across his face when his eyes picked her out of the group on the ground.
Megan gave a cry and ran to her three kids, throwing herself onto the ground to hug them all into her arms. She burst into tears then and held them, rocking them all awkwardly in her embrace. The children tried to comfort the woman as she held them and slowly got herself under control.
Sandy finally managed to pull back a little bit. “You’re ok now, Ma. We’re here and you’re here and Da, he’ll be back soon, and we can make a new house.”
“A new house, poppet?” Megan scrubbed the tears off her face with her fingers and looked intently at the soot streaked face in front of her. What she was seeing registered and she looked at her house, taking in the smoke streaks above the door and the wisps that still wafted upwards from the trapped smoke in the peak of the roof. Something in her face sagged for a moment, but she recovered almost instantly and looked from child to child to child. “Is anybody hurt? You’re all alright, aren’t you?”
“We’re fine, mum. Mother Fairport chased them off and then put the fire out. We helped pump!” Sandy beamed.
William looked through the door at the damaged house and turned to address them. “So, now we know. They got Josh, I take it?”
Tanyth grunted before answering. “Yeah, they threw him over a horse and rode off down the Pike, after setting fire to the house. They threw three torches, but this is the only one that caught. Thomas and Sadie need a new floor mat, though.”
William nodded and exchanged glances with Thomas. “I was afraid of somethin’ like this when we found Megan in the woods.”
Thomas nodded his agreement. “The horses were stashed there for a fast getaway, but they had to change their plans when Josh got caught.” He nodded respectfully to Tanyth. “Thank you for that, mum.”
Tanyth nodded and looked back at William. “Now what do you think they’ll do?”
William’s face hardened. “If they’re smart, they’ll keep riding. If they come back here, they won’t be getting as civil a welcome as they got before.”
Tanyth nodded her head. “Are they smart?”
William shook his head. “I’m afraid they think they’re smart enough to get away with it.” He sighed and looked at the sun. “Let’s get this cleaned up and see if we can help Megan and the kids get settled in another house.” He smiled sympathetically. “Is there one you’d fancy, Meg? I’m afraid this one won’t be livable for awhile.”
Thomas snorted. “If ever.”
Tanyth caught William’s eyes with a nod to the burned house. “If you took that house down altogether and built the inn up here near the pump, it would make getting water to the inn a lot easier. You wouldn’t have to lug water down to it or dig another well. Frank and I were talkin’ about it the night before he left.” She looked at Sadie and Thomas. “You’d have to move, too, but then both these houses could come down and the inn could go here.” She held out her arms to indicate the space. “Frank seemed to think it was a good place because it got the inn back off the road a bit.”
Thomas was following the description but Sadie got caught up in the idea of moving. “Then we’d be further from the water.”
William nodded at her. “True, but the inn would use the most, so having the inn handy to the water makes sense.”
Amber nodded in agreement. “Yea. That makes a lot of sense. I think we’d have to move too. I don’t think I’d like to have my house that close to the inn.”
William smiled. “Actually, my heart, I think you and I will be living in the inn by the time it’s done. Somebody will need to.”
Jakey spoke up for the first time since breaking out of the woods. “Havin’ it back here would make it easier to protect the water supply and would also be closer to the barn.”
They all looked at him.
He seemed a little startled by the attention for a change, but continued with a shrug. “Most folks will be coming with horses. They’ll want the animals cared for as well.” He smiled. “A silver for a place in the common room and three pennies for the horse in the barn. Four if they want grain.”
William huffed a quick laugh but Thomas nodded. “I think that’s what they charge at Mossport.”
“Maybe we should make it more, then.” Jakey grinned.
William raised his hands to break into the discussion. “Alright, we’ve got too much plannin’ with too little doin’. First things first.” He turned to Megan and the children. “Which house do you want? There’s several empty.”
Megan looked a bit lost. “I don’t know, Will. I never considered movin’ before.”
Tanyth smiled and held out her hand. “Well, why don’t you and the kids move in with me for a bit in Mother Alderton’s house. When Harry gets back, you can decide together what you want to do.”
Megan took the hand and Tanyth pulled the younger woman up off the ground. “Thank you, mum. I’d feel much safer with you.”
Tanyth snorted. “I didn’t do ya much good this mornin’, dearie.”
Megan smiled with a shake of her head. “No, you saved my life this morning, mum. They’d have killed me or worse if you hadn’t stopped Josh. The bossman there had a lot so say about it while we were runnin’ through the woods.”
Tanyth raised her eyebrows. “Really, hon? What happened?”
Megan shuddered a little but dug in. “They grabbed me just as I came out of the privy. Caught me by surprise, and that big one crushed me to his chest. I couldn’t breathe to yell.”
Tanyth nodded in sympathy. “He did that to me, too.”
“I was back there in the bushes by the time you came out and they had me trussed up like a solstice goose, ‘cept for my legs.” She stopped for a moment and swallowed before continuing. “Anyway, one guy—they called him Mort—he was just inside the tree line—waiting. I didn’t see what you did, mum, but it upset them something terrible.” She smiled in satisfaction. “That’s when we turned and headed into the woods. I tried to hold them back, but the big one, Mort, just picked me up and threw me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and we headed further and further into the forest.”
Thomas nodded. “That’s why I couldn’t find your tracks among the others.”
She shrugged. “A few hundred yards into the wood, their bossman ripped a bit of dress of my hem and hung it on a bush. That’s when we really started moving fast. When we got to where they left the horses, Mort started to put me on a horse, but the boss made him tie me to a tree. I didn’t understand why they went to all the trouble to kidnap me and then leave me out in the wilds.”
William raised his hands to indicated the smoldering wreckage of her house. “You were supposed to keep us busy so we didn’t have a chance to interfere with their rescue.” He nodded his head in consideration. “They probably planned to hold you hostage, but had to change their plans a bit when Josh got caught. They drew us off, so they could come and get him back.”
Megan nodded at the burned house. “It seems to have worked.” She walked over to it and stared in at it a little sadly. “Do you think we can save much?”
Tanyth came to stand beside her while the rest of the women gathered round. “We fought hard enough. I think you’ll be able to salvage most of it. You’ll smell like smoke for a time, but only a few things got burned.”
William headed up towards the barn. “I’ll get the barrow. Meg? Start handing stuff out and we’ll help you carry what you can to Mother Fairport’s house.”
Tanyth spoke up, then. “Do you have any spare floor mats? We never got around to laying fresh ones down when I moved in. Might be good to do that before we start dragging goods around.”
Amber nodded. “Good thinking.” She fell in with William. “There’s some in the workroom. I’ll load a few on the barrow and we’ll bring them over to you.”
Tanyth nodded and helped Megan down the fire-damaged steps into the soggy mass that had been her home. Megan wrinkled her nose and waved a hand in front of her face. “Ugh. This stinks.” She crossed the house and opened the front door. The morning breeze swept through and cleared the air a bit more, while Megan stood with hands on hips and surveyed the damage.
As she looked she seemed to take strength. “Right. Well, Sandy? You watch your brothers and stay close to the house.”
“I will, Mama.”
“Thank you, sweetling. That’ll help me most.’’
Riley came up to the door and stuck his head in. “What can I do to help, Ms. Megan?”
She smiled up at the boy. “Just keep an eye on all the children, Riley. We don’t want anybody wanderin’ off.”
“Ok, mum!” He grinned and started herding the other children like a sheep dog.
Megan grinned and shrugged up to where the other women were looking into the house. “That might have been a mistake.”
They laughed and Sadie waded down to give Megan a hand while the rest went around to the front door so they’d have the shortest walk to the new house.
Tanyth tapped Matthew and nodded to the burly quarryman. “If you’ve a mind to help? We could move my goods out of the way to make room for the new mats…”
“Oh, aye, mum.” He smiled and followed in her wake as she crossed the yard. She stopped and picked up her staff where she’d dropped it in the grass. If she leaned on it rather more heavily than normal, Matthew didn’t seem to notice.
Tanyth had trouble thinking of the young man as much more than a boy, but he was certainly strong enough and more than willing in his assistance. In her small hut, she took the oil lamp and other small things off the table and placed them up on the mantle board to get them out of harm’s way. Matthew helped her move the table and chairs onto the hearthstone to free the floor space. They opened the back door and slid the rope-bound cot out onto the grass behind the house just as Amber and William showed up with the barrow full of floor mats.
With Matthew and William to help wrestle the awkward bundles out of the barrow and onto the floor, the job was done in a matter of minutes. They moved the table and chairs back off the hearthstone, but left it closer to the hearth than it had been. She left the oil lamp up on the mantle. “No sense tempting fate.” She muttered it to herself but Matthew grunted in agreement.
Amber sent William up to Megan’s to pick up a load and she stood in the middle of the house. Tanyth smiled gently at the younger woman’s almost proprietary survey. Amber looked shyly at Tanyth. “You know, mum? This would be a good time to bless the house. It’s empty as it’s gonna be and changing spirits, so to speak.” Her voice petered out.
Tanyth pursed her lips and considered it. “That’s a good idea.” She looked through the herbs she’d harvested and set to dry, but none of them were suitable. She remembered a bundle in the cast offs and crossed to the pile of dry and dusty materials that she hadn’t yet had a chance to dispose of. She rummaged through it and pulled up a bundle of sage, brittle on the ends and edges, but still solid enough in the middle to be useful. She smiled as she held it up. “Aha!”
Matthew’s eyes grew round and even Amber looked a bit surprised. Tanyth frowned slightly at them. “What? Is there something the matter?”
Matthew and Amber shared a glance. “No, mum.” They said it almost in unison.
“Why are you looking like that then?”
Matthew glanced at Amber before speaking. “You’re not going to do magic are you, mum? Should I leave?”
Tanyth smiled. “Not magic, no. You can leave if it makes you uncomfortable but don’t feel like you need to.”
Amber frowned. “What are you going to do with that? And what is it, mum?”
“Isn’t this what Mother Alderton used to bless a house?”
Amber shrugged. “I don’t know, mum. It might be. She never explained.”
Tanyth nodded. “Well, this is sage.” She turned to the hearth and laid a fire but didn’t light it immediately. She took the bundle of very dry sage and placed it on the hearthstone before pulling the steel and flint out of her pocket. She struck three sparks into the end of the bundle and blew on them until they caught. The dusty herbs gave off a pungent smudge. Tanyth chuckled a bit to herself. “Just what I need. More smoke.”
Amber was standing close enough to hear her mutter and she choked back a laugh.
Tanyth grinned at her and picked up the smoldering herbs. She took it to the north side of the hut to the middle of the wall where the back door was open onto the narrow bit of cleared land before the forest. She held up the bundle in front of her face and a wisp of smoke curled up to the rafters. “Guardian of the North, Bones of the Earth, protect this place from evil.” She walked the perimeter of the room to the east and stopped in front of the fireplace which made up most of the narrower east wall. “Guardian of the East, Breath of the Earth, protect this place from evil.” She continued around to stand in front of the front door, facing south and looking out onto the narrow track that led up to the village. “Guardian of the South, Spirit of the Earth, protect this place from evil.” She went to the plain west wall and held the bundle once more. Guardian of the West, Blood of the Earth, protect this place from evil.” She walked back around to where she began and made a swirl of smoke in the air as if tying a knot. “By my will and with this smoke, I bind this place once and beg the protection of the guardians.” She walked around the circuit again, stopping at each cardinal point and making a similar swirl of smoke until she returned to the north. “By my will and with this smoke, I bind this place twice and beg the protection of the All-Father upon this house.” She walked once more around pausing again and leaving a trail of pungent herbal smoke in her wake. “By my will and with this smoke, I bind this place thrice and beg the blessings of the All-Mother upon all who live within.” She took the bundle of sage to the hearth and blew on it until it flared from glowing smolder into bright fire. “With earth and air and fire and water, I beg the blessings of the All-Mother upon this hearth and all that shelter here.” She tossed the burning sage into the prepared shavings. The fire caught the shavings and spread into the dried kindling. Tanyth finished the ritual by dipping her hand in the water bucket and flicking a few drops of water onto the hearthstone, where they showed dark against the dry rock. “So mote it be.”
She stood for a moment and admired her handiwork, before drying her hands off on the seat of her pants and turning back to Amber and Matthew. They stood transfixed, staring at her. Matthew’s mouth did not exactly hang open, but he looked at once dazed and totally focused.
“What is it? You two look like you’ve seen a haunt or something.”
Amber blinked back from wherever her mind had taken her. “That was wonderful, mum! I’ve never seen a blessing like that before.”
Tanyth shrugged. “What did Mother Alderton do?”
Amber shrugged. “She just stood at the threshold and said, ‘Bless this house and all who live here.’”
Tanyth smiled. “Well, that seems to have worked for her.” She looked about the house. “I learned this from Mother Willowton, I think it was. She used to really get into blessing houses. She’d use salt and fire and water.” Tanyth chuckled at the memory. “It could take her half a day sometimes to get through all the prayers when she did it for somebody else. I stayed with her one whole winter and when it came time to do her own house, she always cleansed it with burning sage.” Tanyth shrugged. “I think she just liked to put on a show for her customers.”
Amber and Matthew laughed, taken off guard by her frank appraisal of the mystical.
She smiled, satisfied, and felt more at home in the small hut already. She saw William bringing the first load of goods down from Megan’s house and they all jumped to help him. Some of the goods—like blankets and clothing—were left to air out a bit, while other items came right in. Tanyth arranged the furnishings the way she remembered Megan’s house, hoping to make the younger woman feel more at home. She knew it wasn’t going to be an easy time until Harry returned, but she vowed to herself to make it as easy as she knew how.
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 New Demands
By the time the sun reached the treetops on its way toward night, Megan, Tanyth and the children were all safely settled in the new house. The whole village had a finer understanding of why a careful watch was necessary, but still no better idea about how to deal with the issue. Birchwood could come at them from any direction at any time, and they could only watch and wait for his next move.
It came sooner than they expected.
Just as the sun disappeared behind the treetops, but before true sunset, a voice rang out. “Mapleton! William Mapleton! Come out!”
The voice cut across the village from the direction of the Pike and doors popped open at the call, yellow firelight showing silhouettes of heads and shoulders. Thomas popped around the corner of a house and drew an arrow but held his fire as he saw who and what was riding up the path.
William boiled out of his house and ran toward the approaching riders but halted twenty paces back. Tanyth watched from the safety of the house with Megan by her side. The children sensed something amiss and stayed quiet. Little Sandy crawled up the step to peek her head just over the threshold.
Andrew Birchwood sat nonchalantly astride his horse. In front of him in the saddle sat a very pale and frightened looking Riley Mapleton. “Well, good evening, William.” Birchwood pitched his voice to play to the audience. “I trust you’ll stand your ground there and keep your archer in check?” He smiled. It wasn’t a good look for him.
“Riley? Are you alright?” William ignored Birchwood for the moment.
“I’m fine, Papa. I’m sorry, but—”
Birchwood patted the boy on the shoulder with his left hand. “That’s enough, Riley. You’ll be quite silent now, won’t you? That’s a good lad.” Birchwood flourished the dagger he held in his right and turned back to the father. “Now that I have your attention, there’s the small matter of—how do we phrase this?” He made a show of thinking. “Oh, yes. Insurance. That’s the term.”
William’s face clouded and his fist clenched as he held himself helplessly in check. “Extortion, I think is the term you’re struggling with, Birchwood.”
“Oh, come now, William. Extortion is such a nasty word.” He shrugged. “I’m just a businessman, trying to turn a profit. You’re an honest man trying to protect what’s yours. I can respect that, William. I can.” His voice was oily and ingratiating. He patted Riley on the shoulder once more. “Young Riley, here, for example. It would be tragic should anything happen to him, now wouldn’t it.”
William took a deep breath. “What do you want, Birchwood? State your claim.”
“Oh, I’m not a greedy man, William. I think a nice little operation like this should be able to afford, say, five hundred golds. Insurance, you understand, to make sure that nothing unfortunate happens?”
“Five hundred golds?!” William practically choked. “And you seriously believe we have five hundred golds here!”
Birchwood made a small tsk sound with his lips. “Oh, don’t play coy, William. Of course you have it. I’ve seen the wagon carrying your cargo into town. I’ve seen your storehouse and I’ve seen your silver mine.”
Tanyth saw the look on William’s face go blank for a moment before what Birchwood had said fully registered. “My silver mine?” He paused, staring at the man. “Are you mad? You think we have a silver mine?”
Birchwood shook his head. “Come, come, William. I said, don’t play coy. Lives are at stake here. Young lives.” His left hand rested heavily on the boy’s shoulder.
“It’s a clay quarry, Birchwood. Clay. Like you make bricks from.”
Birchwood shook his head. “I’ve been there. I’ve seen it, William.” His voice wasn’t so pleasant now. “Your men up there, diligently scraping it all up. Putting in barrels. You can’t tell me that you’re all out here grubbing up clay—the same clay you can get from any river bank within ten miles of the city?” He shook his head. “No, William. I’m not that gullible.”
William sat heavily on the grass, his knees up and leaning back on his hands. “You’ve got to be joking, Birchwood. Surely, you can’t be that foolish.” His voice was low but it carried the tone of disbelief clearing through the evening air.
Birchwood’s brow furrowed. “Don’t play that game with me, Mr. Mapleton! Why would anybody come way out here to dig clay! You’re a rich man’s son. All these people here have connections in the city. You expect me to believe that you all came out here to live life close to nature and dig up clay?” He took a deep breath and his countenance returned to the more genial one he rode in with. “Please, William. How can you expect me to believe that?”
William closed his eyes and dropped his head back to stare at the darkening sky. “Because, my fine foppish fool, we’re all the youngest sons and castoffs of the rich and powerful back in the city.” He raised his head and leveled his gaze at the man. “Yes, Mapleton is my father, but I’ve four brother’s who are closer to money than I and you know that to be true as well! You lived in Kleesport long enough to learn that much and as much as you preyed on our people, it must have taught you a thing or two about my father and my family!”
For the first time, Birchwood looked uncertain.
“And we didn’t come out here to dig clay. We came out here to start a new town. A town where we might have some of the opportunities that we’re denied in the city. A place we can call ours and not something cast off or passed down by our parents.” His eyes bored into Birchwood. “The clay is how we raise the cash we need to buy the goods we can’t produce yet. It’s clay. Just clay. It’s a particularly fine clay and someday we’ll have a kiln here perhaps and start some manufacturing with that clay, but by the beard of the All-Father, Birchwood, what we take out of the ground up there is clay.”
“Do you swear on the life of your eldest son, fool?” Birchwood fairly spit the rejoinder. The two men behind him were looking less certain for the first time since they road into town.
“I can only tell you the truth, Birchwood. It’s clay.” He paused. “There’s another small problem with your plan. We don’t keep any cash out here.”
Birchwood frowned. “What do you mean, you don’t keep any cash?”
William sat up and held out his hands to either side. “Do you see any shops? Pubs? Taverns? Any place where having cash would be of any use out here?” He uncoiled from the ground and stood there in front of the horse. “Do you think, perhaps, we’re buyin’ and sellin’ biscuits from each other? That I’m sellin’ the firewood I chop to the highest bidder maybe?”
“Oh, come, come, William. A jest is a jest but I’ve your son here. Are you sure you want to play these games?” Birchwood’s men kept looking back and forth between themselves but Birchwood wasn’t paying attention to them. His attention was focused on the man in front of him.
“Birchwood, I swear to you on the life of my son. We send the wagon in loaded. We sell the clay—and it’s just clay—to the works in Kleesport. We have accountants and factors in town who keep our money, manage our accounts, and pay our bills for us. When the wagon comes back, he’ll have no money—just the goods we’ll need to get through the winter. I could pay you in hundred weights of flour, but I doubt if there’s more than ten silvers cash money here in the village if you were to shake out all the purses and put the money in a pile.” He looked at Birchwood and held out his hands to either side in a gesture of helplessness. “We have no money. We have no need for it out here.”
Birchwood shook his head. “Well, I must say, William. This is a most amusing tale you spin, but I don’t think you realize the gravity. If you have no money, then bad things will happen to you. And to yours. Like this delightful lad here.” He clapped the boy on the shoulder one more time. “The fires you had today are only a sample.” His voice was cold. “I suggest you find some money and find it quickly before somebody you care for gets hurt.”
“You can’t get blood out of a stone, Birchwood.”
“I know that, William.” His genial tone faded. “I get blood out of the people who do not pay. It would behoove you to remember that little fact.” He paused. “I’ll give you a few days to think about it, but I’ll be back, and the next time, you should try to find a better story to tell. One with a little more jingle in it.”
He made a hand signal and his riders turned and rode back to the Pike. Birchwood himself backed his horse slowly away, keeping the boy between Thomas’s arrow and himself.
“My boy, Birchwood! What about my boy?”
Birchwood only smiled and continued to back his mount. Thomas started to follow but Birchwood held the knife to Riley’s neck. “You might consider standing where you are, archer. Arrows make me nervous, and when I get nervous, I get twitchy.” He made a little jump with his face and arm when he said the word twitchy, and the knife at Riley’s throat twitched, too, but didn’t draw blood.
Thomas subsided and released the draw on his bow, pointing the arrow to the ground.
Birchwood smiled and backed his horse to the Pike. When he was out of bow shot, he unceremoniously dumped the boy onto the ground and heeled his horse into a gallop, heading south down the Pike with his two bravos.
Riley scrambled to his feet before his father could reach him, picked up a rock, and threw it after the riders. Boyish rage and frustration were writ large on his face and his aim true, but his power too slight and the stone fell to earth only a few feet away.
William reached the boy at a run and scooped him up in his arms before turning to race back to the safety of the house. Tanyth could see they were both crying and clinging to each other as William passed, heading for home and meeting Amber coming down.
Tanyth closed the door on the reunion, and turned to a wide eyed Megan. “What does it mean, mum?”
Tanyth shook her head. “Our Mr. Birchwood just got a fast introduction to life in our little village of Ravenwood.”
“Yes, but what will he do?”
Tanyth shook her head. “I’m not sure. William had a good idea to keep all your money in town where it can be kept safe and used where it’ll do the most good.” She shook her head. “But I don’t know if Andrew Birchwood believes him.”
They crossed to the hearth and Megan ran a spoon around in the soup hanging over the fire. “Why wouldn’t he believe William, mum? William’s never lied to him.”
Tanyth took her seat beside the fire as the three children crept closer to hear the adults talking about adult things, eyes shining bright in the failing light of evening. “Well, I suspect it’s common for people to claim they have no money. Villages along the Pike like this generally don’t have much in the way of cash income. Just like here, they barter and share. That makes it difficult for people like Birchwood to force them to pay for protection.”
Megan nodded. “Can’t give what you don’t have.”
“Exactly, my dear. So, I suspect that Mr. Birchwood has heard it before and he doesn’t believe it here in particular because he knows William’s father is rich.”
“Did he really think that the clay quarry is a silver mine?”
Tanyth shrugged. “Apparently. He just can’t imagine that a rich man’s son, like William, would be out here in the woods digging up clay.” She paused. “I’m not sure I do, and I’ve been here to see.”
“It’s clay.” Megan made the announcement very clearly. “It’s good clay, but it’s clay.”
“Do you know a lot about clay?”
Megan grinned and giggled a little. “Yes, mum. My da owns the Kleesport Brickworks and my uncle owns Kleesport Pottery. I was throwing pots before I was ten winters old.” She held up her mug. “This is pottery from Uncle Ezra’s factory.” She smiled. “He sells it to us cheap.”
Tanyth blinked in disbelief. “So this really is good clay?”
Megan nodded soberly. “It surely is, mum.” She looked down for a moment and then leaned in to speak quietly. “Pound for pound, it’s worth more than silver ore. At least the ore they get around here.” She grinned at the older woman. “It has trace minerals that give it a nice color and texture.”
Tanyth giggled a little in return. “It’s just clay, but it’s worth more than silver?”
Megan nodded. “Oh, yes, mum, but only to people who know what it is and what to do with it.”
Tanyth shook her head in disbelief. “No wonder William keeps all the money in town. You couldn’t afford a militia big enough to guard it out here.”
Megan smiled happily. “It’s why the whole village is set up the way it is. We don’t have any money here, but we’re slowly getting rich in town. And like William said. There’s no place to spend it out here.”
Tanyth grimaced. “But that still doesn’t answer the question of what to do about Birchwood and his bully boys.” She glanced at Megan. “I don’t suppose we can turn them in to the King’s Own?”
“If we could get their attention, maybe, mum.”
Tanyth sighed. “Yes. I can see where that might be a problem.”
Megan turned to the kids. “Ok, enough entertainment for one night, my wee cabbages. Shall we have some soup and go to bed?”
They lined up politely, got soup and bread and settled down to eat with a minimum of muss and fuss. Tanyth marveled at how well Megan was bearing up under the ordeal of being kidnapped, dragged through the forest, burned out of her home, and then moving her household—what parts of it survived the fire—all in the same day. With dinner over and the children tucked into snug beds beside the hearth, Megan sat by the fire with mending on her lap while the children nodded off in the warm, dimness of the snug cottage. As the last of the little ones drifted off, Tanyth realized that Megan was sitting very still and hadn’t moved needle or thread for several minutes. She glanced over and saw the tears glistening on the young woman’s face in the flickering light of the fire.
“Oh, my poor dear.”
Megan shook once in a muffled sob.
Tanyth crossed to her and cradled her in her arms. “There, there, my dear. There, there.” She held and rocked her as if she were a child herself, letting her sob silently against her and making sure the children didn’t see by keeping her body between mother and children. She held her and stroked her hair until the sobs passed, finally, leaving Megan weak, shaken, and limp in Tanyth’s lap. Tanyth helped the younger woman into her bed and tucked her in before banking the fire and settling on her own bedroll for the night.
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 Last Straw
Tanyth sat on her bedroll, gazing into the golden depths of the banked coals and pondering. The day had been filled with terror. She knew they’d gotten off easily. Birchwood would not stop until he was forced to. Of that, she was certain. She’d seen enough of his type over the course of her life. By rights, it should be a matter of having the King’s Own deal with him, but petty banditry—particularly in the edges of the kingdom—was practically a way of life. By the time the King’s Own could deal with it, the village could be destroyed.
“Mother, what do we do?” The words were a whispered prayer but the only answer was the sound of night winds sighing across the top of the chimney. The sound drew a sigh from Tanyth as she settled into her blankets.
Her rest was fitful, each sound in the night, each shift in the wind half woke her. The dreams, as much as she could remember, were nonsensical—images of bears tearing open logs to eat the larvae within, one long disturbing passage of a tree falling in the forest and rotting away—eaten by bugs, filled with fungus—and others she would never remember at all until just before dawn she dreamed of a single drop of blood. It fell through a crystalline blue sky, a sphere of crimson shimmering in the light, falling, falling, falling, until it splattered into a darkened star burst on a hearthstone. The wet redness faded to black as the stone drank in the moisture, leaving only the star shaped stain on the rock.
A single sharp raven’s caw brought her awake—eyes searching the dimness as the images of her dreams faded in the gray light of morning. The soft sound of sleeping children blended with the sound of the wind in the chimney. Her belt knife dug into her side where her habit placed it in her bedroll each night. She dressed in her bulky trousers and strapped on the knife. It took but a few minutes to stoke up the fire and fill the kettle from the covered bucket. By the time she was done, Megan stirred in her bedroll and blinked slowly up from slumber.
Tanyth smiled and nodded to the younger woman who smiled and gave a small wave in return. Her eyes closed again, and Tanyth watched her drowse off again in the space of three breaths.
She huffed a quiet laugh and went to the door, opening it a crack to peep out. The sun still hid below the tree tops to the east, but lit the sky with a clear, pale light. The gravel path that served the village as road stood whitely against the dark, wet grasses. A skirl of cold, morning air sneaked in through the crack and washed over her face, drying the night’s moisture from her skin. She filled her lungs with the cool freshness of a new day.
She slipped out and walked to the main path, looking for the guard and spotting William and Karl walking between the houses. They saw her and waved. The cool morning air reminded her that she needed to use the privy and she walked quickly.
She dealt with the privy in short order and met William and Karl on the way back to the house. “Good morning, mum.” William looked haggard and even Karl looked a bit worse for wear.
“Good morning, William. Good morning, Karl. How are you doing this morning?”
Karl smiled wanly. “Morning, mum. I’m ready for my bed, truth be told.”
William shrugged. “I’m ok, mum. How are things in your house? Did the kids settle ok?”
She shrugged in return. “Kids are fine, I think. Megan may take a little longer to recover.”
William grimaced. “I was afraid of that. Any problems over night?”
Tanyth remembered the sobbing, shuddering woman that she’d rocked the night before. “No. No problems. She just needs time.”
Karl spat on the grass. “We need to deal with this guy. We can’t go on like this.”
“Now, Karl, we’ve been talking about this all night long.” William tried to put a halt on the conversation.
Karl shook his head. “Don’t you, ‘Now, Karl,’ me, William Mapleton. You know as well as I do that we just are not set up for this. Towns have walls and guards to guard them. We’re a collection of huts, spread out and open.” He paused for breath before continuing. “You saw that last night. If he can grab Riley…”
William nodded, defeated. “It mighta been any of them. Riley was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and by himself.” William sighed and looked at Tanyth. “They were playing hide and seek before bed. He went to hide and before we knew he was gone. Birchwood brought him back.” He shuddered and closed his eyes. “Anything could have happened.”
“He’s right, you know.” Tanyth’s voice was soft and low and she nodded to Karl.
William nodded without looking up. “I know, but what can we do about it?” His voice sounded ragged and harsh in the quiet morning. He paused and took a deep breath. He looked up and indicated the village around him with a sweep of his head. “We can’t build a wall around this. It’s too spread out. We don’t have the manpower or the money to hire a full-time guard.”
Tanyth and Karl followed his gaze around the village.
Tanyth nodded slowly. “I was in the southlands a few winters ago. Land there is flat and open and mostly grassy. Hot as blazes in the summer. Winter blows through for a month or so, but it’s bitter cold.”
She thought back to her winter with Mother Ashborne. “The King’s Own was spread thin down that way, too, and it’s right on the border with Barramoor. Every so often the towns got raided.”
William looked incensed. “We have treaties with Barramoor. That’s not supposed to happen!”
“Indeed we do and it’s not supposed to but…” Tanyth shrugged.
Karl finished her thought. “The King’s Own is spread too thin.”
Tanyth nodded sadly. “The point is that they had to deal with it, and I think we’ll need to deal with it, too. Not just Birchwood, but the next band of buggers as well.”
William objected. “I thought that’s what the Inn was about.”
“It is.” Tanyth agreed and pointed to Karl with her thumb. “But he’s got the right of it, too. We need to deal with Birchwood and we’re too vulnerable to him because we’re all spread out.”
“How do they deal with that in the southlands, mum?” Karl’s eyes searched her face.
“They fort up.”
William nodded and shrugged all at once. “Sure, but we don’t have a fort!” The frustration was showing in his voice. “When we build the inn we can make it defensible but we don’t have the inn yet and we can’t build it so long as we have to keep looking over our shoulders for Birchwood and his bravos.”
“Yes, the Inn will help but you’ve got a fort now.” Tanyth’s voice carried conviction and cut through his objections. “The barn.”
Both men stopped and stared at her. “The barn?” William’s voice almost cracked from surprise but Karl’s face took on a thoughtful expression.
She pressed on. “The barn. It’s big enough. It’s where most of the village’s supplies are. It’s where the animals are—or at least most of them. The workroom even has a hearth for cooking.” She paused to consider. “The only thing it doesn’t have is a well.”
The two men looked at each other. Karl turned to her. “What good will being in the barn do us, mum? They can still burn us out, one house at a time.”
Tanyth shrugged. “Yes, they can, but houses can be rebuilt.” She looked pointedly at William. “Children can’t be. If we can keep Birchwood from killing anybody—or stealing the supplies we need for the winter—then there’s nothing he can really do except be a boil on our backsides. Sooner or later he’ll realize that and move on.”
William frowned in thought and pinched his lips together between thumb and forefinger. Karl looked around the village as if measuring it with his eyes.
After a few moments, both men were nodding.
Karl spoke first. “With everybody in one space, guarding would be a lot easier and we’d have a smaller perimeter to watch.”
William agreed. “We’d be packed in cheek by jowl for awhile but splitting the work of feeding everybody and watching the kids…” He shrugged. “More eyes mean less opportunities for Birchwood.”
William sighed and turned to look at the barn back in the trees. “Well, we stayed there the first winter.”
Karl looked shocked. “Why would we have to spend the winter there? Birchwood will be gone soon enough once he realizes he can’t get at us and we’re not going pay.”
William glanced at Tanyth who sighed before she spoke. “Because he’ll probably be so angry that he’ll torch the houses out of spite.”
Karl got very still and turned to look at the village with a slow sweep of his head before looking back at Tanyth and then at William. He sighed. “Well, if we muck out the stalls good and lay down fresh straw, we can put bedrolls there until Frank and the boys get back.”
William nodded his agreement. “And when they get back we’ll have more hands to help with rebuilding.”
The three stood and looked at each other for a few more moments and the sun tipped up over the trees across the Pike. William nodded to Karl. “Help me get Bester in harness and we’ll use the ox cart to move everybody up to the barn.”
Karl nodded.
William turned to Tanyth. “You just moved in, so I hate to have you move again, but…” His voice petered out.
“We’ve not had much time to get settled yet.” Tanyth finished for him.
He shrugged apologetically and she grinned. “I’ll go see if Megan and the kids are up.”
They watched to make sure she arrived safely before turning toward the barn. She slipped into the house and four pair of eyes turned to look at her. “Good morning, everybody. I’m glad to see you all up. We’re going to do something different today!”
Sandy perked up at that. “Really, mum? What’s that? Something fun?”
Tanyth shrugged. “Well, I don’t know if ‘fun’ is the word I’d use, but we’ll all sleep better at night, I think.”
Megan caught something in her voice. “What are we going to do today, mum?”
“Move.”
Megan’s eyebrows shot up. “Move? We just moved in. We have to move out?”
Tanyth crossed to the hearth and helped herself to a cup of tea before settling in the circle of children, Megan watching from the hearth. “Yes, well. We have this problem with the bad men.” She addressed her comments to the kids but she was talking to Megan. Sandy sat enraptured by the older woman sitting on the hearthstone with her. “They might have hurt Riley yesterday and we were all trying to be so careful and everything.”
Sandy’s voice chirped in the morning stillness. “Yes, mum, but they didn’t. They gave him back.”
Tanyth nodded and patted the child comfortingly. “Yes, they did, and we are all very glad.” She spared a glance for Megan who knew exactly what she was getting at. “But it taught us a very valuable lesson and we should pay attention to lessons like that.”
Sandy nodded sagely. “Lessons are good. What lesson did we learn, mum?”
She smiled at the earnest young girl. “We learned that no matter how hard we try to watch, we’re spread out too much to be able to see everything we need to in order to stay safe.”
Sandy nodded and Tanyth looked around at the other small faces with a smile.
“So. We learned that we need to get people closer together so we can look out for each other better.”
Sandy sat up. “Well, that makes sense, mum.” A frown crossed her face. “But where?”
“We’re going to move in with Bester.”
The smallest boy’s eyes went suddenly round. “In his stall?” He appeared to be totally aghast. “He’ll poop on us!”
Tanyth laughed and even Megen giggled a bit. “No, lovie. Just in the barn. Bester will keep his stall.” She looked up at Megan. “Although we may be spreading bedrolls in the horses’ stalls for awhile.”
The other boy, not to be outdone, tried his best to catch up. “In the poop?”
Megan barked a laugh. “Boys! That’s enough with the poop. We’ll clean the stalls and they’ll be very nice and comfy.” She sighed in exasperation before looking back at Tanyth with a shrug. “Boys.” It was all the explanation she offered.
Tanyth smiled back with a shrug. “I have one myself.”
Megan looked startled. “You have a boy, mum?”
She nodded. “He left home many, many winters ago and joined the King’s Own.” She glanced at the small round faces looking up at her and paused. “So are we ready for something new today?”
Sandy snorted. “Moving is what we did yesterday.”
Tanyth nodded her agreement. “Well, yes, it was but today you get to move into the barn.”
The little one’s eyes got round as a new thought occurred to him. “Will we get to poop in the straw like Bester?”
“Anthony!” Megan all but shrieked in her embarrassment. “This is not appropriate for breakfast conversation!”
“But, Ma-ah. We’re movin’ to the barn!”
“Anthony! Hush, now!” Megan tried to look stern but her voice cracked from the strain and she had to hide her face in her hands to stifle the laughter as the whole group dissolved into the giggles.
When the fit of jocularity had run its course, they started picking up the remains of breakfast and started packing things away. As they finished tidying up and began looking around for what to do next, Tanyth heard the crunch of wheels on gravel and William’s low voice talking to the ox. She crossed to the front door, flung it open, and waved to Karl and William as they backed the oxcart up to the door.
William stuck his head into the opening. “Good morning, everyone. You’re the first on a long list! Are you ready?”
The kids danced around in excitement and started a sing song chant of “poopin’ in the straw, poopin’ in the straw.”
Megan let out a shriek. “Anthony!” The children collapsed into giggling puddles and Karl joined William at the door to see what the commotion was about.
William looked at Tanyth. “Fun morning so far?”
She nodded with a rueful grin. “So far. It should be more fun later.”
Karl looked on skeptically.
Behind her she heard a small boy’s voice asking very quietly, “Well, will we?”
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 Shadows in the Dark
The sun worked up over the trees and into the morning sky while Bester stood patiently each time the men filled the cart. He ambled to the barn, and waited again while ready hands unloaded each household’s goods in turn. Tanyth and Megan moved into the barn first. The large box stalls felt cramped compared to a full household, but were more than large enough for bedrolls. The stalls themselves needed little cleaning. Frank kept his team in exceptional condition and William had already prepared the stalls for Frank’s return at the next full moon. A few extra forks full of straw and the bedrolls laid flat and smooth around the sides of the stall, leaving the middle of the stall clear. Nobody needed to step over, or on, anybody else getting into or out of their bedrolls.
The single quarrymen—Karl, Kurt, and Matthew—helped get everybody settled. Karl and Matthew took Anthony out behind the workroom and worked to dig a new privy just outside the back door and by mid-afternoon, they’d set up a respectable privy, complete with house, seat, and at Anthony’s insistence, a lining of straw.
William looked it over and nodded his approval. “Nice job, Anthony.” He winked at the quarrymen and they went back to moving the village to safety.
Thomas and Jakey spent the day walking the perimeter of the village, watching the woods, and keeping an eye on things. During the early stages of the move, the children gathered in the barn and parents counted them twice before they placed a much chastened Riley in charge of keeping track of them all. The children played in the large box stall across from Bester’s and every adult in the barn made sure they all stayed in it.
Riley soon organized a game involving much posturing and fighting of bandits. It shocked Tanyth to find that at least two of the little girls had picked up sticks and held them like walking staffs. Amber saw her notice and pursed her lips in amusement. “You’ve had quite an effect on our lives, mum.” She lowered her eyes, embarrassed. “We’re very grateful.”
Tanyth made a gruff sounding growl but hugged the younger woman briefly before clearing the way for Bester and the cart backing with the next load of household goods.
At midday, Amber, Tanyth, and Sadie fired up the hearth in the workroom and pulled a large pot out of stores. They set to work making a kettle-full of soup with items from the storeroom. As more families joined the group, more hands turned to the process of keeping the company fed and happy. They even built long tables down the middle of the spacious workroom by spanning saw horses with planks. Sawed logs topped with more planks formed benches down either side.
Things got a little tight as more households came into the barn. It became clear that the barn didn’t contain enough stalls for every household to have one. The three single quarrymen moved their bedrolls up to the hayloft which left just enough room for the married couples to each have their own. Bethany, whose husband, Ethan, was on the road with Frank, shyly moved her bedroll in with Tanyth, Megan, and the children.
Sadie and Charlotte spent the afternoon making bread, and the aromas wafted through the barn and mingled with the scent of straw and animal in a way that touched something in Tanyth’s heart. An oversized kettle of boiling water kept tea brewing all through the day. The soup simmered and added a savory undercurrent to the aromas of yeasty bread and musky tea. As each household moved in, the atmosphere became less grim and more festive. The workroom at the back of the barn, with its hearth and long table, became the central gathering spot and hub of activity.
As the sun slipped behind the tops of the trees to the west, Tanyth stood in the open barn doors with Thomas and watched William and Bester make the last trip from the village. With the final household moved, William put Bester in his stall and gave him an extra scoop of grain and fresh water as a reward for a tedious job well done. Thomas swung the big barn doors closed and dropped a bar into place to keep them closed before telling off the three first-shift guards. With a grin and a final pat on Bester’s flank, William led the way to the workroom with Thomas and Tanyth trailing behind.
Amber waved Tanyth to a place of honor near the hearth as they entered and, if the night was chilly outside, the full population of the village, along with a roaring fire in the large hearth served to raise the temperature in the room to something approaching summertime levels. She saw William’s eyes rove around the room, counting noses and making sure everybody was there except for the three men he knew were on lookout duty.
Tanyth saw his shoulders relax a bit as he realized that the day was finally over. She smiled and toasted him with her mug of tea. “Excellent job getting everybody moved, William.”
He nodded his head in acknowledgement. “Thank you, mum. Bester did all the hard work, but everybody here deserves congratulations on a job well done.” As he and Tanyth had begun speaking, the room quieted down until everybody could hear him clearly. He raised his mug of tea in the general direction of the room. “So congratulations everybody!”
The gathered throng met his announcement with much laughter and pounding of the table.
Tanyth thought he looked tired as he settled back into his chair and watched Amber at the hearth, but that thought was interrupted as Amber turned to her, ladle in hand. “Mum? If you’d care to bless the house, I’ll get this soup served to a bunch of hungry people.”
Tanyth snorted a little laugh. “I don’t know when I’ve done more blessin’ in all my life.” She turned to William and played to the room. “I just got the last house blessed and you made me move. You’re not gonna make me move again in the mornin’ are ya?”
They all laughed and even William smiled at the jab. “No, mum. Not unless you’re able to bless that rascal Birchwood into leavin’ us alone!” His voice jested but his eyes seem to plead with her. She saw and shared his pain. In all likelihood the barn would be the last building standing by morning. It threatened to be a long winter.
The room grew still as Tanyth settled her mug on the mantle board and stood up from her chair. She lifted her head to remember where the cardinal directions lay and stepped to the center of the hearthstone where everyone could see her and where she had room to move about a bit. The large room seemed almost crowded with so many villagers in it. She thought, briefly about Frank and the boys out on the road and sent them a silent prayer of support even as she closed her eyes and gathered herself to make an offering to the All-Mother in the name of the village.
She turned to face the north and raised her arms in supplication. “I call upon the Guardian of the North, Bones of the Earth, to give us the strength we need to face the challenge that lies before us.” A quarter turn to her right raised her seamed face to the east. “I call upon the Guardian of the East, Breath of the Earth, to fill our lungs with breath to sing the praises of the All-Mother and the All-Father in this, our time of adversity.” Another quarter turn to face south. “I call upon the Guardian of the South, Spirit of the Earth, to give us the will and the passion to see our trials through to the end.” Another turn faced her to the west. “I call upon the Guardian of the West, Blood of the Earth, to give us the flexibility of water, to flow where we can and to nourish as we flow.” She turned once more to face the north and close her circle. “I beg the blessings and protections of the Guardians on this place and the people gathered in it. I ask in the name of the All-Father and the All-Mother. So mote it be.”
She lowered her arms and stepped off the hearthstone to resume her seat without looking up. The room was silent except for the crackling of the fire and the wind through the eaves of the barn. No one spoke. No foot stirred or stool scraped. Tanyth felt their eyes on her but also felt very weak in the knees. The heat of the room and the tension of the day conspired against her and she was glad she to be seated. She reached for her mug and wet her lips with a sip of tea before looking down the long table. Slowly she came back to herself, and even in the heat of the fire behind her began to recover from whatever had caused the odd dizziness. All the faces were looking back at her silently. “What?” she asked. “Was I supposed to juggle eggs or somethin’?”
The unseen string in the room snapped and life resumed with laughter.
Amber, Sadie, and Charlotte started dishing up the food, with slabs of fresh bread in baskets passed down the length of the table followed by bowls of the rich stew until everybody had bread and bowl. Bethany and Megan had pots of tea and jugs of fresh water for drink and in a matter of a few minutes everyone was served and seated. The noise in the room consisted of spoons on bowls and appreciative murmurs for several minutes. Some of the more adventurous—and hungry—came back to the hearth for another bowl full.
William sat on one side of the table and Tanyth sat at the other while Amber sat next to her husband and Sadie sat beside Tanyth. From there the villagers stretched down the long boards until the level dropped to the children at the end where a good deal of happy chatter and giggling boiled up. In spite of the last few days, the children saw living in the barn as a grand lark and an opportunity to play. Tanyth smiled to herself. To them, it probably was.
William hunched over his bowl and ate methodically, almost mechanically. Tanyth watched Amber watch him with concern on her face. After his jovial manner earlier, the change seemed starkly apparent. As the meal wore on, conversations started quietly up and down the table. Sadie asked, “Do you think they saw?”
William glanced up at her and nodded. “Almost certainly. We may not have seen them, but it wouldn’t have taken much of a scout to have watched us movin’.”
Sadie nodded her understanding. “So, now we wait?”
William sighed and nodded again. “Unfortunately, yes, but we’re in a better position to wait him out now.” He looked at his wife beside him as she took his arm and patted it encouragingly. He gave her a small smile in return. “I don’t think we’ll have all that long to wait, really.” He turned back to Sadie. “I suspect he’ll be back tonight. Tomorrow at the latest.”
“Then what?” Sadie looked concerned.
William shrugged. “Then we see.”
The dinner hour eased along and the company found comfort in being together. As the bellies filled and bowls emptied, Amber put a large pot of water on to heat for washing up. She stood back and directed the cleanup.
Sadie grinned at her. “Practicing up for when the inn is built?”
They laughed together. “Unless you’d like to take over for me?” Amber’s reply was delivered with a flick of a towel and broad grin.
Sadie dodged the towel and threw a grin of her own. “Not me! I’ve got my own cares to worry about. Don’t need that!” They laughed some more and soon the pile of dirty crockery was transformed into a stack of gleaming dishes on the mantle board, ready for morning’s breakfast. Many hands made the work go smoothly.
With cleanup done, they extinguished the extra lanterns and bundled already drowsing children off to bedrolls in the chilling barn. They giggled and shivered for a bit as they found their spots. As they piled together like puppies in a basket, the warmth of their small bodies under wool and straw soon lulled them to sleep.
William left one lamp lit, but turned the wick low, and most of the adults took to their bedrolls as well. Tanyth followed Megan and the children out and Bethany followed along so they were able to close the gate on their stall. Women and children alike piled their bedrolls close. The sweet smelling straw and the musky animal scents swirled in Tanyth’s nose and she remembered the strange dream of the single drop of blood as she fell off the edge of awareness, down into the well of sleep.
The raven sat hunched in the top of a fir. Heavy boughs protected her from the bite of the wind and she watched the shadows slipping through the moonlight on the field below. They moved through the open ground, the light of the moon behind them casting long, snaking shapes of black ahead of them. Four men. One walked oddly. One strode as if he owned the land and all he surveyed. She didn’t like being awake in the cold dark but these men disturbed her slumber. She croaked hoarsely and the night wind swept the soft sound away into the silvered dark. The men slipped between the houses and flickered in and out of sight as they moved through the shadows. She shifted her weight on the limb and huddled in the boughs, watching as they came to the end of the houses and considered the two tracks, one to the barn and one to the digging in the ground. They stood in the shadows of the last house—the burned one, its smoky stench still riding the winds—and huddled against the breeze, protected from view. She watched patiently, waiting for them to move. Perhaps there’d be food. Bright metal flashed as they drew steel. They slipped from shadow to shadow and disappeared into the woods heading for the barn. She opened her mouth but only managed a soft croak that was swept away on the night’s wind.
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 Barn Dance
“No!” Tanyth gasped the word, a raw rasp in her throat. The gleam of steel in the moonlight still dazzled her eyes. She got her breath and sat up. “They’re comin’.” She said it louder and joggled Amber and Bethany. “They’re comin’!”
She crawled up out of the bed roll and slipped into her boots, ignoring the sharp straws that stuck to her socks as she did so. “They’re comin’!” She repeated it louder and grabbed up her staff. She slammed out through the gate in her stall and ran down the line banging on the wooden rails. “They’re comin’. Wake up. They’re comin’!”
She ran to the front of the barn and made sure the heavy bar was still in place across the large doors. She opened the smaller person-sized door to peek out and around the corner to where the guard should be. “Hey! They’re coming. Watch for them. In the woods! They’re coming!”
There was no response, no movement. “Hey!” She whispered hoarsely. “They’re comin’!” Her eyes scanned the moon silvered darkness but the guard who was supposed to be there didn’t respond. She got a cold knot in the pit of her belly. “Oh, Mother. Please, no.” She whispered the prayer and looked up to the tall spruce at the back of the village. She couldn’t see the raven, but she was certain that it was still there.
She pulled back into the barn and closed the door behind her. She turned and bumped into Jakey still pulling up his braces and looking a bit straw tossed. “What is it, mum?” He kept his voice low.
“They’re comin’. Four men. Drawn steel. The sentry isn’t answerin’.”
His eyes went to the door and then back to her. “What should I do, mum?”
Her eyes scanned the barn and saw the three-tined hay fork. She pointed. “That. Guard the door. Watch for whoever’s supposed to be guardin’ the front. Get ‘em back inside if you can.”
He nodded, finally awake and focused on what she was saying.
She ran back through the stalls rattling her staff on the rails as she ran. “They’re comin’. Wake up. They’re comin’.” She kept saying it over and over as a kind of prayer. Not wanting to stop to see if people were moving. She felt like she was shouting in the quiet of the barn but her footfalls pounded in her ears as she ran to the back.
Amber and the kids were awake and moving in the stall. She turned haunted eyes to Tanyth who tried to smile reassuringly. “Stay here. Keep an eye open.”
She turned at a sound behind her to find Thomas already dressed, his boots on and stepping into his bow to string it. He caught her eye and nodded. “How many?”
“Four. Josh is with them but he’s still limpin’.” She nodded her head toward the front. “Jakey’s at the door, but the outside guard didn’t answer my call.”
Thomas jerked his head in a short nod. “I’ll check the back sentry. You check the workroom door. William should be there keeping an eye on the backside of the barn.”
They both ran to the workroom as more people woke. They ran past Charlotte climbing the ladder to the hayloft to wake the quarry boys up there and she smiled fiercely in the darkness as they sped past. All around the barn, Tanyth could hear the sound of people waking and moving purposefully.
She turned the corner toward the workroom while Thomas sprinted for the back door of the barn, bow pumping and quiver slapping against his backside. She burst into the dimness of the workroom and skidded to a halt. The banked hearth fire provided only a dim orange glow. The dark shadows disoriented disoriented her for a moment, but her mind laid the memory of the room over the shadows and shapes that she could see.
“William?”
There was no answer.
She started down the near side, in the narrow alley between bench and barn wall. “William!” Her voice sounded loud in her ears, but he didn’t respond. She hurried her steps but found nobody. “Better than finding his body, I suppose.” Her grumbling to herself made her huff a laugh and refocused her on the task.
She sidled over to the door which led out to the privy behind the barn just as the latch released with a soft wooden clack. She froze and the door began swinging inward. She held her breath and drew back her staff ready to thrust the iron shod foot into the most available soft spot she could find.
The door swung open. She saw a shape outlined by the light of the last quarter moon. The person edged the door open, but looked back over his shoulder as he entered. The moon light showed him clearly as he stepped over the threshold.
“William!” Tanyth hissed the word.
He jumped as if stung and slammed back into the door frame, banging the door loudly against the wall as he pushed it all the way open. His moon-dazzled eyes couldn’t see in the dim light of the workroom and she could see him squinting and trying to make out who was inside the door. “Mother Fairport?”
“Get in here! Close the door.”
He grinned at her and pressed a hand to his chest. “Mother have mercy, you scared the—”
He never finished the thought as a sword from outside the door glittered in the moonlight and thrust cruelly through his shoulder, pinning him to the door.
He stared at the metal and followed its length back to the man who held it just around the corner and outside of Tanyth’s view. “Hello, Andy. Just couldn’t stay away, could you?” William’s voice was smooth and calm, then his eyes rolled up and he slumped, his weight carrying the sword downward pulling it out of the door—pulling it out of the hand that held it.
Tanyth froze, not daring to breathe and waiting for the next person to come through the door. She ached to see to William, but dared not move from her place of concealment. The cold night air was rushing into the room and she could feel warmth fading even as she feared that William’s life had just been snuffed in front of her eyes.
“Mort. Get in there!” Birchwood’s voice was a hissing whipcrack.
Tanyth saw a shadow approaching the door and drew back her staff to strike.
Silvery steel edged through the door and then the burly shape of the man behind it. His head was lowered and casting side to side to try to make out what was inside. Tanyth held her pose, waiting for her moment and watching the man’s movement. She could see him spot the banked hearth as his head cleared the cast light of the moon and the orange light glittered on the moisture on his eyes. He stepped awkwardly over the sprawled body on the threshold. As he teetered to regain his balance, Tanyth struck.
The iron bound foot of her staff speared the soft bone of his temple just as he tried to turn his head in her direction. The blow caught him fairly and bone broke under the iron as Tanyth released her pent fury on her attacker. She pulled it back just as a leather clad arm made a grab for the staff, dodging out of the way as the dead man fell at her feet and Andrew Birchwood stepped through the door, his dagger in his left hand hand, pommel up and blade down.
He stood in the doorway and faced her. “You killed my man.” His voice was flat and angry. “You will pay for that, you know.”
Tanyth shifted her weight but Birchwood’s eyes didn’t move to follow her. She realized that he couldn’t see her and in that instant she struck again, driving the foot of her staff at his stomach with all of her strength. He was fast and managed to dodge her blow, stepping into the room and out of the dazzling moonlight. He made a grab for the staff with his free hand but she had more strength and better leverage. She wrenched it out of his grasp.
He sidled further into the building, his back against the outer wall and his eyes searching the darkness where he believed her to be. She sidled right along with him, her staff held in both hands across her body, waiting for the opening she knew had to come.
He paused to kick the planks of the table into her path and they clattered on the floor. She felt with her boot and kept her balance across the unevenness, getting slightly ahead of him and returning the favor by kicking the next set into his path. She had the advantage for the moment. Her eyes were used to the dark and she could make out his shape in the faint light of the fire. His eyes were adapting fast and she knew there would only be a few more moments before she’d be visible to him. They continued along their respective walls until they made it almost to the hearth. In a quick movement he reached with his free hand and pulled up a billet of wood and threw it at her. She dodged it easily, knocking it down with her staff even in the dimness, but while she was doing that, he tossed a handful of tinder into the fire and it caught quickly flaring up into a bright flame and giving him his first clear look at his adversary.
“You? The witch woman?” He sneered and almost lowered his guard.
She didn’t answer, saving her breath and her focus.
He stepped up onto the hearthstone, being careful to stay on his side of the fire and she saw his eyes flicker to the open door of the store room. A small smile of satisfaction curled his lips. “Through there are they?” He nodded. “Good. It was nice of you to gather everybody in one place for me. It makes it so much easier. What with William dead and that dear boy in the front. Too bad about him, but he was so protective.” He tsked.
Tanyth remained silent.
“Aww. Scared, little mother?” He shook his head sympathetically. “Killing men is a serious business and you’ve just killed one. How’s that make you feel now? A little sick? A little queasy?”
She sidled over to stand between him and the door, but didn’t say a word.
“You think you can stand in my way, little mother?” His look was almost incredulous. “One small woman with a stick.”
Tanyth smiled. It was not a pretty smile. It did not make her weather-worn face light up. The bones of the earth were her teeth. Her breath was the wind. The fires of the earth were alight in her eyes and her blood pumped with the strength of the sea.
Birchwood saw the smile and his eyes narrowed. “Alright, little mother. You should have stepped aside.” He stepped onto the hearthstone and his free hand swept the crockery from the mantle board in a rain of mugs and bowls. He followed the glassware leading with this blade and expecting the small woman to be flinching from the flying bowls. He was unprepared for the apparition that stepped into him through the hail of pottery or the staff that shattered his right arm. Unfortunately for Tanyth, he held the dagger in his left and his anger drove him through the pain. He slashed upwards just as Tanyth stepped in, sweeping the knobbed head of her staff into his temple on her back stroke even as his blade hooked up to score her from navel to chin inside her guard, the razor edge slicing cleanly through clothing and skin alike.
They stood for a lifetime frozen in the follow-through of their respective strikes. She saw the light fade in Birchwood’s eyes even as her own sight focused on the point of the blade just inches from her face. A single drop of her blood drooled in the fuller and dripped off the tip, a single perfect sphere of crimson shimmering in the guttering light of the burning tinder. Her eyes couldn’t follow it, but in her mind she saw it falling, falling, falling to splatter in a perfect starburst on the warm hearthstone.
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 Morning Light
Long fingers of morning groped across the grass below her. The clash and clangor in the night had passed as suddenly as it had come. She smoothed her feathers with her bill, worked a bit of oil into them, and side-stepped into the growing light of the morning sun. Her black plumage warmed in the direct gaze of the All-Mother and she basked for a time and preened, straightening and oiling her feathers to make them sleek and smooth against the winds and weathers.
Hunger moved her, finally, and strong wings snapped to catch the morning air—once, twice, thrice—before gliding to a favorite snag thrust up from the edge of a pond in the forest. Cattails browned on the edge of the pond, completing the cycle she’d seen before, but her sharp golden eyes watched the edges of the water, between the reeds, watching for food, looking for—there. She pounced, sharp talons snatching the wriggling thing, strong bill crunching it. It would hold her for a time and her strong legs thrust her into the air even as her wings pulled her upwards. She glided between the trees and back into the shadows of the forest. A few strokes and a gentle bank brought her to a comfortable perch, protected from the wind and open to the rising sun. She settled there, listening, occasionally preening a rough spot on wing or back, letting the sun warm and lull her and, for a time, there was no time at all.
The All-Mother completed her circuit of the sky. Darkness came for a time only to be banished by the All-Father’s silvery face. And even before he finished his survey, All-Mother returned. The raven fed herself on berries and juicy bugs. Winter was coming and, with it, the hungry time. She scoured her wood from hilltop to vale, from pond to break, dark wood to field. She listened and she warned with her voice.
The men in the clearing were interesting and she took her perch above them, golden eyes watching. There was movement in the field again. Children ran. Women dug root crops and cut corn. She crooned. No more sweet corn for her, but perhaps some fruit would be left behind. She remembered sweet fruit from the ground and gave a soft croak of anticipation for the women to be done so she could search.
There was carrion down there, too. She smelled the meat on the breeze, but was unable to find it until movement drew her attention and she saw them putting the bodies in holes. They were wrapped in cloth but her talons gripped the branch beneath her and she knew cloth would not slow her long. So much meat would be good. She lifted her head and called loudly in anticipation and warning. The big male in the next valley might hear and she liked that idea. She called again and listened, but there was no answer.
The men below were done putting the meat in the holes. She danced in frustration as she watched them filling the holes, shoveling the musky earth down, covering the meat, hiding it. In moments it was done and the meat was gone. She crooned her frustration and looked about for her next meal. She was hungry and winter was coming. With a last loud cry, she launched herself onto the air and soared back into the forest. She needed water and headed for the pond. Perhaps there’d be another bit of food as well.
Her eyes were gummy but they opened a bit. Her lips were parched and her tongue felt stuck to her mouth. A shape moved and she focused on it. Megan smiled down at her. “Good afternoon, mum.” Her voice was soft and low.
Tanyth managed to croak but her mouth was too dry to work right.
Megan brought a moistened cloth and stroked her face with it, wiping it across her mouth, wetting her lips. She pulled the cloth away but returned with a spoon and ladled a few drops of water onto the side of her mouth and Tanyth’s tongue managed to find it and the cool liquid slipped down her throat, loosening and soothing as it went. They repeated the process several times before Tanyth was able to say, “Thank you.”
A line of fire stitched her up the middle and she let herself escape it by falling back into slumber. She’d been wounded and she needed to heal. Sleep was the great healer and she embraced it willingly.
The cool water flashed in the failing light of the All-Mother. She left the sky empty longer now, taking to her nest and leaving the sky for All-Father. Her heavy bill crunched several times and a small fish slipped down easily as she swallowed. She needed to find more food and a perch for the night. It would be colder now and she needed her strength.
She took wing and sailed over the place where men worked the gray soil. No man walked the land so she circled to see if there were any bright things she might take, or perhaps some food left. Small animals visited the place sometimes and they were tasty and warm. Her bright golden eyes raked the ground but nothing moved and nothing shined, she flicked a wing and continued onward.
The men had carved a path through the trees and she followed it taking pleasure in swooping along and between. She was silent except for a faint whisper in her wings as she sailed rapidly. She checked her speed as the opening appeared and turned with a flare of wing and tail to alight on a branch where she would watch. The meat was buried and even the scent of it was gone from the air. The young were running and making a terrible racket but the large people were tearing at the burned house. It didn’t stink as much any more. The man with the bow came up the track and she watched him carefully. Men were seldom a threat but those with bows needed care. They sometimes took sport with her kind and she’d had to dodge more than one arrow in her life. The breeze carried a scent of offal and she perked up at the aroma. If he’d killed, there might be food. She took wing and soared.
Tanyth woke again. Stronger now and still in pain. She laughed. It was more a panting sound than a laugh but she laughed even though it hurt.
Sadie leaned over her and smiled to see her awake. “Hello, mum. Welcome back.”
Tanyth tried to smile in return and it must have worked because Sadie’s smile widened.
Sadie offered a cup of water and helped Tanyth lift her head to drink it. The line of fire up her belly didn’t hurt as badly and she was feeling considerably more clear headed. The liquid moistened her throat and tongue and she was able to speak more than a simple croak. “William?”
Sadie nodded her head. “He’ll be ok. He won’t be chopping any wood for awhile, but he’ll recover.” Her face clouded. “They killed Kurt.”
Tanyth nodded. “Birchwood said that. I didn’t believe him.”
Sadie made a sideways shrug. “He was telling the truth.”
“There’s been no more trouble, then?”
Sadie shook her head. “Thomas killed one of them behind the barn. The other one threw down his sword and ran away.”
Tanyth nodded. “I should have been quicker.”
Sadie patted her gently on the shoulder. “There, there, mum. If it hadn’t been for you and your warning, we’d have all been dead.”
Tanyth took small comfort although she knew it was true. “Everyone else?”
Sadie smiled. “All fine, mum. And we have a nice soup for you here. Would you like some?”
Tanyth noticed that she was still in the workroom, although the saw horses and boards had been removed. She laid on a rope-bound cot on a sweet grass tick. A pot burbled gently over the fire and a kettle steamed nearby. Her stomach growled loudly enough that Sadie heard it.
“That sounded like a yes to me, mum.” She grinned and patted the older woman’s arm once more.
“Why am I still here?” Tanyth’s voice was weak but still audible in the quiet room.
Sadie ladled a dipper of broth into an earthenware mug and then broke a hank of bread off a loaf that rested on a cutting board nearby. She brought the food over and set it on a sawed off log that stood on end as a table. “Because this was the easiest place to care for you. You were bleeding a lot and laying in the broken crockery when we found you, mum. We weren’t sure what happened.”
“Birchwood is dead, though, isn’t he?”
“Yes, mum. He’s dead.” Sadie walked around the end of the cot above Tanyth’s head and grabbed the frame. “Just a second, mum. Hold on.”
Tanyth had a moment of disorientation until she realized that Sadie was lifting the cot with her on it. Wood scraped on wood and then the end of the cot lowered a bit, leaving her laying on a slight incline.
Sadie came back to the side of the cot and settled on another sawed off log. “There. That’ll save you havin’ to lift your head so far, mum.”
“What’d you do?” Tanyth was unable to turn far enough to see.
“Put a log under the head to hold it up while you eat.”
“You lifted the cot and me together?”
Sadie shrugged. “Well, of course, mum. Won’t have done much good if I’d lifted you and not the cot and I certainly couldn’t lift the cot without lifting you in it, now could I?”
Tanyth grinned and laughed softly. “I just meant you were strong.”
Sadie raised an eyebrow and a spoon at the same time. “Strong? Me, mum? I’m not that strong and you’re not that heavy! I think Riley weighs more than you.” She levered the spoon and the rich broth rolled over Tanyth’s tongue.
Tanyth smiled and swallowed gratefully. “You know, I could probably hold a cup and a spoon.” She lifted her arms and showed Sadie.
“Can you lift your head so you don’t spill the soup off the spoon before it gets into your mouth, mum?” She smiled skeptically, but seemed willing to try.
“If we can get me propped up enough to hold the mug and drink it, I won’t need a spoon.”
Sadie nodded at the wisdom of that. “Ok, mum. But you nursed me. Seemed only right that I should nurse you.”
Tanyth blushed a bit at the earnestness of the young woman’s response. “I appreciate it. Really, but the sooner I start doin’ things for myself, the sooner I’ll be up and about.”
They spent a few more painful moments with Sadie trying to push pads of blankets under Tanyth’s shoulders and to lift her up without her having to use her stomach muscles. In the end, Tanyth was propped up, partly by a wad of woolens, and partly through the expedient of getting a taller log to hold up the head of the cot. She started to slide down a bit, but her heels caught on the inside of the frame and she found she could brace her knees without undue strain.
All through the exercise, Tanyth tried to get a feel for how badly she was damaged but she seemed to be wrapped in strips of bandage from her collar bone to her hips. The line of fire was less precise the longer she tried to concentrate on it and even peeking under the covers only showed her in some kind of shift that she didn’t recognize.
“Sadie?” Tanyth was hesitant about asking.
“Yes, mum?” The younger woman settled beside her and handed her the mug of broth.
Tanyth took the mug and looked pointedly down at herself. “How bad is it?”
Sadie looked up and down at the older woman. “Well, mum. You did need a few stitches across your chest, but the cut up your belly wasn’t particularly deep. More a scratch. The wrappings you wore around your chest? They were cut clean through and the knife went pretty deep there, but we got you stitched up and wrapped pretty fast.” She looked up at Tanyth’s face, nodding at the mug of soup. “You’ll want to drink that while it’s still warm, mum.”
Tanyth blinked a couple of times, having difficulty understanding what she’d heard. She brought the cup to her lips and carefully sipped it, working her head forward a bit to get her mouth on the lip of the cup to avoid pouring the soup down her front. The warmth and the moisture felt wonderful and she sipped again. “Stitched me up?”
“My Thomas was in the King’s Own for a time. He was in a lot of battles and helped with the wounded.” She lowered her eyes. “He was the one that actually stitched you, mum. I hope you don’t mind.”
Tanyth laid a tentative hand on her breastbone. It was tender to the touch, sure enough, but the padding of the bandages gave her some protection. “Why would I mind, dear?” She was already feeling better and took another small sip of the broth.
Sadie didn’t look up. “Well, we chaperoned him, mum, but he had to take some liberties with your clothing and all.” Her eyes flickered to her chest.
Tanyth felt a brief flush of embarrassment that Thomas had seen what gravity and time had done to her body before realizing that she wasn’t thinking too clearly. “I think I owe him a debt of gratitude, Sadie. I’m grateful that he was able to use his knowledge and skills to sew my old carcass back together.” She smiled warmly. “How’s his hemming? Did he run a straight seam?”
Her comment caught Sadie off guard and she looked up in horror before she realized that Tanyth was joking. “Yes, mum. We made sure he kept his stitches nice and even for you. Never know who you’ll get to show them off for.”
Tanyth huffed a small laugh and took another sip of soup. She looked over to where Sadie had left the hank of bread on the table. “Was that for me as well?”
Sadie grinned and handed Tanyth the bread which she dipped into the rich broth and let dissolve in her mouth. In less time that she’d have thought possible the mug was empty and she held it up to let the last savory drops run into her mouth. She handed the empty mug back. “That was very good, Sadie. Might I have a little more?”
“Are you sure you should, mum?”
Tanyth shrugged, but instantly regretted it. “Nothin’ was damaged inside. Just a cut. Why not?”
“Mum, you lost a lot of blood.” Sadie took the cup and crossed to the fire. “But if you want some, I’ll give you a little but then you have to go back to sleep.”
Tanyth heard Sadie’s solicitous words as little more than a gentle noise in the background as she slid back down the slope to sleep.
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 Healing Time
Within a couple of days, Tanyth was ready to get out of bed. “Megan, come help me a moment, please?”
Megan put down her mending and stepped over to the cot. “How can I help, mum?”
Tanyth struggled to a sitting position and swung her legs over the side of the cot. “Give me your hands, please? I need to stand up.”
“Mum? I don’t think that’s wise.”
Tanyth smiled. “I’m not sure either, but if I lay here much longer I’m not going to be able to get up again so please help me.” She gave an apologetic shrug. “Besides, I need to use the privy.”
Megan looked horrified. “Mum, you can’t be walking all that way.”
Tanyth gave a small laugh. “Well, then I’m gonna wet myself trying, my dear, so if you’d give me a hand? We’ll see how far I get before I go, shall we?”
Megan held out her hands and Tanyth used them to pull herself upright. She swayed a bit as the blood that had been in her head rushed to her feet. For a moment or two she wasn’t too sure she’d made the right decision after all. She gripped Megan’s shoulder and held on until the dizziness passed. Her legs were weak, but they held her and she took a tentative step. Her hips groaned at her but soon were moving smoothly and she had Megan turn around and walk toward the back door and the privy beyond. If the steps were slow and sometimes halting, they were steps and she grew more certain as she walked along.
Megan made it to the back door and pulled a warm shawl down from a peg beside the door. “Here, mum. Don’t get chilled.”
Tanyth allowed the woman to fuss over her a bit and drape the shawl around her. The longer she stood the less certain she was that she’d make it all the way to the privy and back.
Megan must have seen the uncertainty in her eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this, mum? We’ve got the pot here for you.”
Tanyth’s mouth twisted into a sideways grin. “No, I’m not sure, but I’d much rather try this than use that pot again.”
Megan grinned and turned so Tanyth could grab her shoulder once more. They shuffled out into the daylight.
The sudden sun stabbed Tanyth’s eyes and she nearly stumbled, but she half closed them and lowered her head against the midday glare. Her feet scuffled her forward over the cold grass and damp soil.
“Oh, mum. We should have put some shoes on you!” Megan was horrified when she realized that Tanyth walked barefoot.
Tanyth patted Megan’s shoulder lightly. “Hush, child, we’re almost there and it feels quite pleasant.” The icy fingers of grass stroked her feet and the soft soil beneath cushioned her steps, and each step she took seemed to be stronger, as if pulling strength from the very ground upon which she walked. She whispered a small prayer of thanks to the All-Mother and kept moving.
In less time than Megan feared and in much more time than Tanyth expected, they came to the door of the privy. Megan swung it open and led Tanyth inside. It took some maneuvering, but after two days of using the pot with the requisite attendances, Tanyth’s sense of modesty had been shredded. Megan saw her charge safely enthroned and stepped out, discreetly closing the door behind her.
In a moment, Tanyth called Megan back and they retraced their steps back into the workroom. At the cot, Tanyth balked at laying back down.
“Mum? You need to lay down and sleep.” Megan’s voice was firm.
“Megan? I need to sit up and get something to eat. Is there any rabbit in that stew?” She nodded at the pot over the fire.
Megan nodded. “Yes, mum, there is.”
“Good. Help me get a seat where I can lean back on the hearth and I’ll eat something solid and then, I promise, I’ll be a good girl and go back to bed.” She smiled. She knew she was being impatient but also knew the danger of lying down for too long.
With the ground rules established, Tanyth and Megan had a pleasant meal of rabbit stew and more fresh bread and even a nice cup of tea. Tanyth began to feel much more human, even as the exertion took its toll on her. With the meal over, Megan helped her stand once more and, as she had promised, went back to bed.
“Oh, that’s lovely, my dear. Thank you.” Tanyth was already feeling the tug of sleep but struggled against it to speak. “When I wake, do you think we could have some hot water for washin’ up? We should really change the dressin’s, too.”
“Of course, mum. We were talking about it among ourselves and thought we probably should have done it yesterday.” She looked chagrined.
Tanyth smiled and reached out to pat her arm. “When I wake. That’ll be soon enough, I think.” Almost against her will, her eyes closed and sleep claimed her once more.
The raven watched the men tear down the house. They’d been working at it for two passages of the All-Mother through the sky. Some of the wood they saved. Some of it they stacked in a big pile. The logs were taken apart and laid out side by side. She eyed their activities and soaked up the warmth of the sun, but her belly was empty. She needed food. She took wing and soared over the men’s heads unnoticed and out over the open space of the long path. She remembered a fruit tree and flew to it. The ground was littered with fallen fruit, some already soft and some crawling with stinging insects. The insects gave a lovely tang to the fruit, and their stings had no effect on the horny plates of her bill. She gorged herself and had to hop twice to get enough spring to get off the ground. Once aloft, she sailed between the trunks and flapped heavily upwards, looking for a perch high in the fir where she could watch the men and drowse in the warm sun.
As the afternoon wore down toward night, Tanyth fought her way back to consciousness. The meal had helped and the exercise had, too, but the new levels of awareness were making her impatient. As she blinked herself awake, she saw that Megan had been joined by Sadie and the pair of them smiled happily to see her stirring.
“Are you ready to see what’s under the bandages, mum?” Sadie was smiling gently.
“I am, indeed.” Tanyth was afraid of what she’d find but determined to see it through.
The two women had a large tub set up beside the hearth and a substantial collection of kettles heating on the fire. They helped her rise and walked her out to the privy and back before beginning. She was already stronger and the round trip took much less time and effort. The workroom felt almost stifling after being out in the cool, fall air.
They took her to the tub and had her stand in it while they peeled her clothing away. They got her down to bandages and small clothes in almost no time and then had her sit on the edge of the tub while they used sewing sheers to clip carefully up her spine. The cold steel of the sheers gave her shivers as the narrow blade slid under the wrappings and against her skin. With each layer of wrapping released, they carefully peeled it back and dropped it into a pile on the floor beside the tub. The first few layers revealed nothing to Tanyth’s eager gaze but as the subsequent layers were removed, the extent of her injury became more evident. By the time the were up to her navel, the bandage was stuck securely to her and they used a clean cloth soaked in hot water to moisten and loosen it before pulling it gently away.
It took almost half an hour to get the bandages off her. They gave her a warm shawl to put over her shoulders and hot water in the tub for her feet while they cleaned the long wound up her torso. As Sadie had said, the lower part of the cut, the most vulnerable and softest part of her body was sliced, but it was quite shallow. As the blade drove up the length of her body, it had bit more cruelly. Seeing the scabbing cut in her belly was shocking enough, but when the bandages pulled free of her chest, the neat row of x-shaped stitches in the flesh between her breasts was almost incomprehensible. Age, gravity, and a reduction in her body fat over the years had left her breasts sagging flat against the ribcage with only the slightest sway and the incongruousness of the stitches running up between them left her slightly disoriented.
The younger women seemed more shocked by the sight of her flattened, bare breasts than by the stitching in her skin. She smiled. “This is what happens if you live long enough.” She waved a hand at them. “There are worse things.” She paused and put a tentative finger to one of the stitches and eyed the redness along the edges of the wound. She looked up into the staring eyes of the two younger women. “Well? What do you see? Infected?”
Megan squinted her eyes a little and moved in for a closer look. Her nose was almost against the flesh and she sniffed delicately. “It doesn’t smell bad, mum, but it’s a bit redder than I’d like to see.”
Sadie eyed her companion with an odd look, but then turned her attention to the cut. She reached out a tentative finger to touch the older woman’s flesh, but stopped. “May I, mum?”
Tanyth nodded. “Of course, my dear. Tell me what you think and then I’ll tell you what I think.”
The two examined the cut and the stitching with critical eyes and a few tentative touches. They stepped back and shared a look.
Tanyth prompted them. “Well? I’m getting chilly here wavin’ my dugs in the breeze. What do you think?” She had an amused grin on her face. “We might wanna figure it out before any of the children wander in and we scare them silly.”
The two giggled a little, but Sadie’s serious expression didn’t go away. “That’s not looking as good as I’d have hoped, mum.”
Megan sighed and nodded her agreement. “It’s awful red and puffy lookin’, mum.”
Tanyth nodded. “I agree. I don’t think it’s infected yet, but I’m not likin’ the way it’s lookin’ and not just because it’s me.” She smiled and looked down at herself. “What do we do about it?”
Megan shook her head. “I’d try a poultice of feverfew if there were any around here.”
Sadie nodded. “Yep, if we were at home, I’d have the healer round. Witch hazel liniment maybe.”
Tanyth nodded, impressed at Megan’s practical approach and Sadie’s practical knowledge. “Well, I haven’t seen any feverfew yet, but there are some big patches of comfrey along the edge of the woods on the south side of the village. Do you know comfrey? Upright plant with fairly large leaves? Kinda spearhead-shaped?”
Megan nodded. “I know it. How much do we need?”
Tanyth gave a little shrug. “Probably two or three plants. Depends on the size. Break them off close to the ground. Bring them back here and I’ll show you what to do with them.” She looked at Sadie. “The big pine trees out behind the barn here?” She nodded with her head. “The ones with the long green needles?”
Sadie nodded. “Yes, mum? What about them?”
Tanyth nodded at one of the empty pots they’d heated water in. “Take that out and strip enough pine needle to half fill that pot.”
Sadie reached for the pot and Megan was headed for the door when Tanyth stopped them. “If you’d be so good as to get me a shirt or something? I’d just as soon not sit here half naked while I wait?”
They grinned. “Yes, mum.” Megan helped her put on a shift and then wrapped her in a blanket while she paddled her feet in the warm water of the tub.
“We’ll hurry, mum.” Sadie grinned as they scampered off in different directions.
Sadie returned first. She had the shorter distance to go and knew exactly what she was doing. She was back within minutes with a pot of the redolent needles. “Here we go, mum. What do we do with them?”
“Pour enough hot water on them to just float them and set the kettle over the fire to simmer.”
Sadie followed her directions and set the pot to simmer. “I love the smell, mum, but will this help infections?”
Tanyth nodded. “The pine is a good all-around cleaner. Any kind of cut or scrape? Wash it with a little pine needle tea.”
In a few minutes Megan came trotting back with three largish comfrey plants. There were even some seed pods that had not yet dropped. “How’re these, mum?”
Tanyth smiled. “Perfect. Strip the leaves off the stems and put them in another pot. We’ll make a poultice out of those and a bit of the pine needle tea.” She looked down at herself. “Before we do that, can I have a bit of soap and hot water? May as well clean up a bit before we get serious.”
The women eagerly helped her strip down and bathed her in hot water with some of their own soap. It was scented with lavender and Tanyth nodded approvingly. “The lavender will help healing, too.”
They finished rinsing her off with some of the hot water and then dried her in a soft blanket before helping her into fresh small clothes and one of her own comfy pairs of trousers.
“You’re going to have to wrap the poultice and I’ll need to be laying down.” Tanyth crossed to the cot but didn’t lie down.
The two women nodded and Sadie produced a length of cotton to use for a winding. “We were going to tear this into bandages, but this should work, shouldn’t it mum?”
Tanyth nodded approvingly. “Very good. Lay it down, and I’ll lay on it, and then you can pile on the foliage.” She grinned.
When the cotton was settled, they helped Tanyth lie down on it and she had them start with the kettle of pine needles. “One of you pour a bit of the liquid into the comfrey, and then squish it up with your hands. The other one, get a cloth and wash the cut with the pine needle tea.”
They did as she asked. Megan poured a small amount of the pine liquid into the kettle with her leaves and proceeded to make as consistent a paste out of them as she could. The smell of pine saturated the air and even the musky comfrey scent didn’t come near it in redolence.
Sadie took a clean cloth and gently patted the incision with the hot pine tea. The ends of the stitches occasionally caught in the cloth and tugged, but Tanyth was able to ignore the small twinges.
“Alright, now cover the cut with the mushed up comfrey. Make sure it’s moist.”
Megan made a line of warm leaf matter down the center of Tanyth’s body and the three of them giggled at the sight.
Sadie started to pull the cloth over her. “Now wrap you up, mum?”
Tanyth thought for a moment. “Scoop some of the pine needles out and lay them down across the wound, too.”
They built a layer of pine on top of the layer of comfrey and by the time they were done, the liquid was cooling and Tanyth was grateful for the warmth of the cotton being wrapped about her. They were careful to smooth the cloth over her body and then pulled the free end around her two more times. They helped her pull on a shift and smoothed it down over her to hold the loose end in place.
“There!” Tanyth looked down at herself. “Now if you have a bit of bread and some cheese? Perhaps a cup of chamomile tea? I think I’m about done for one day.”
The two looked at each other, at the shambles they’d made of the hearth, and then at Tanyth and grinned. Megan started gathering up the pots and herbal material while Sadie put the kettle on.
As they were cleaning up, Tanyth offered a bit of advice. “Put the left over pine and comfrey into one pot and just add enough water to cover it. Then you can leave it on the side of the hearth to stay warm and we can use it for washing up.”
Megan nodded and did as Tanyth suggested.
Sadie brought a whole loaf of fresh bread and sliced two or three chunks of cheese off a wheel for her. “I’m surprised you didn’t want more rabbit, mum.” She grinned.
Tanyth considered it. “No, I had rabbit for lunch. The bread is delicious and the cheese tastes good.” She smiled. “At this rate, I should be back in my own hut in another day or two, don’t you think?” She looked at Megan. “You’ve gone back there, haven’t you?”
Megan shook her head. “We moved into one of the empty huts, mum. Yours is ready for you to move back in.”
Tanyth found herself saddened that she’d not be living with Megan and her children, but Harry would be back soon, and the threat that had driven them together was gone. She also found the thought of being back on her own again almost hurtfully appealing. She was just not used to living so closely with so many people. As enjoyable as she’d found being around the young folk, she found herself longing for a bit of quiet.
She finished the cheese and chased it with a bit of bread and some healthy swallows of soothing chamomile tea. She gave a little wave to the two women at the hearth and settled herself into her bed. Her own private night fell, drawing the curtain of darkness across her eyes.
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 Recuperation
Tanyth’s days and nights fell into an easy, if sometimes uncomfortable, pattern. The mass of the barn blocked bright morning light so the gray light of early morning lasted almost to mid-day. She spent her time in the drowsy company of one or the other of the village’s women. Each afternoon involved new poultices, and fresh dressings. Each new dawn saw her stronger and by the third day with comfrey and pine needle poultices the redness was leeched out and the stitching itched.
“You’re going to have to take these out, Sadie.” Tanyth was looking down at herself during their afternoon session.
Sadie nodded. “I think so, too, mum.”
Sadie and Megan dragged in the tub and spent much of the afternoon heating water. Between them, they’d dragged the barrow down to the pump and filled several buckets to get enough for bathing. A couple of large kettles provided the hot water. It was a race to see if they get enough water hot before the tub turned cold. Finally, they set about snipping and pulling the threads out of Tanyth’s skin.
It was a soggy, somewhat chilly, and ultimately painful experience for Tanyth. The snips and small tugs added up over time and working on the delicate flesh between her breasts didn’t aid in her ability to put the pain aside. As they came out, one by one, she was glad she’d been unconscious when they’d gone in. The thought brought back the memory once more and her eyes went to the hearth.
The crockery had not been replaced on the mantel board. There were just the few pieces there for her use and not the piles of bowls and trenchers and mugs that the village had used. Her eyes traced downward to the hearthstone itself. Something about it caught her attention and she couldn’t quite figure out what it was.
Sadie looked up at her. “That’s the last one, mum.” She saw Tanyth looking at the hearth. “Is there somethin’ wrong, mum?”
Tanyth looked down at the small wellings of blood on her body and used the washcloth to daub at them with the sweet smelling lavender water. “No, my dear. Thank you.”
Sadie looked over her shoulder and then back at Tanyth. “You had the oddest expression, mum. Are you sure?”
Tanyth frowned and looked back at the hearth. “There’s something different about the hearth. Is the hearthstone a different color?”
Megan and Sadie shared a glance before Sadie nodded. “Perhaps a bit, mum.”
Megan gave a little shrug. “You did lose a lot of blood before we found you, mum.” She gave a sideways glance at the hearth.
Tanyth felt a bit light headed for a moment as the realization caught up with her. “That’s a lot of blood. How long was I laying there?”
Megan shook her head. “We don’t know, mum. We heard the crash and then the horrible silence. We didn’t dare leave the children unguarded and Jakey couldn’t leave the front door. It might have been as much as a quarter hour before we heard William shout.”
Sadie bobbed her head in agreement. “After that it went pretty fast. Thomas came in from the outside and he and Jakey dragged the bodies out. We got you out of the broken dishes and Thomas stitched you up and then worked on William after.”
Megan was looking at the hearthstone. “There was a lot of blood, all of it yours. It kinda got spread around.” She turned back to Tanyth with an apologetic look.
Tanyth shivered and Sadie thought it was because the water had cooled. The two youngsters helped her up and dried her off. She shooed them away and dressed herself with her own comfortable clothes from the pack. She’d need more, but she smiled to think of spending the winter in the snug little house.
By the time she finished dressing herself, she was weak and shaky again. The bath and stitch removal had taken a bit of the starch out of her, not that she’d had all that much to begin with. Seeing the entire hearthstone stained with her blood shocked her on a fundamental level.
Megan and Sadie took advantage of the hot water and tub to have baths of their own, unselfconsciously stripping down and taking turns pouring hot water over each other playfully. Tanyth grinned at them and envied their youthful vigor for a moment.
She stepped gingerly onto the hearth and poked up the teapot a bit with some fresh water and a few more leaves. While she waited for it to steep, her eyes traced the contours of the stone and replayed the battle in her head. She found it morbid but couldn’t stop thinking about it. In the middle of the stone, right in front of the fire place, a darker spot stood out in the faintly stained rock. She didn’t need to look closely to see it had the shape of a perfectly formed star.
The knowledge washed through her and left her gasping in uncertainty. She’d dreamed it. As surely as the mark was on the stone, she remembered the dream and the sphere of blood. The raven dreams were real as well. Or as real as such dreams might be.
But if that were real, then what could it mean? People didn’t dream the future. Her world twisted suddenly. She realized that it had already shifted and she’d crossed the threshold to somewhere else with the acceptance of the raven’s vision.
She sat heavily on the stump near the fire and closed her eyes to focus on stilling the spinning in her mind. Wherever she now lived, Tanyth knew that these young women were part of it. The whole village was part of it. The notion that perhaps it had always been so, and she was only now aware of it, began to bubble into the back of her mind. She didn’t know if she found the thought comforting, or frightening.
In the corner the splashing stopped and Sadie spoke to her. “Are you alright, mum?”
The voice brought her back and she opened her eyes and smiled at the concerned look in the younger woman’s fresh face. Tanyth took a deep breath and let it out. “Yes, my dear, thank you. Just a moment of weakness but it’s passed now.”
Megan smiled. “Maybe you should lay back down, mum? It’s been a busy morning.” She seemed a bit chagrined to have been enjoying the bath time instead of tending to her business.
Tanyth nodded. “Perhaps in a bit. I’d like to sit here by the fire and have a cup of tea just now, though.” She reached up and pulled a heavy mug from the mantle board and tipped the pot to fill it. The two young women exchanged glances and finished dressing before joining her at the hearth with mugs of their own.
When the tea was gone, Tanyth looked at them with a slight frown. “Tomorrow, I’m goin’ to move back to my house.”
They glanced at each other before Sadie asked. “Are you sure you’re ready to be on your own, mum?”
“Yes, my dear, I am. I’ll be closer to people down in the village and you two won’t have to take time from your families.”
They shared another doubtful glance.
“If I need help, I can ask easier when there’s people around rather than tyin’ up your time by draggin’ you away.” She smiled. “What I need most right now is to be up and movin’. Winter will be here soon and I want to harvest some of the ground nuts and rose hips that I found.”
Sadie relented. “If you’re sure, mum, we’ll help you get settled again.”
“Thank you, both of you—all of you, really—for taking such good care of me, but you’ve got families to tend to.” She looked at Megan. “Your Harry will be back soon, as well.”
“Yes’m another couple of weeks.” She arched an eyebrow and gave the older woman a coy look. “Frank will be back, too.”
It took Tanyth a moment to realize what she was getting at, but when she caught on she barked a laugh. “Oh, yes, I’m sure Frank has nothing better to do.” Still, the thought gave her a strange flutter, and she felt her cheeks flush.
Sadie shrugged. “He’s a good lookin’ man for somebody that old, mum.” She realized what she’d said and groaned. “Sorry, mum, I just meant somebody his age.”
Tanyth chuckled and patted the younger woman’s arm. “I know what you meant, my dear, and I’m older than Frank by more than a few winters. Us old folks may look alike to you, but believe me, we know how old we are.” She smiled to reassure them.
Sadie was contrite. “I meant no disrepect, mum.”
“You offered none, Sadie. It’s alright.” She paused and admitted. “He does fill a shirt nicely.”
They giggled a bit and Megan replied, “Trousers, too.”
Sadie looked at her aghast. “Why Megan Tannen! What have you been lookin’ at!”
Megan gave an unapologetic shrug. “I’m married, ya git, not dead. I can still look.” She cast another coy look in Tanyth’s direction. “And he is a nice lookin’ man—for any age.”
Sadie snickered. “Wonder if Mother Alderton noticed? She always used to say ‘Snow on the roof don’t mean there’s no fire on the hearth.’”
Megan smiled at the memory. “She always had something to say, but I think she was looking to rob cradles that one.”
Sadie looked shocked. “What are you sayin’? Robbed cradles.”
Megan guffawed. “Don’t tell me you never noticed which quarryman it was that always filled her woodbox.”
Sadie sat up and looked at her friend. “No! He didn’t?” The delicious shock was too much for her to hold in and she covered her face with her hands and laughed.
Megan shrugged. “Well, nobody left to ask now, but as often as he was over there, I always figured he was fillin’ more than her woodbox.”
They giggled for a bit but it soon subsided. Sadie offered a final comment in the tones of a prayer. “May the All-Mother and All-Father find them place in the Summerlands together, if that’s so.” She looked up at Tanyth. “Kurt. Bless him.”
They sat there for a moment, thinking private thoughts and finally, Tanyth rose. “I think I will lay down now.”
“It’s getting on dinner time, mum? Would you like something to eat?”
Tanyth looked outside and saw the dusk pooling in the corners of the barn. “Not just now. If you’d leave me a loaf of bread and a bit of cheese? I’ll toast some over the hearth in a bit. Right now, I think I should lay down.”
They helped her onto her cot and she let them fuss over her, tucking her in and making much of her progress. She smiled and settled into the delicious comfort of the woolen blankets. The two women dumped the tub and set the pots and kettles in order before giving her a small wave and heading back to their own houses.
Tanyth lay on the soft edge of slumber for some time, the soft coals in the hearth appearing to glow more brightly as day faded to night. She drifted on wings of whimsy, considering the raven dreams, and the way Frank’s shoulders filled out his shirt. “Old fool.” She muttered to herself. It was the last thing she heard as she fell over the edge into sleep.
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 Another Moving Day
“Good morning, mum. Ready to move?” William stood at the back door of the workroom with a smile on his face and his arm in a sling.
Tanyth turned from banking the fire in the hearth and smiled. “William, it’s so good to see you.” She eyed his shoulder. “You know, I thought he’d killed you.”
William grinned. “So did I.” He paused with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Then I woke up with a corpse on me and big hunk of steel in my shoulder and I was sure of it. But how are you, mum? Sadie said you want to move back to your house this morning? Had enough livin’ in the barn then?”
Tanyth laughed softly. “Yes. I didn’t really expect to be here quite so long, but now that the problem has been dealt with…” She shrugged. “I’m ready to move back to my house.”
He smiled and gazed into her eyes. “Thank you, mum. You saved us all, you know.”
“Oh, go on. I nearly got you killed and that poor boy Kurt? I didn’t do much to save him.”
He gave a half shrug in acknowledgement. “Alright, maybe not all.” He smiled again. “But without your warnin’ and without your actions here…” His voice trailed off. “Well, I’d hate to think of what might have happened.”
“Then don’t. Stop being silly and give me a hand with my pack.”
He grinned. “Oh, we’ll do more than that!” He stepped back from the door and a veritable parade of people came into the room led by Jakey.
In less than a quarter hour, the men had rolled up the bedding, and grabbed the cot, Tanyth’s pack, and even a few of the storage baskets and two water buckets. It all went onto the barrow that waited just outside the door. Jakey himself took the handles and started trundling it down the track.
Tanyth watched with an amused expression on her face until William offered her his good arm. “Shall we go, mum?”
She smiled up at him. “Thank you, William. I was a little afraid you were going to put me in the barrow, too.”
“The thought had occurred to me, mum. But I was a little leery about the struggle you’d probably put up.” He grinned. “I’m not sure I could win it.”
She smiled, clapped her hat on her head, and took up her staff before accepting his arm. They started a gentle amble in the wake of the men with the barrow.
William lowered his voice and turned to her as they walked. “Can I ask you something, mum?”
She glanced up at him briefly but nodded and looked back at her feet to make sure she didn’t stumble. “Ask away.”
“Are you a witch, mum?”
Tanyth’s bark of laughter echoed down the trail and Karl, who was tailing the procession, looked back with a quizzical expression for a moment.
William laughed softly himself. “I didn’t really think you’d find it that funny, mum.”
She patted his arm. “It just took me by surprise, William. Of all the things you might have wanted to ask, that wasn’t one that I expected.”
They walked along in silence for a few steps while Tanyth thought about her answer. “I don’t know.” She glanced up at him. “What’s a witch?”
He screwed his mouth into a grimace and nodded. “Fair point.” After a couple more steps he tried again. “Do you do magic? How did you know? Was it another raven dream?” The questions came out in a tumble.
She sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t think that magic exists, but if it doesn’t then none of this makes sense.” She looked up at him again. “In my dreams, I can see through the raven’s eye. I see like I’m her and I see what she sees. Sometimes it’s confusing.” Tanyth paused, not sure how much to say. “She likes to eat hornets. She sees things differently, but she sees enough of what’s happening to give me the warnings that we needed.”
“Hornets, mum?”
She shrugged. “One dream, while I was healing, she was hungry and ate some dropped apples from under a tree in the forest. They were covered with hornets after the sweet and she ate them, too.”
William looked at her in awe. “That’s amazing, mum.”
Tanyth nodded. “I’m not sure I believe it myself, but if it’s not happening, then how did I know? Did I really know or was it just a dream? But if it t’was just a dream then what about the fire and Birchwood and all?”
William took a deep breath and blew it out. “Yeah. That’s a riddle, for sure, mum.” They walked along a bit before the next question bubbled out of him. “It’s always the same raven?”
She nodded. “She defends her turf, and we’re in it. She finds us interesting to watch.”
He blinked. “Interesting to watch?”
She shrugged. “You tore the houses down and lined up the logs?”
He seemed startled. “Yes, mum. Did the raven show you that?”
Tanyth pointed to the spike of a tall fir tree. “She likes to sit up there and look.” She paused. “She sees a lot.”
William nodded, eying the tree. “Is she up there now?”
Tanyth shrugged. “I don’t know. I can only see through her eyes when I’m asleep, I think. She could be up there, hidden in the branches.” She shrugged again. “Or she could be out looking for food.”
“Is that the only magic you can do?” William seemed genuinely curious. “If you don’t mind my askin’, mum?”
She smiled and patted his arm again. “I don’t mind, William, but I’m afraid my answers will seem a bit like the ravings of a madwoman.” She snorted. “Which, in a certain sense, they are.”
“Mum? I’d sooner believe Amber is mad than you.” He looked at her seriously. “And she’s as sane as the day is long.”
“Well, I don’t know if it’s magic or a gift from the All-Mother or what, but that’s about the extent of my powers, if that’s what you wanna call ‘em.” She decided not to tell him about the dream of foretelling. She didn’t know if that were real or just some odd brain trick brought on by the shock of the fight.
“Really, mum?” His tone said he believed her, but there was another question on his mind. “Then how’d you kill Mort and Andrew? You didn’t cast a spell on them?”
She shook her. “No. Nothing magic.” She sighed. “I was terrified. I bashed their heads in with my staff.”
William stopped in his tracks. “You did what?”
Tanyth looked a bit chagrined. “I bashed their heads in. The first one as he stepped through the door. He never saw me. Birchwood, he was a bit more difficult.” She sighed.
“Mum? You faced down a man with a sword? And killed him with your staff?” William was astonished.
“What did you think happened?” Her forehead furrowed.
It was William’s turn to look chagrined. “I thought you’d spelled them to death.” He shrugged and eyed her staff. “I thought it was just a walking stick.”
She looked at her staff. “It’s good solid oak shod with cold iron, William. I’ve been usin’ it to fend off unwanted attention for twenty winters or more.” She grinned. “Most boyos don’t think an old lady with a stick is much of a challenge.”
He grinned back. “You have to admit, mum. It is a bit odd.”
She snorted. “Women been using brooms as weapons for long as there’s been brooms. This one just lacks the brush on the end. Besides, Birchwood didn’t have a sword. Just his dagger.” She paused. “And he came within an inch of killin’ me with it.”
He regarded her evenly for a few moments. “Does it bother you, mum?”
“What? That I killed them?”
He nodded.
She thought about it. “No. Not in the way you think.” She paused. “I’m sorry it was necessary. I don’t regret doing it when the need arose. They could have left us alone at any time. They didn’t.” She shrugged. “It was necessary. I did it.”
He thought about that for several long moments before offering his arm once more and they continued along the trail.
She glanced up at him. “Do you think me cold, William?”
He considered her out of the side of his eye before shaking his head. “No, mum. Not cold.” He shook his head. “But if Birchwood had known, he’d have gotten on his horse and kept riding until he was far away from here.”
She snorted. “If he had, he’d likely still be alive.” She looked up at him and tugged on his arm to get his attention. “But some other village would be threatened because he was too stupid and too arrogant to make an honest living.”
William blew out a slow breath. “You’ve the right of it there, mum. You most certainly do.”
They strolled in silence for the rest of the short walk, and in a few more minutes William helped her down the steps into her hut.
Jakey and the boys had laid a fire for her, and it was catching nicely as she entered. The cot and tick were set up, and her pack hung from a peg by the door. The woodbox and water bucket were both full and the spare baskets stood in the corner opposite the root cellar. There was even a set of crockery on the mantle board.
She stood her staff beside the door and hung her hat on the peg. “This was very considerate. Thank them for me?”
William nodded. “I’ll leave you to get settled, mum. Amber asked me to invite you to dinner tonight, so don’t worry about fixin’ a meal.”
She nodded. “That would be wonderful, thank you.”
He nodded and knuckled his forehead. “My pleasure, mum. If you need anything, just yell.”
He left the door open for the light and returned to the construction site.
She crossed to the hearth and noted that the water bubbled already and that some thoughtful person had left her a box of tea and a loaf of fresh bread. She smiled to herself and rinsed the teapot with hot water before beginning to brew. She sighed in satisfaction as she lowered herself onto an honest chair with a solid back instead of a stool. She looked around with a critical eye and had to admit, it felt like home.
While the tea steeped, she settled back to think about what she needed to accomplish before the snow came and what she could collect and store to work on over the dark months of deep winter. She sat and thought and planned as patches of sunlight traced their slow paths across the floor.
After what felt like a short time she realized that the mug in her hand held cold tea and that she could barely keep her eyes open. The unaccustomed exercise and stress of moving pressed her to close the doors and curl up on her cot with a blanket pulled over her. “Old woman needs her nap of a morning?” She asked herself the question but didn’t get a chance to answer before slumber stole her away.
The activity in the yard below gave her something to look at, but she needed food. She took wing to soar deeper into the forest. The dropped apples were still there and delicious. She gorged on them but wished for meat—a rabbit perhaps or a squirrel. The cold wriggly things from the pond would do almost as well. She jumped into the air and winged to the pond but the hunting was not good and she only found one small frog. She hopped up to a broken limb and preened a bit in the warm sun. She felt winter approaching and knew she needed to hunt.
Tanyth awoke just before noon and took advantage of the fresh bread and a small block of cheese to make a light lunch for herself. Preparing the simple meal was a delicious change of pace from the round of rich broths and soups that had been made for her while convalescing. The routine activity let her think about what William had called her magic. Soaring with the raven during her nap showed her nothing of note, other than the raven felt the coming of winter and was driven to find as much food as she could. Tanyth considered that and wondered if she could help the raven, even as the raven had helped her. She made a mental note to ask Thomas for a plump squirrel the next time she saw him.
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 Gifts
Frank turned the lorry wagon off the Pike and back into the village just as the sun slipped down behind the trees, three days before the full Axe Moon. Everyone turned out to greet the returning party with much laughter and celebration. The somber note of Kurt’s loss was overshadowed by the news that Birchwood and his gang were no more. Tanyth stood at her front door and watched the reunions but stayed back out of the melee.
After a few minutes of dooryard greetings, William climbed up beside Frank and they took the wagon up toward the barn. Most of the village followed along in the wake while Tanyth went back into her house and poked up the fire a bit. The evening was cold and she still needed some warmer clothing. She was wearing three layers of shirt already and sidled up to the fire to avoid having to put on her coat as well.
“You could have more than a small smudge of a fire.” She muttered to herself but didn’t take action. She knew every stick she burned would be one that William or one of the others would have to replace. She had organized Riley and some of the older children into a kind of work party to help her harvest some of the forest’s bounty. They’d done very well dragging back several gleaner’s bags full of apples. They saw harvesting the groundnuts as riotous adventure—if a bit muddier than she’d expected. She kicked herself over that one. She should have realized that at least half of the children would fall into the pond at some point or other—either accidentally or on purpose. She sighed but laughed softly at the memory. “Cute li’l buggers, they are.”
The tea water came up to a boil and she was just thinking about what she wanted to brew when she heard footsteps approaching the house. She went to the door and opened it as Frank raised his hand to knock. His face split in a smile that seemed to glow in the dark against his weathered face. “Good evenin’, mum. I hope I didn’t disturb you, but I thought you might like this.” He held out a cotton bag. “The rest of the things you wanted are up at the store room, but I thought you might like your oatmeal tonight.”
She found her own face had taken on a smile to match his but she wasn’t sure if she were happier to see him or the oatmeal. “That was very thoughtful of you, Frank.” She took the bag from him. “Would you like to come in and sit? Have a cup of tea? I was just about to brew a pot.”
He nodded. “Thank you, mum. I’d love a cup.” He grinned. “But maybe I’ll stand. I’ve been sittin’ a lot the last few days.”
She chuckled sympathetically and stepped back so he could come in. He closed the door and followed her to the fire. He stepped up close to the flame and warmed himself while she christened the pot and then set about brewing some rose hips.
She realized that he wasn’t saying much, just staring into the fire and absorbing the warmth.
“How was the trip?”
He shrugged. “Long. The first week or so, we were afraid that they might come after us. Being out in the open, movin’ slow, and with the horses. We took turns guardin’. It worked out alright. The boys stayed up all night and then put down their bedrolls in the wagon for most of the day. First few days were the worst and then they got used to sleepin’ while we were movin’.”
She made a sympathetic noise. “How was it traveling with a crew?”
He shot her a sideways glance and snorted. “Not as bad as I thought. They’re a funny bunch.” He turned and presented his backside to the flames. “We were half mad with worry the whole time.” His voice barely rose above the crackling fire.
She offered him a mug of hot tea and then took her chair. “Oh, we were worried about you as well at first, but then Birchwood paid us so much attention, we were pretty sure you were safe.”
Frank gave a small sideways shrug. “Yeah, well, he wouldn’t want to interfere with the money, mum. It would not be in his best interest to keep us from market—especially since he’d expect us to bring back money.”
She sipped her tea and nodded.
“All the way back we expected him to come jumpin’ out of the trees after us.” His voice turned serious. “We were all so worried about what he might be doin’ here. It was hard to stop at night to give the horses enough rest.” He sipped at his mug and gave her a sideways glance. “Are you ok, mum? William said you’d been hurt?”
She glanced down reflexively. “I’m ok now. It’s still not fully healed but as long as I go easy, it’s ok.” She smiled up at him. “No lastin’ damage.”
He nodded over his cup but didn’t smile. “He also said you killed two of them?”
“Sometimes you have to put an animal down.” Tanyth frowned into her mug. “Not somethin’ anybody likes doin’ but sometimes it has to be done.”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
The conversation lapsed for a bit but the silence was more comfortable than awkward.
Frank broke the silence first. “I see they’ve moved the inn up to the pump.”
“Yup. The fire gave them a bit of incentive and the houses up there are made of nicely seasoned logs. William thinks they’ll make nice planks.”
“So he said. I need to help him set up the saw pit.”
She glanced at him curiously. “Saw pit?”
“It takes a lot of sawing to turn a log into a pile of planks. We do it in a pit with a man on the top and another on the bottom.”
She visualized it. “Doesn’t the man on the bottom get all covered with sawdust?”
He grinned and nodded. “That he does, mum.”
“Do you think you can get it built by spring?”
He considered it as he sipped. “I do. If we can get the logs ripped into boards in the next few weeks, then we should be able to get up a frame and a roof before the snow flies.”
“Will you need to fell more trees?”
He shook his head. “I thought so originally, but there’s a lot of logs in the two houses there, and we’ve got three more empty ones that we could use if we need more seasoned wood.” He shrugged. “I’m takin’ up one whole house myself, and I could move in with the quarry men. That would free another.”
“Would you do that?”
He looked at her. “Dunno. Before this trip, I’d have said no. I like my quiet.” He shrugged and turned back to his tea. “Now? It was kinda nice having the boys around. During the summer I’m only here a few days at a time. During the winter?” He sighed. “It does get lonely at times.”
She made a small noise in agreement and sipped her tea.
After a few minutes he asked her, “What about the visions, mum?”
She glanced up. “Visions?”
He kept his gaze on the glowing embers in the hearth. “The visions. William says you have visions and that they saved us.”
She grunted and sighed. “I’m not so sure they saved us, but yup. I get them now and again when I sleep.” She looked up at him. “William thinks it’s magic.”
“Is it? Magic, I mean?”
“I dunno. Might be. But if it is, it’s nothing I have any control over. It just happens or not.” She lowered her face into her mug again. “Mostly not.”
“If it’s not magic, then what would you call it, mum?” His voice was warm and curious.
“I don’t know.” She looked up at him. “I’ve been askin’ myself that for the last two weeks. I don’t have any answers.”
They lapsed into an easy silence again.
“I thought I was goin’ mad.” She said it softly.
“Why’s that, mum?”
She gave a nervous laugh. “Well you hear about ranting old women. They live in the woods and go a little off in the head? I’ve met a few of them. Heard about a lot more.”
He nodded. “Yes, mum. It’s a pretty common tale, no doubt.”
She sipped her tea before speaking. “I thought I was turning into one of them.”
He considered her words. “I can see why, mum.” He paused and glanced at her to try to gauge her mood. “But what if they’re not ranting old women?”
He caught her by surprise and her head snapped up. “What do you mean?”
He looked away with a shrug. “What if they’re not ranting? Not crazy? What if they’re just sayin’ what they know and it sounds crazy?”
The thought was startling and she relaxed into her chair to think about it.
“I mean, think of it, mum. You live alone in a cottage in the woods, maybe. Don’t see many people. When you have a vision like this and start talkin’ about it to people who maybe don’t know you very well?”
She frowned in thought. “The people who talk to you don’t understand it, because maybe you don’t understand it either.”
Frank turned to her, leaning a shoulder against the mantle board. “So they think maybe you’re a little ‘round the bend and things go downhill from there.”
She glanced up at him. “But you’re suggesting that maybe they’re having the same kinds of visions as I am?”
He shrugged one shoulder. “Well, it fits. You thought you were going mad yourself, but you were able to find out that the visions were real—even helpful. I can see a lot of people gettin’ spooked by the idea and not bein’ able to check the reality. Maybe the vision wasn’t from a raven’s eye, but something different. Something they couldn’t check easily.”
She nodded slowly as she considered it. “Why old women?” She sipped her tea and asked it almost of herself.
“Well, there aren’t that many old men who live alone. We die off too quick.”
She looked at him. He was only half joking and he had some valid points. “Well, I prefer to think that old men are rare and valuable because only the good ones survive that long.”
“I’m working on that myself,” he said with a grin.
“You’re doing good so far.” The words jumped out of her mouth before she could bite down and stop them. They both blushed.
“Thank you, mum.” He sipped his tea, embarrassed, and tried to get the conversation back on track. “But what if there’s something in a woman that makes her open to this magic—this thing—whatever you want to call it—that gives you special powers?”
“That seems unfair.”
He blinked, confused. “Unfair, mum?”
“Somthing only women can do? Like a special power? The world doesn’t work like that.”
He snorted a short laugh. “Mum? You realize that’s ridiculous?”
“What?”
“Women already have special powers. They already do things men can’t. What’s one more thing?”
She snorted back. “Really? Special powers?”
He stared at her. “Mum? You may not have noticed but women have this power to create new life? There’s no man in the world can carry a baby to term.” He shrugged. “If that’s not a special power, I don’t know what is.”
“Well, of course, women give birth, Frank.” She sighed in exasperation. “That’s not something special. And it’s not somethin’ we do on our own, either. It’s just part of bein’ a woman.”
He stared at her and lifted one shoulder in defense. “Well, maybe these vision things are, too. Just part of bein’ a woman.”
She stood up to face him, unable to sit any longer. “Then why don’t all women have it? Why am I suddenly getting these things now that I’m facin’ the change?”
His face smoothed and he smiled as he looked into her face. “Maybe they do. Maybe it’s a gift from the All-Mother. Maybe you don’t lose anything at all, just trade it for somethin’ else.”
His voice felt soft in her ears and she realized that she was standing very close to him. He smelled musky from too many days on the road, and she didn’t mind. She almost lost what he was saying because of the blood rushing in her ears. When it sank in, she stepped back a pace to think. Her eyes went wide. “Is that even possible?”
“I don’t know, mum. I’m just tryin’ to find a pattern here and that seems like a pretty clear pattern to me.”
“I can’t be the first.” Her objections sounded a bit shrill even to her own ears.
“You’re not. If you were then the ‘crazy old woman who lives in the woods’ wouldn’t be so familiar.” He grimaced.
She sat heavily, her knees weak. “Or what if the visions drove them mad?” She looked up at him, stricken. “I don’t want to go mad.”
He squatted down to be able to look her in the eye. “You’re never going to go mad, mum. Ever.”
She met his warm, smiling gaze. “You sound fairly certain.”
“I am.”
She thought of all the Mothers she’d worked with over the years. Almost all of them were older than she was, even now. Some of them had seemed more than a little crazy at times. She had to admit to herself that she probably appeared a bit crazy at times herself. Almost all of them had alluded to magic, or showed knowledge of a subject they had no real way of knowing. Yet they did.
The thought was startling. Almost as startling as the nearness of Frank’s sparkling brown eyes.
She cleared her throat and he looked away, then stood up and stepped back again.
“How do I learn out more?” She spoke the question aloud as much for her own benefit as actually asking Frank.
“Find more women and compare notes?”
She paused, brow furrowed in thought. “They call Gertie Pinecrest the last of the witch women. I was on my way to visit her when I got held up here.”
He nodded with pursed lips. “That sounds like a good place to start, mum.”
“But that has to wait until Spring now. It’s going to be a long winter.”
“We’ll find plenty to pass the time. And you’re not around people who think you’re crazy. Even if you’re having visions, it doesn’t matter to us.”
Her breath came a little faster as she looked up at him lounging easily by the hearth, the ruddy light of the fire painting him in a rosy light. Right at that moment she could think of a couple of things they could do to pass the time, but the thoughts so startled her that she retreated into her mug and drained it to the dregs. When she surfaced, he was placing his own empty mug on the mantle board.
“Well, I need to go check on the team, mum. Make sure things got stowed properly. I promised them an extra helping of grain when we got here.” He smiled a very charmingly boyish smile. “Thanks for the tea.”
“You’re most welcome, and thank you for the talk.”
“My pleasure, mum.” He headed for the door. “My very great pleasure.”
She walked him to the door and held it open while he climbed out onto the grassy path. He nodded his farewell and headed for the barn in the near dark of evening. She watched him go until his form faded into the shadows before closing the door and latching it.
Odd thoughts of having her woodbox filled made her giggle.
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 Preparations
With Frank and the rest of the quarrymen back from town, the pace in the village picked up. Tanyth watched with a certain fascination as the men dug out the pit they’d used to saw the planks that built the barn and houses when the village was first established. It lay just off the path to the barn and ran the length of a small gully in the woods that appeared unremarkable.
While Jakey supervised the quarrymen on the shovel detail, William and Frank put Bester in harness and used the ox to drag the salvaged logs up to the barn. It took all day to dig out the pit and, by that time, Bester and William had fetched all the logs and stacked them for cutting. Most of the timbers were over ten feet long and were already flattened on two sides from where they’d been used for the houses.
William saw her looking at the logs and grinned. “Seems like a big pile, doesn’t it, mum?”
“That it does, William. That’s just two houses worth?”
“Aye, mum. Just the two. Although we’re thinkin’ we may take two more. With the lay of the land and where we think the foundation should go, Amber and I are thinkin’ we should give up our house and move into one of the empty houses across from you. I think Ethan and Bethany may move into one, as well.”
She shook her head in wonder. “You know, William, when I suggested you build an inn, I had no idea how much was involved.”
He laughed. “Neither did I, mum, but the nice thing about havin’ this group? Somebody knows somethin’ about anythin’ we want. Jakey came from a hard stone quarry, Ethan knows building, Harry is a good hand with the stock even though he spends most of his time in the clay. I know how to build boats and do designs but they make sure I don’t make any mistakes when I bring my boats ashore and turn them into roofs and walls.”
“You did well to pick this group then.”
He looked around at his crew. “They picked me, actually, mum. When they heard what I proposed, they all found me out and wanted to join. Most of them stuck with us, even though we lost a few. I think we’ll see more join us as the inn gets going.”
Jakey called down to the crew in the pit and they crawled out of the hole and headed to the storage room to put away their tools. He walked over to William and nodded to Tanyth.
“There’s the hole, Will. We just need to get the bracin’ in place to hold the logs and we’re ready to rip some lumber.”
“Easier the second time, huh?” He grinned at the burly quarryman.
“Oh, aye. That it is.”
“What do you think about foundation stones?”
Jakey grimaced and ran a hand over his mouth. “We need some, but I don’t know of any good rock around here to take. There’s some good granite up behind where we’re digging out the clay, but we don’t have the tools or knowledge to get it out and down where we need it.”
William nodded. “That’s what I thought, too.” He turned and looked down the path to where the inn would go. “What ya think about foundation then?”
Jakey followed his gaze and sucked air through his teeth. “That’s gonna be a heavy building. We get away with puttin’ the logs on the ground for the houses. They’ll rot out sure enough but they’re small enough we can replace the whole house if we need to.” He shook his head. “I’ve been thinkin’ ‘bout that foundation ever since you said you wanted to do it and I don’t have any real good answers.”
William grunted. “I was afraid of that. What’s Ethan say?”
Jakey shrugged. “He’s got some ideas.” He raised his voice and called Ethan over.
As the younger man approached, Jakey jerked his head to where the inn would be. “Whatcha think about foundation?”
Ethan grimaced. “Full stone would be the best in this ground. Logs will rot too fast and with that much weight on ‘em, I doubt the building’d stay plumb past the first good freeze.”
Jakey and William nodded. William looked him in the eye. “We don’t have stones enough to do a full foundation and we don’t have the tools or help here to cut stone. What do we do?”
Ethan squinted his eyes as if to see better. “We got coins enough to buy some?”
Jakey and William shared a glance. “Perhaps a few. Why?”
“Arletton cuts blue stone for the trade. If we got nine stone posts with footers, we could sink the footers down below frost line, use the posts to keep the building off the ground, and then build from there.”
Both men nodded. He made good sense. William looked in toward the barn. “Can the lorry wagon handle that much load?
Jakey shrugged but Ethan nodded an affirmative. “It should. I don’t think stone weighs as much as clay. Six horses should be able to haul it easy on the open road.”
William looked at Ethan. “Alright then, you know what we need. In the mornin’ I want you to head up to Arletton and arrange for them to cut it for us. Can you do that?”
Ethan shrugged. “Sure. I think so.”
“Good. Tell ‘em we need it by Hunter’s Moon and we’ll send Frank to pick it up in the lorry, but they’ll have to load it for him.”
Ethan nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
Jakey stuck his chin up to get their attention. “Do we need stones for the hearth or ovens?”
William shook his head. “I had Frank order oven brick from Megan’s father while he was in town. It should be here in a couple of weeks. They’re sending a shipment down to Easton and they’ll drop it off on the way by.”
Jakey grinned and whistled in appreciation. “Well, my goodness. Ain’t we gettin’ fancy now. Oven brick and ever’thin’.”
Ethan snickered. “Well, from what I heard, we get an inn out here and Harry’s gonna be seein’ more of his in-laws than he might like.”
Jakey’s smile got broader. “What? They can’t come live like common folk?”
Ethan shrugged. “Somethin’ about grandkids and not wantin’ to sleep on the ground.”
William laughed at that. “How do they think they’re gonna get here? Fly?”
Ethan grinned good naturedly. “Dunno. But Harry was spittin’ all the way back so apparently it’s not just noise.”
When the chuckling died down, William refocused the discussion. “So, we sink the posts on the corners, the middles and one in the center? Run footers and build from there?”
Ethan looked back at the empty lot, and Tanyth could practically see him measuring with his eyes. “Yea. Should be ‘bout right. You gonna put a chimney up the middle?”
“‘Bout two thirds back. We got stone and mortar enough for that and I got a hearthstone all picked out for it.” William turned to Jakey. “You still think you can make two fire places and the oven into one chimney?”
Jakey pursed his lips and nodded. “Oh, ya. Easier to do that than make two chimneys. Bigger base to work on. It’ll be heavy, but we can put that on the ground, give it it’s own foundation of packed rock and gravel. The All-Father knows we got enough rock and gravel.”
They chuckled and William dusted his hands together. “Guess that’s it for now.” He turned to the younger man. “See me in the morning before you leave, Ethan, and I’ll give you some coin for down payment.”
He nodded and headed off down the path toward his house.
Jakey knuckled his forehead, nodded politely to Tanyth, and followed Ethan.
William turned back to her. “You still think it’s a good idea, mum?”
She laughed. “I better. You’ve already bought the brick.”
He grinned. “We can always use the brick.” He stopped grinning and looked her in the eye. “Seriously, mum. Do you think we should?”
She leaned on her staff and raised her head, drawing a full breath of the musky fall air in through her nose. The sun was going down behind the trees and the village fairly vibrated with life. She blew the air out through her mouth. “Yes.” She turned to him. “But why is my opinion so important, William?” She jerked her chin in the direction of the houses. “This is your village. These are your people. Why does what I think matter so much?”
He smiled. “Mum? You have the benefit of age and wisdom and you’ve traveled from one end of this land to the other.” Tanyth started to snicker and waved her hand dismissively but William pressed on, his voice low, steady, and earnestly serious. “You killed to protect us and you bled from the battle. You’re a gift from the All-Mother. Your opinion matters because if you believe in us, we can believe in us.” He smiled down at her. “And if we believe we can, we will.”
His words sent a rush of embarrassment through her but everything he said was true, except possibly about her wisdom. She was caught speechless and just looked into his very serious and very young face.
“So, do you believe in us, mum?”
She smiled, then, and nodded. “Yes, William. I do.”
He nodded back. “Thank you, mum. And now if you’ll excuse me, I need to make sure that Frank’s got the saw ready for us and then go grab some dinner.”
The evening closed in fast with the shorter days of autumn. He headed for the storage room, leaving her standing there for a few more moments admiring the view.
The thickening dusk masked the colors but here and there a brilliant yellow still reflected enough light to stand out of the dusk. She listened to the wind through the treetops and her eyes searched the tall fir to see if she could spy the raven looking down. She couldn’t and she wondered if the episodes had been nothing but her imagination after all.
She sighed and was surprised to feel disappointment. She would have liked to feel like she were special, magical. “Somethin’ other than an old fool,” she muttered to the setting sun before starting off down the path to find a cup of tea.
She worked herself into a high dudgeon as she strode along, ignoring the twinges from the cut down her belly and striking the earth with her staff harder than she needed to. She knew she was being pouty but she didn’t care and vented her frustration on the night by stomping along like a five-year-old told she couldn’t have a sweet before dinner. The image delighted her and she screwed up her face the way she remembered her own Robert used to and pretended she was a pouting child for no other reason than her own amusement. The silliness of it washed over her and she laughed aloud at herself. Her stride loosened and she stopped stabbing the ground with her staff on every step. By the time she got to her house, she was in pretty good spirits, thinking about which tea she’d like to have and what she’d like for dinner.
She got almost to her door before she realized that Thomas had been there and left a fine fat hare hanging on the peg at the edge of the roof. The shape swung gently in the soft night air. She looked up at it and smiled. He was such a thoughtful man. A familiar soft croaking sound drew her eyes upward even further and she looked into the golden eyes of the raven perched politely on the ridgepole of her roof.
“Well, there you are.” She looked at the rabbit and then back to the raven. “Come for dinner have you?”
The raven croaked again.
“Well, give me a minute, and I’ll find you a piece or two.”
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 Room and Boards
Tanyth woke with the sunrise and crawled out of her bed roll. It promised to be a busy day and she didn’t want to miss a minute of it. It felt good to be up and about. She stirred up the fire, and added a couple of small sticks before pushing the tea kettle closer to the heat. Her porridge was cool but she slopped a little warm water on the top and gave it a stir, too. It would warm and the apple she’d cored and put in the night before gave it a lovely smell.
She pulled warm clothes out of the bed roll and slipped baggy pants on over her naked—and now chilly—legs. A pair of warm socks covered naked toes and her worn boots slipped easily onto her feet. She stamped them down and grabbed a wrap before bolting for the privy. “Shouldn’t have waited so long.” It was a good natured grumble and almost made her giggle. Only the thought that giggling might have damp consequences kept her from doing it.
Taking the return trip a bit more sedately, she noticed that frost had touched the grass in some of the sheltered areas. She knew it wouldn’t be long before every morning would be a frosty one. She marveled that this would be the first winter in her life that she wouldn’t be stuck in a cottage with somebody else. For the past twenty winters, she’d lived with her teachers. Each of them asking only her help during the coldest months and, in return, feeding her and letting her stay warm by their fires. She’d whiled away long dark hours in discussions over this or that preparation, how to best get the goodness from some herb or other, and the most useful ways of combining beeswax and oils to make salves and balms. This winter, she was the “old woman” and it amused her to think that others valued her as more than just an extra pair of hands or a strong back. She wondered if she should give up her plan of finding Mother Pinecrest and stay in the village for a while.
In the forest, the raven cawed loudly.
“Perhaps not,” she muttered to herself.
By the time she got back to her hut, the water was boiling, the oatmeal was warm, and the sun peeked over the tree line across the way. She made short work of her breakfast and cleaned up the pots before refilling the tea kettle, banking the fire, and dressing for a walk up to the saw pit. She’d never seen planks being cut and she found the idea interesting. It seemed almost incomprehensible that the men would be able to saw the length of those logs, not just once, but several times, in order to turn them into boards. She knew, in her mind, that they would but in her heart the labor seemed prodigious.
When she got up there, hat on her head and staff in her hand, the crews had already assembled. Jakey, William, and Frank would be on top of the logs, pulling the saw up and keeping the line straight. Harry, James, and Matthew would be in the pit, pulling the saw back down again. They’d work in pairs, only one pair at a time but trading off regularly to keep fresh.
The men treated the saw—a long band of toothed steel—with all the respect due a poisonous snake. The teeth could bite flesh as easily as wood and nobody wanted to get a bite taken out of them. Tanyth could relate to that.
Frank took the first turn on top and Harry clambered down into the pit. The log itself was held in a clever arrangement of cross bars and supports that could be moved to allow the saw’s passage. Before he began, Frank took a ball of heavy cord and unrolled it along the length of the log. He rubbed it with a block of chalk and, with Jakey’s help, snapped it along the length of the log leaving a clean white line about an inch in from the side.
Frank lifted the saw off its supports and lowered the end down into the pit very carefully. “You ready, Harry?”
Tanyth watched the bending steel straighten and line up as Harry took the handle on his end and Frank kept the tension on top.
“Ready, Frank.” Harry’s voice sounded muffled.
“Easy does it then.” Frank placed the saw on the mark where it crossed the end of the log and slowly pulled the handle upward. When he got to the end of his stroke, he paused before Harry started pulling from the other end. Frank kept just enough tension on the handle to keep the steel level and straight. They moved cautiously at first, getting a feel for the saw and the wood and the rhythm of the movement. Within ten strokes, they moved rapidly up and down, the saw ringing almost musically as it rasped through the wood. They sawed steadily for nearly a quarter hour before Frank and Harry traded off to Jakey and Matthew. The sawing continued. Tanyth watched for maybe half an hour more as the pairs traded off after each short shift.
Amber, Sadie, and Megan came up the path and smiled at Tanyth watching the sawing.
Amber smiled brightly and nodded at the men. “Good morning, mum. Pretty amazing isn’t it?”
Tanyth shook her head in amazement. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Sadie took her by the arm and continued up the path to the barn. “Well, come on, mum. They’ll be there for days cuttin’ logs. We got work to do.” She grinned and leaned in close to whisper. “Besides if you’re standin’ there watchin’, Frank’ll be so busy showin’ off he may hurt himself.”
Amber overheard and her laughter trilled through the woods even over the sound of the whipsaw.
Megan walked up beside them and tutted Sadie. “You stop being rude.”
“How do you know I was bein’ rude? You didn’t hear what I said.”
She sniffed. “Amber only laughs like that when you are and Mother Fairport is blushin’.”
Sadie and Amber both laughed at that and continued on their way through the barn to the storage area in the back.
Amber took charge as they entered the workroom. “Alright, we need the worktable set up, a fire laid, and a kettle put on for tea.” With surprising efficiency, Tanyth found herself lighting the fire while Megan ran a bucket to the pump and Amber and Sadie wrestled some of the horses and planks into place to form a work surface.
In addition to the food supplies, Frank also brought back bolts of winter weight fabrics and skeins of yarn for knitting, along with spools of heavy thread and three cards of needles. So while the men worked in the saw pit, the women moved into the workroom and set to work outfitting the village in winter clothing. The adults only needed to have their winter gear checked and patched, but each child in the village needed to be outfitted anew for the coming season. In most cases that meant passing the heavy clothes from older child to younger, but need outnumbered the available hand-me-downs and everybody needed something. Tanyth needed something warmer for outer wear and some warmer shifts and leggings. The houses were snug, and the winter snows served to insulate them even more, but the temperatures were frigid and, even inside with the fire going, they were never as warm as a summer day.
Amber, Sadie, and Megan—having spent so much time helping Tanyth with her recovery—took to having her join their sewing circle with a ready familiarity. When Charlotte and Bethany joined them in the workroom, they treated her with a shy reserve at first, even seeming to be shocked by the lack of propriety shown by the others. Over time, as they became more comfortable, the six women relaxed in each other’s company and got on with the tasks of stitch and hem.
The days took on a rhythm that was as much driven by the rasp-rasp-rasp of the saw as the passage of the sun through the sky. It became common for the men coming off the saw to walk into the workroom for tea, or just water, and to chat for a few moments before returning to their labors. Even lunch was done in shifts with the work not stopping for food but with the men grabbing bites between their turns at the handles.
The days grew steadily shorter and the harder frosts pinched off the softer plants. The leaves all turned to festive colors and then fell to the ground, leaving bare branches stark against the sky. Dark green pine, spruce, and hemlock stood out in patches among the drab grays and browns. Migrating birds filled the sky with wings as the Axe Moon gave way to Hunter’s.
On the new moon that marked the end of the month of the Axe, the work of sawing boards came to an end. William calculated the impressive stack of planks would be enough for their immediate needs. There were still posts and beams that needed shaping but that would be done with the logs that William had felled earlier in the fall. In the meantime, one more task remained before they could begin construction on the inn proper.
The village was up early in the cold, breath puffing in the chill light of predawn. Frank, Jakey, and William took the empty lorry wagon and headed south to the town of Hendrix Crossing. While they were gone, most of the villagers went up to the hay loft in the barn and began moving the old hay out of the way. Some of it went to chink cracks. Some was tied in bundles and the bundles laid out along the foundations of the more exposed houses. More was spread as mulch over those root crops that were still in the ground. In the end, they cleared the hay loft and opened a large door in the top of the barn to let the cold air blow through to air the place out.
Tanyth watched the preparation with some trepidation, even as she tended the fire in the workroom with Megan. “What if there’s not enough?”
Megan shrugged. “It’s a chance for everyone, isn’t it, mum? But the people down in Hendrix have never let us down yet. It was a good year for hay. Not too wet, not too dry. We pay good gold for the feed for our beasts and they have the best fields around.”
“The idea of buying feed just seems odd.” She sighed. “What do they feed their animals?”
Megan grinned. “The same as we do. They just have more fields, we have more woods. That first year we traded wood for hay, but when we stopped cutting the trees, we offered them cash instead. They took it, gladly. Good coin is hard to come by out here, and not everything can be bartered for.”
Tanyth blinked at Megan. “I thought William said we had no coin out here. We kept all the money in town?”
“He did. Frank brought it back with him from town. Just enough to pay the hay factor in Hendrix.” She shrugged. “And maybe a few extra. It’s how we’ve done it these last few winters and it seems to work out.”
“I suppose you do what works.”
She nodded and took a pot of tea and some mugs out to the workers.
Three days later the lorry wagon was back, piled high with hay held down and protected from the weather by a broad swatch of canvas. It took almost half a day to unload the hay and get it all up into the barn’s loft, even with everybody helping.
Amber invited Tanyth to dinner that night—a festive meal with Frank, Thomas, Sadie, William and all the children. Thomas had taken several fat geese earlier in the week and most of them were being spit roasted in various of the houses in the village. Amber and Sadie had spent the day cooking together and had built a feast of roasted vegetables, bread, and spitted goose.
As they settled in for their meal, Amber turned to Frank. “Are you ready to go again?”
He shook his head with a chuckle. “No, but I guess I better be, eh?” He sighed and worked his shoulders. “At least driving six horses isn’t as hard as pulling a saw.”
William groaned sympathetically. “That’s true, and tomorrow I’ve got to get the foundation holes dug before the ground freezes.”
Thomas looked up from a trencher of goose. “You took a chance waitin’ this long, didn’t ya?”
William shook his head. “Not really. It doesn’t usually freeze until Hunter’s Moon.” He shrugged. “And besides we needed to get the boards cut so we’ll be able to tack the whole thing in place.”
“True.” Thomas turned to Frank. “You think the placement is right now?”
“Of the inn?” Frank asked.
Thomas bobbed his head once.
“Yeah, I do. Buildin’ it up around the pump, we won’t be draggin’ buckets of water to the inn. Maybe we can put in a horse trough.”
William snapped his fingers. “I knew there was something I was forgetting.”
They all looked at him.
“We need to put an extension on the barn so that we can stable more horses.”
Sadie looked down the table at William. “Why not just put some stalls in the workroom?”
Amber looked shocked. “Where will we work?”
Sadie grinned. “At the inn. I have a feeling we’ll be spending a lot of time there and it’ll be a lot bigger than the workroom is now.”
Amber seemed startled by the idea but frowned in concentration as she considered it. “Of course.”
William smiled at Sadie. “That’s a good idea. I should have thought of that.”
Amber patted his arm. “That’s ok, dear. We keep you around for your looks and your strong back, not your keen mind.” She gathered Sadie and Tanyth in with her eyes. “We’ll do the heavy thinkin’. You boys just do the heavy liftin’.”
They all laughed and William raised his mug in toast. “To my friends with good looks and strong backs, and the lovely women who let us stay around.”
Everybody laughed and clinked mugs.
They filled up on the rich meat and hot bread. Eventually the little ones crawled off to their corner to huddle in a pile under the covers, leaving the adults to graze among the leftovers. As the conversation started flagging, Tanyth turned to William. “Did the sawing help or hurt your shoulder?”
He grinned and put a hand to his wounded shoulder. “The first day it hurt a lot. The second day, the rest of me hurt so much I didn’t notice. By the fourth day, I was getting’ used to it again.” He jerked his head at Frank. “There’s the man who was sore.”
Frank hung his head. “I got a bit overextended, but I worked through it.”
Tanyth shook her head. “I should have thought. Mother Alderton left some liniments that would have helped sore muscles.”
Sadie giggled. “You shoulda said somethin’, Frank. I bet Mother Fairport woulda been happy to rub your sore shoulders for you.” She winked at Tanyth and Amber laughed.
Tanyth blushed and she thought Frank did, too, but she was too embarrassed to look.
Thomas changed the subject. “How we fixed for firewood, William? You haven’t had a chance to cut any for a while.”
Out of respect for Mother Fairport he tried to follow Thomas’s lead. “We’ve enough for the time bein’, I think. When we get the inn going so we can leave Ethan overseein’ the build, I’ll be able to go out again. There’s still a month’s supply in the barn and I think all the huts have full woodboxes.”
Sadie mumbled something about Mother Fairport’s woodbox needing fillin’ that didn’t carry all the way to the head of the table but had Amber choking on her tea and left Thomas and William looking confused. Frank, for his part, just sighed and muttered. “Kids.”
Tanyth braved a glance in his direction and thought she saw a small smile on his face, but he kept it hidden behind his teacup until the general jocularity petered out.
As the laughter faded, the party broke up and Tanyth returned to her hut while Frank headed for the barn to check on the horses. Thomas and Sadie were walking arm in arm toward their house and Sadie was talking earnestly to Thomas. She couldn’t hear the conversation, only the tone. About half way home, she heard Thomas bark a single laugh before it was loudly shushed and she groaned. “Now everybody is gonna know about my woodbox.”
She sighed and let herself into the house, latching the door closed against the cold. She debated stirring the fire up, but decided to leave it banked until the morning, and changed quickly into a night shift before crawling into her bed roll. It was desperately cold and she shivered for a few moments before her body heat began to drive out the chill. She rolled over onto her belt knife and gasped at the feel of the hard metal pressing into her side. She reached down and slipped it to a more comfortable position. She felt a little silly keeping up her habit of the road, but she shrugged it off and within a few minutes her body heat created a pocket of warmth between the heavy layers of covers on top and the sweet grass ticking and woolen cot liner beneath her. She forgot about the knife and drifted off to sleep.
At day break she heard the wagon leaving the village on the next run to get hay.
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 First Snow
The first snow of the season fell on the morning of the Hunter’s Moon. Tanyth heard the difference when she woke. There was something in the air, a quiet that didn’t match the other mornings. The gray sky with drifting flakes kept the sun from brightening the day and her hut was unnaturally dark.
She shivered as she crawled out of her bed roll and her left knee shot a twinge up her leg. Cold always made it worse and changes in the weather added sand to the ointment. She’d taken to sleeping in her socks and slipped from bed to boot without touching the floor. Her night shift—a warm flannel gown that Amber and Sadie had made for her—fell around her ankles as she stood. It helped keep the warmth close to her body, but she still slipped on a shawl before poking up the fire and adding a few sticks of wood.
When she opened the door to head for the privy, a clump of snow clung to the wood long enough to get dragged into the cottage before falling off on the step with a plump splat that sent snow flakes everywhere. Looking out, she could see that it wasn’t that much snow, but it was still coming down. She thought at once of Frank. He was due back later in the day with the blue stone footings for the inn, but he’d be waking in a camp and having to deal with snow. She didn’t envy him.
She hung by her hearth, waiting for the sound of horses. She kept worrying about his being out there on the road in the snow alone. It bothered her beyond reason. She tried several times to distract herself by working on some tinctures of rosemary that she planned for Solstice gifts but couldn’t focus on the process. She gave it up after a time, afraid that she’d make a mistake and burn the oils she was trying to extract.
By midmorning she was certain that something had happened and that she needed to do something. Her agitation made her skin feel hot and she stepped back from the fire in confusion. The room had suddenly gotten much hotter. Hot as summer. Except the room was still the same. The small fire wasn’t throwing that much heat. Her eyes widened as she realized that she was having a hot flash—her own body was causing the heat. She’d been with Mother Gilroy some ten winters back and helped the poor woman through what she called her winter of heat.
She calmed herself. Or tried to. She breathed deliberately in, held it for a moment, and then blew it out. The room wasn’t quite cold enough to see her breath, but it felt good on the fevered skin of her face and hands. She loosened her collar and flapped her shift a bit to pump some air around under her clothing. Then she thought of Frank, again. Possibly lying dead beside the road, crushed by a shifting stone in the lorry, or pinned under it, unable to get free slowly freezing to death out there in the snow.
“All-Mother, help me.” It was less prayer than disgusted grumble. She knew her mind was going full bore but she wasn’t thinking clearly at all.
She crossed to her bed, kicked off her boots, and crawled back into the bedroll. The flash was subsiding. The room was cold, and she needed to get a handle on her emotions before she did something stupid like haring down the Pike in search of a man who’d undoubtedly be driving along, huddled in his driving cloak and sipping a hot mug of tea while singing a bawdy song.
The idea of Frank singing a bawdy song made her giggle, but the warmth of her bedroll reached into her and soothed her jangled spirit. She took a deep breath of the cool air, then snuggled down into the woolen blankets and was surprised to find sleep waiting for her, ready to pounce. “All-Mother, help me.” More sigh than prayer, she wasn’t sure she’d actually said it before the wave of darkness washed over.
The snow floated down outside the tent of boughs. She crooned a bit as she roused and noted that the storm had not yet blown itself out. She puffed up her feathers a bit but was unable to get really warm. Winter was a hard season. With a loud caw, she launched herself off the limb and into the falling snow.
She snapped at a few of the flakes as she soared through them, banking sharply and winging across the village. The ground was blurry in the dim light and soft blanket of new fallen snow but she watched carefully for the small animals that might give up their lives to keep hers going. At the gap in the trees, she turned and followed man’s wide path. The exercise warmed cold muscles, but the snow obscured her vision and she found herself sailing only a few feet above the road, down in the gap between the trees and scanning for food. Looking for…something.
She heard it before she saw it. The jingle sound and a muffled rumble of hoof and wheel gave her warning enough to swoop sideways and avoid the wagon that loomed out of the curtain of snow. She cawed in alarm and circled once eying the man propped up on the seat and the horses plodding along through the snow. The man turned to look at her, the snow coating the brim of his hat and dusting across his shoulders. She dodged away through the trees. The attention of men was something to be avoided.
With a shock she realized that she’d left her own territory and turned herself toward home. It wouldn’t do to be caught here. She knew the pair who raised their young in this patch and they guarded it fiercely. The call she’d made might have alerted them so she kept silent and concentrated on moving quickly through the forest until she’d returned to her own turf.
She celebrated her return by cawing loudly three times to warn off anybody who may have thought she’d left and then she remembered the house where there were sometimes fat rabbits. She cawed once more and picked up her pace. Perhaps there’d be another rabbit today.
Tanyth felt exuberant as she broke through the surface of sleep. She crawled groggily out of her nest. It would be awhile yet, but she felt much better knowing he was safe and on his way back. She scurried to the hearth and tossed a couple more sticks onto the fire. Today she would stay home and not visit Amber or Sadie as was her wont. Solstice was coming and she needed to think of what she could make for her friends. She fanned the coals with her wing and blew on it. Her lips wouldn’t blow, there was no pucker, no give. Just the long horny bill and she realized she was still raven, or partly raven, or—
She awoke with a start and a banging in her chest. She held her hands up and looked at them. Fingers, yes. Fingers were good. She pursed her lips and blew before she dared to touch her face to see. She lifted the woolen blankets and looked down at her normal body—the cold air of the cabin washing the length of her, chilling her sweat. She pulled the blankets back down and held on to them tightly. The banging in her chest became a banging in her head and then it stopped. Her eyes flew open and her hand when to her chest to feel, but then the banging began again and she realized that it was somebody at her door.
“Mother Fairport! Mother Fairport! Are you alright?”
She opened her mouth to speak and the croak that came out scared her until she recognized her own dried throat and swallowed once to moisten it before calling again.
“I’m fine!”
She threw herself out of her bed and took one more inventory of extremities before slipping into her boots and hurrying to the door. She released the latch and swung it open to see Sadie standing there, bundled against the snow and carrying a basket over her arm.
“I’m fine. Really.” She stood back. “Come in and warm yourself, my dear.”
Sadie smiled brightly. Her cheeks were pinked by the wind and cold but she seemed energized by the snow. She came in and hurried over to stand by the side of the fire where the snow dropping off her boots and clothes would fall on the side of the hearthstone and soon evaporate.
Tanyth peeked out to see the snow fall tapering off. A ray of golden sun tried to break through the overcast. She closed the door securely, and turned to her visitor.
“When you didn’t come over after breakfast, we thought you might be under the weather, mum.” Sadie pulled down her muffler and extricated her arm from the basket.”
Tanyth pulled a couple of sticks from the woodbox and poked up the fire. “I’m fine, Sadie. Really. I just didn’t want to go out in the snow so I stayed close to the fire. I got drowsy and saw no good reason not to go back to bed.”
Sadie didn’t look convinced but she put the basket on the mantle board. “I brought you a couple loaves of fresh bread, mum, and there’s some cheese in there, too.” She looked around the small house and smiled. “You keep things so neat.”
Tanyth snorted. “It’s just me here and I don’t have that much to spread around.” She nodded with her head in the direction of Sadie’s house. “You’ve got your two, Thomas, all your things, all their things, and then visitors and hangers on.” She shook her head with a warm smile. “Your house is full of joy, Sadie. Joy isn’t neat.”
Sadie looked at the older woman for a moment before crossing to her and giving her a big hug and kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, mum.” Her voice was a husky whisper. “You’re welcome in my house any time, you know.”
Tanyth smiled. “Thank you, child. I’ll take you up on that, never fear. By spring you’ll be sick of seein’ me layin’ about on your hearth.”
Sadie pulled back to look her in the eye before hugging her even harder. “That will never happen, mum. Ever.”
Sadie pulled back suddenly and started bundling up. “Well, I better get back to my little house full of joy before the children decide to experiment with how well blankets burn on the hearth. We’ll be having dinner with Amber and William, if you’d like to join us, mum.”
Tanyth nodded with a smile. “Thank you, my dear. Perhaps I’ll pop over there this afternoon.”
Sadie grinned as she finished wrapping up. “Frank should be back today.”
Tanyth smiled. “Yes, and just in time.”
“Mum?” Sadie looked up confused.
Tanyth waved a hand. “Snow falling. William wanted to get the roof up before the snow.”
“Oh! This is nothing. I bet it’ll be gone by tomorrow. This time of year we get a bit of snow one day and go back to fall the next. Makes a mess, but doesn’t stay around. Hunter’s Moon is like that, but once we hit the Solstice…” She shivered dramatically. “Then the snow will get serious.” She shook her head. “No, with the foundation stones that Frank’s bringing, they’ll have a frame up within a week and a roof on by the new moon, you see if they don’t.”
Tanyth was surprised. “That fast?”
Sadie nodded with a grin. “They’re men, but they can move when they want to and there hasn’t been this much excitement here in ages.” Her musical laugh bounced off the rafters and Tanyth held the door for her while she climbed out and back into the snow.
The sun had broken through and while there were still flakes in the air, they sparkled brightly as they tumbled to earth. Sadie held out her hands to her sides, palm up. “See, mum? Almost stopped and I bet it’s half melted by nightfall.”
“I hope so! I’m not quite ready for snow yet.”
Sadie laughed again and gave a little wave as she headed back to her house, taking kicks at the snow as she walked just to see the sparkling drifts fall back to the ground.
Tanyth couldn’t help but laugh softly to herself. The terror of her waking dream had dissipated and if her vision were true then Frank should be along within a couple of hours. Remembering her vision, she frowned and stuck her head closer to the door, looking out to see if the raven had, in fact, come back. She didn’t see anything and had almost closed the door when she heard a faint thump on the roof followed by some scratching sounds. A small fall of snow cascaded down in front of the open door.
“Well, there you are.” She said it out loud wondering if the raven would hear, or understand.
She closed the door and latched it, listening to the scrabbling sound on her roof. She looked around for a moment before pulling yesterday’s bread heel from her breadbox and broke it into several pieces in the bottom of a flat basket. Her root cellar yielded one of the wild apples, and she scraped her left over oatmeal from the morning’s pot onto the side. She looked around but didn’t have anything else that looked appropriate and was leery about putting out too much.
Conscious of the rest of the village, she opened her back door and pushed the snow back from her threshold with her broom, clearing the loose snow from a small area before sliding the basket out onto the ground. “Thank you, my dear. Here’s a bit of breakfast for you in payment of your efforts. Sorry, I have no rabbit today.”
She felt strange talking to the raven and wasn’t even sure the bird could hear her, but the scrabbling sound of talons made a deliberate-sounding scratch and Tanyth saw the large bird sail out toward the tree line a few yards before turning and flying back toward the house. The raven landed on the snow a few feet from the back door and eyed her—or more probably the basket of food—but didn’t approach any closer.
With a feeling of something like awe, something like fear, she swung the door closed and clicked the latch down.
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 Homecoming
In the middle of the afternoon, Tanyth heard the jingle of harness and the heavy tread of draft horses. She grabbed her wrap and woolen cap and ventured out into the bright sunny afternoon with staff in hand. As Sadie had predicted, the storm had cleared and the sun blazed in the afternoon sky. The snow seemed to evaporate even as she watched.
Frank saw her come out of her house. He nodded with a tip of his hat and big smile as he passed. The whole village turned out to meet him. The children broke off their snowman building in the back to come running down to see what was on the wagon. When they saw it was just a few rocks, they lost interest and went back to playing. From her vantage, Tanyth could see they were already soaked through. She didn’t envy whoever would be peeling the cold, clammy clothes from chilly bodies when the sun set.
William ran up to the building site to direct Frank and the team in the placement of the lorry wagon and after a bit of discussion, Jakey and the quarrymen hefted the heavy stones, one by one, off the bed of the wagon. Nine blocks were roughly cube shaped and about two feet on a side. Nine more were squared columns of rock some five feet long and nearly a foot across. They were all lashed to wooden handles that allowed six men to heave together to move them. As it was, six men could barely move the blocks and they didn’t move the stones far, except to pull them down off the wagon and place them near the prepared holes.
Tanyth stood with the women at the back of Amber’s house and watched the proceedings anxiously. The treacherous footing could easily result in a broken limb or worse with the heavy stones. Jakey directed and crew soon placed the stones neatly around the site.
When the crew pulled the last stone from the lorry, William climbed up beside Frank and the two men rode the wagon toward the barn while Jakey and his crew finished fiddling with the blue stones.
Amber blew out a breath as it became clear that the excitement for the day was well over. “That coulda been ugly.”
Sadie agreed with a nod. “But they really needed to get the weight off the wagon. If they’d left it sitting there the wheels would have been up to their hubs by morning.”
“I know.” Amber sighed. “Still makes me nervous, them messing about with stuff that can kill ‘em.”
Megan laughed. “They’re just big excited kids. They can’t wait to play with the toys.”
Amber grinned. “Yes, well, I worry about the little kids, too.”
“What’ll they do now?” Tanyth watched the men looking at the stones and peering down the holes. The sun cast sparkles off the scuffed and muddy snow, but the crew remained at the site.
Amber pursed her lips and twitched her nose while she was thinking. “I think they’ll wait at least until tomorrow, if not the day after.”
Sadie made a humph sound. “Yeah. Probably so. I bet those holes are pretty wet on the bottom right now.”
Amber grinned. “I was thinking of them trying to get traction on the grass, but you’re probably right.”
Megan shook her head. “I bet they try to put one in today so they can use the Hunter’s Moon as the founding date.”
Amber frowned. “Does that matter?” She looked at Tanyth. “Mum?”
Tanyth shrugged her shoulders. “Beats me. I’ve never been around when they started buildin’ a building before.” She thought about it. “Usually you plant on the new moon, but that’s two weeks out and I can’t imagine they’d wait that long.”
The women all stood in the warming rays of the sun, sheltered by the house and listening to the kids shrieking as they played on the other side of the village. The men stood out in the middle of the scuffed up snow and continued to mill about looking down in the holes.
“What are they doing out there?” Sadie’s exasperation was evident in her voice but she kept the volume down. “You’d think somebody out there would be looking for a cuppa tea or something, by now.”
Amber shook her head. “They’re waiting for something. Maybe William is coming back.”
Tanyth saw movement through the trees and nudged Amber. “Yep. And he’s got Bester. Looks like you were right, Megan.”
“Looks like.” She shook her head. “I was really just joking.”
They shared a quiet laugh before Amber nudged Tanyth. “Well, mum. You’d best get out there. If they’re gonna lay a stone, it would best if you blessed it.”
Tanyth started to object. She really wasn’t a holy woman to be blessing stones. She couldn’t remember ever praying more in her life than she had since arriving in the village. As she opened her mouth to say something, she saw the raven fly up out of the forest and alight in the top of the tall spruce at the edge of the wood. She thought better of her objections and walked out onto the cleared area, leaning heavily on her staff.
As William and Bester approached, Jakey and the boys picked up a tripod arrangement from the ground, brushed off the snow and then stood it up to straddle the north-easternmost hole in the ground. By the time William had Bester in place, Jakey and the crew had positioned the stone over the hole and it sat there on its handles.
The men stepped back and nodded as Tanyth approached. She surveyed the ground as she went, making sure she knew where all the holes were so she didn’t fall into one. William smiled and nodded a greeting.
She stopped and leaned on her staff, peering down to look in the hole. It wasn’t as deep or as dark as she thought and she saw a bed of gravel in the bottom of it—wet-looking but unsullied by snow. She looked around at the men who were looking at her. “So? You’re going to start laying stones now?”
Jakey nodded and spoke before William could. “Yes, mum. It’ll be good if we can sit the footers on the sand while it’s wet. It should help stabilize the stone and keep it from shifting.” He shrugged. “We won’t wanna fill in the hole until it’s had a bit of a chance to dry, but this should make a good solid footer.”
Ethan, the building expert was bobbing his head, and William stood at Bester’s traces, getting ready to use the muscular animal to do what the men would have trouble doing on their own.
She looked at William who shrugged. “That’s the plan, mum. Would you say a blessing on the space, please? I have a feeling we’re going to need all the help we can get.” He grinned boyishly.
She looked around at all the serious faces before sighing to herself. “Alright. Give me a moment.”
The sun was warm, but it was on the way down and it had been a cold, cold day. She was tired and still scared by the raven dream. As she stepped to where the men had marked out where the chimney would be she had to stop and gather herself. She leaned heavily on her staff, holding it with both hands and leaning her head against the top. The iron foot was stabbing through the snow and into the yet unfrozen ground below. “Mother give me strength.” It was more than a whisper, less than a grumble, and none of the men standing around seemed to notice.
She lifted her eyes to the northern sky and began. “We ask the Guardian of the North, Bones of the Earth, to bless and protect the foundation, to make our stones as solid as the mountains, unyielding in adversity and strong as the earth itself.” Turning to the east, she spoke again. “We ask the Guardian of the East, Breath of the Earth, to bless and protect the walls, to fill them with life and spirit and to welcome all who enter our doors in good will.” Turning to the south, she felt a tension growing in her that she couldn’t name. “We ask the Guardian the South, Spirit of the Earth, to bless our hearth, to keep our fires warm and welcoming and our hearts open to all who sit before them.” The tension mounted as she turned to the west. “We ask the Guardian of the West, Blood of the Earth to bless and protect our roof, to shed the rain and snow and to protect those who seek shelter beneath it.” She closed the circle by turning to the north and she felt the tension tighten more. It was something behind her eyes and the blood pounded in her ears so loudly she couldn’t hear the wind in the trees any longer. “We children of Earth beg your help, your protection, and your blessings in the name of the All-Mother and the name of the All-Father. So mote it be.” With that she raised her staff and struck the stone that was resting beside the central hole. The iron shoe rang against the rock and a bell-like note echoed through the village. She grounded the staff again and didn’t so much lean on it as hung from it to gather herself while the tension inside her leached away into the ground beneath her feet and radiated into the air around her.
It took her a few breaths to get her strength back and when she looked up, William was standing just feet away from her, concern on his face. “Are you alright, mum? You looked like you were about to fall over there for awhile.”
She nodded without speaking and smiled faintly. “I’m fine, William. I’m just a bit tired and I think I’d like a cup of tea.”
He smiled and offered her his arm. “Amber has a pot ready, I’m sure.”
She took his arm and let him lead her off the building site. As she walked she noticed that the men were taking down the scaffolding. She nodded. “Did you change your mind?”
He shook his head. “No, mum. We just needed you to show us where to start.”
By the time he’d gotten her to the sunny nook behind the house, Amber had brought out a chair for her and the men had re-built the scaffold over the central hole. They muscled the stone she’d hit into position. William walked Bester to the middle of the lot where they tied heavy woven ropes to the patient beast’s yoke. William urged him forward a few feet and he lifted the stone gently off the ground. He held it while the men quickly removed the lashings and handles. As it spun slowly on the end of the rope, the slanting rays of the sun glinted off a silvery mark that her staff had left on the surface. When the way was clear, William backed Bester slowly and lowered the footer gently down the shaft of the hole. Jakey and Ethan stood at right angles to each other and shifted the stone slightly by leaning on the ropes as it was lowered until finally it rested where they wanted it in the sand at the bottom and the tension went out of the line. Jakey tugged a release cord. The men hauled the heavy lines up and got ready to do the next stone. In all, it had taken less than a quarter hour.
Tanyth felt somewhat refreshed from the mug of hot tea that Amber pressed into her not quite trembling hand. She glanced at the sun and then at the men getting ready to work on the second stone. “Well.” She announced it suddenly and so loudly that the women around her jumped at the sound. She handed the mug back to Amber and then levered herself up from the chair. “This is all well and good, but I think I’d better go check the fire in my hearth.”
Megan stepped up and offered an arm. “Would you like me to help you, mum?”
Tanyth smiled and waved her off. “No, no, my dear. I’m quite refreshed. I’m pretty sure I can walk that far, even in this slush.”
Megan grinned as Tanyth stabbed the wet melting snow with her staff. “Alright, mum.” She paused and then looked up at her shyly. “Thank you, mum.”
That took Tanyth by surprise. “Thank you for what?”
Megan waved her hand vaguely in the direction of the men working. “That.”
Sadie stepped up and nodded with Amber close behind. “Yes, mum. Thank you.”
Tanyth regarded them, each individually, looking into their fresh young faces, their clear young eyes. She smiled. “You’re welcome.” She headed carefully along the path. The footing was a bit slippery in places with melting snow turning normally stable ground into the consistency of soft cheese. She made it to her door without mishap and paused to look back at the construction.
Megan stood at the corner of the house. She waved. Tanyth returned the wave then opened the door to her hut. Before she went in, she looked up at the sky. “Thank you, All-Mother.” It was less grumble than prayer and she made her way carefully into the house, ducking under the low lintel to keep from banging her head.
She shrugged off her wrap and stood her staff beside the door. Her hat went on the peg. She slipped off the wet, muddy boots before carrying them across the sweetgrass mats to the hearth. She looked them over carefully and brushed the worst of the dirt off with her hand before deciding that a more thorough cleaning would need a boot brush and saddle soap. She was pretty sure there was some in the tack room at the barn and she wondered if she could get Riley to run up and fetch them for her. Shrugging, she set the boots aside, pulled a couple of sticks out of the woodbox and poked up the fire. The sun would be down soon and she felt the need of a little comfort. The fire was a start and a nice pot of chamomile and mint would follow. There was plenty of bread and cheese and a bushel of apples waited in her root cellar. She contemplated that and wondered if Thomas would bring her a rabbit. “What would you do with a rabbit?” She smiled as she realized, she’d probably share it with the raven, and then stew the rest.
Thinking of the raven reminded her of her morning’s activity and the terribly frightening dream. It chilled her and she stepped closer to the fire. There was something there. Something she didn’t understand. Perhaps it was something to do with having the raven do her will. Looking for Frank was certainly not something the raven would do on her own, especially not straying into another’s territory. The whole episode was troubling from the first blush of unreasoned worry to the final horror of the nightmare. She breathed deeply of the sweet, smoky air and then blew it out. She was so focused she didn’t hear the footsteps approaching her door and was startled when the knock came.
“Mum? It’s Thomas!” His voice was muffled by the door. “I have some grouse for you.”
She padded across the mats in her stocking feet and opened the door to a smiling Thomas. “Hello, Thomas. How’s the hunting?”
He grinned. “Well it is Hunter’s Moon, mum. Hunting is good.” He reached into his game bag and pulled out a brace of grouse. “I thought you might like a change from rabbit, mum.” He handed them to her.
“Thank you, Thomas, that’s very considerate. I was just wondering what I’d do for dinner tonight.”
He glanced over his shoulder at the sun. “Well, it’s coming up on dinner time now, mum, and those might be better tomorrow after they’ve hung for a bit.”
She weighed them in her hands and nodded. “You’re right. And I’m not up to plucking them tonight.”
He shrugged and frowned in concentration. “Do you have enough for dinner tonight, mum?”
“Oh, yes, of course, Thomas. Thank you. Sadie has been stopping by every few days with fresh bread and cheese. What with what I’ve gleaned and gathered, and your game, I’m very well fed these days.”
“Well, if there’s anything you’d like in particular, mum. Let me know.” He held out his hands. “Here, mum. Let me hang these for you.”
She handed the birds back and he tied them up on the peg. She wondered if they’d be safe from the raven there. “Thank you again, Thomas. You’ve all been taking very good care of me.”
“We try, mum, now close that door!” He made a shutting motion with his hand. “You’re letting the heat out.”
She did and heard his boots crunching as he walked away. She padded quickly back to the fire. Standing there with the door open had let the evening air in and the warm air out. The fire burned cheerfully, though, so she filled the kettle and set it to heat. The grouse would be better on the morrow and she had a feast of bread, cheese, and fruit for the evening.
While the water came up to boil she crossed to the root cellar and pulled up a couple of apples. While she had her head down there, she looked around at the baskets tucked in the cool room under the floor. There were baskets of potatoes and carrots, onions and turnips. Several pounds of dried beans of different colors in bags rested on her pantry shelves along with flour, salt, and chilled crock of sourdough starter. Between them, the villagers had outfitted her handsomely to live on her own. She felt a bit guilty that she hadn’t done more to teach them the herb lore she was supposed to be teaching them.
She sighed. “Old fool.”
She shrugged and grabbed an onion along with an extra apple for her oatmeal and put it all on the floor. Her stocking feet were getting cold and damp on the dirty floor so she clambered quickly, if not too nimbly, back up and slammed the hatch. She gathered her produce and took it to the table, outlining in her mind how to proceed, concentrating on that and not on the raven—not on the dreams.
She pulled her belt knife and dealt with the onion, throwing it and measures of beans and water into one of her small pots, setting it back in the fire to simmer. She dealt just as quickly with one of the apples, peeling and coring it before chopping it up and putting it in another small pot with a measure of oats and more water. That left the cheese, bread, and apples for dinner. She placed a grate over the fire irons, raking some coals under it for heat and tossed another stick onto the fire.
As she moved about the hearth, she felt herself unwinding. The strangeness from the blessing, the visions from the raven, even the prophetic dreams and nightmares faded into the background as she found her center in the tending of the fire and in the preparation of simple foods. She felt the air moving in her lungs and the blood sliding through her body. It felt good.
The kettle bubbled over so she christened the pot and threw in a mix of rose hips, mint, and a touch of chamomile then poured the hot water onto the dried materials, smelling the aroma of summer wafting up from the open pot. She covered it and set it on a warming stone. She was about to address the issue of bread and cheese when she heard more footsteps.
“You’re popular tonight, old woman.” It was a good natured grumble and she wondered who might be visiting.
Crossing to the door, she swung it open as Frank stepped up to knock. He had a large bundle of firewood in his arms and an odd look on his face. “Good evening, mum.” His smile erased the odd look. “Sorry to bother you, but Sadie said you needed some wood and that I should bring it over.” He jerked his head in the direction of Sadie and Thomas’s house. Tanyth looked and could see a blonde head silhouetted in the open door way by the rosy glow of a fire. One hand waved to her before the door closed.
“That was very considerate of her, and of you for doing it.” Tanyth felt light headed. “Why don’t you come in and have some dinner. I’ve just put the kettle on and I’m making some cheese sandwiches.” She held the door for him and he tucked low, with his armload of wood and she closed the door firmly behind him.
He crossed to the hearth and stood there for a moment, confused, looking at the nearly full woodbox. “Mum? Where would you like me to put this wood?”
“Oh, just stack it behind the box for now.” She smiled at him. “And, Frank…?”
He dropped the armload of split logs on the floor against the side of the chimney before looking up. “Yes, mum?”
“Do you think you could call me, Tanyth?” She smiled at him and gave a little shrug with one shoulder. “We’re not kids and I’m not your mum.” Her breath caught a bit in her throat.
Frank straightened and dusted the wood chips off his hands and the front of his coat while he gazed at her, his mouth just slightly open. He looked a little surprised, a little confused, and then his face relaxed and his whole body followed suit. He smiled and his eyes seemed to shine a bit in the firelight. “Yes. I think I can.” He paused before saying it. “Tanyth.”
She liked the way his tongue flirted over his teeth when he said her name. “Thank you. I’m getting a little tired of being ‘mum.’” She shrugged. “Some tea? I was about to pour. Please, there’s a peg by the door. Make yourself comfortable.”
She watched him slide the heavy outer coat off and hang it on the peg beside hers but turned to tend the tea kettle before he caught her watching. “Thank you, Mother.” It was less a grumble than a prayer.
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 Solstice
Solstice morning dawned crisp and clear and Tanyth woke just as the sun filled the sky with a clean, glowing light above the trees to the east. Winter Solstice marked the shortest day of the year, an inflection point at the middle of winter when domination of darkness over light would reverse and the sun would begin to reassert her place in the sky. The holiday mood had been building for days as the villagers looked forward to a day of rest and play and the beginning of a new year.
As she lay there in the pile of covers, the cold air in the hut tweaked at her nose and she giggled a little to herself. “Where’s that man when you need him?” It was a good-natured grumble and she wasn’t sure if she was wishing he were there to warm her with his body or if she just wanted him to go stoke the fire before she had to crawl out of the snug nest of covers. She giggled again as she made her decision. “Both.”
Her longstanding habit of sleeping with her clothing in the bedroll to keep it warm for morning paid off as she fished around without getting up and found her trousers and tunic, slipping on the tunic without climbing out of bed and standing quickly to slip on her pants. She already wore her socks and she added a second pair—rather than her boots—to pad to the hearth and poke up the fire.
In a few moments she had the fire stoked, the kettle filled, and herself girded for the morning migration to the privy. The cold nipped at her as she scampered across to the small building and inside was even chillier. For a few moments she wondered if she’d waited too long but managed to get in, get the door closed, and her pants down before any serious accidents happened. On the way back, she stopped to admire the progress on the inn. As good as his word, William had frame, floor, and roof up. Sturdy posts and beams held up a sharply slanted, saltbox roof with the long slope toward the back. She could see the heavy chimney through the skeleton of the building with open maws where the ovens and hearthstones would go.
William was already up and walking about the place. He waved to her from where a pair of double doors would hang at the front of the building. “Good mornin’, mum! What do you think?” He spread his hands to indicate the edifice.
“I’m impressed, William.” Her voice echoed across the morning stillness. “Are you still plannin’ on lighting a Solstice fire there tonight? There’s no hearthstone.”
He grinned. “Oh, I have the stone picked out. Bester and I will be movin’ it today. We’ll be ready by sunset.” The sun began breaking through the tops of the trees and a ray speared him in the eyes so he laughed and had to raise a hand against the dazzling light. “Will you be joinin’ us for the vigil, mum?”
“I wouldn’t miss it.”
“Good! I better go wake up Bester and get him moving.” With a wave, he turned and headed toward the barn, weaving his way through the shell of the building.
She made it back to her house just as the water came to a boil. She set about having her breakfast, following her morning routine which included starting some bread dough each morning for baking later in the day.
The Solstice holiday properly started at sunset but there was much to do on the shortest day of the year. They’d light a fire at sunset and hold a vigil until dawn. The new year would start at sunrise and, by tradition, everybody would be one year older. It was a time of introspection as the old year came to a close and a time for new beginnings with the new year just begun. Tanyth thought the inn was beginning rather auspiciously with the first fire being the Solstice vigil, even if she wasn’t terribly thrilled about being another year older. “Better than the alternative.” It was a grumble but a good natured one.
As she finished kneading the bread dough for the first proof, she thought about the year, especially the past few weeks. She felt—in a certain sense—that she’d awakened from a long slumber. Since leaving Roger twenty-odd winters before, she’d been moving from place to place, teacher to teacher, and learning her craft. She’d thought herself, in many ways, fulfilled and if there were parts of her life lacking, the richness of new knowledge, new people, new places seemed a fair trade for the things she had missed.
She finished forming the dough into a ball and put it in a wooden bowl with a square of towel over it to protect it from drying out. She placed it near the hearth to be warm enough to rise, but not so near that she needed to worry about it cooking—or the bowl burning.
She pulled another stick out of the woodbox and added it to the fire and watched it start to smolder, then slowly catch and begin burning. She thought of the raven. She hadn’t shared any visions since looking for Frank in the snow. She wasn’t sure how or why or if it were just that she’d not been upset or desperate enough since then. The memory of the nightmare following was enough to make her heart beat a little faster and she looked at her hand, wiggling the fingers unconsciously to make sure they were not feathers.
She grumbled when she realized what she was doing. “Mother have mercy.” With the grumble she reminded herself of the oddnesses that had come with her various prayers since coming to the village and something inside her quailed. The last one, asking the blessing on the inn had left her weak and trembling. Still, that was the day that Frank had come to fill her woodbox and stayed for dinner, and breakfast. For a moment, she basked in the inner glow that he gave her, even when he wasn’t there.
The log in the fireplace snapped and tossed a spark out onto the hearth. She brushed it back into the ashes with the toe of her boot and started thinking about the future. Tomorrow she’d be a year older. The winter would come and after that, the spring. Gertie Pinecrest would also be a year older and Tanyth had a pang of anxiety over the idea that the woman she hoped would be her last teacher might cross over before she could get there.
And what about Frank? His place was here with the village. The village needed him and he’d not be welcome at Mother Pinecrest’s. Even if he would want to go with her, he could not. She looked around the cozy house and wondered if her plan to find Gertie Pinecrest was really meant to be. She toyed with the idea of giving up on it. It might be nice to stay with Frank, to help with the village.
She sighed and shook herself. “You’ve work to do, Old Woman. Move.”
She’d found a supply of small tins with tight fitting lids in Mother Alderton’s shelves. She found several on the shelves with liniments and unguents already in them—most with additions for various inflammations and abrasions. With the coldest part of winter coming, she decided to make pots of lip balm. The children would need it and she knew she’d need some herself.
Over the course of several days she’d distilled enough mint and lavender oil to use for her balms which only left mixing the oil and wax to the correct consistency and adding the oils before pouring into the tins. She floated a small pot in a large kettle of boiling water and put in a block of beeswax for the base. As it melted she added a measure of almond oil and mixed it until it took on a smooth consistency. With the pot of balm base made, she poured half of it into a crock and mixed in the lavender oil quickly before pouring the concoction into half of the small tins. She poured her supply of fresh mint oil into the other pot and repeated the process. As it cooled, the oil kept the wax from becoming hard again, and added a bit of flavor and scent. The ointment, when coated on the lips with a fingertip, kept the cold, dry air of winter from drying and cracking them. She smiled at her morning’s handiwork and transferred the small tins to the mantle board to cool and set slowly while she punched down her bread and got the loaves ready to bake in the afternoon.
The morning raced by and she paused in her work to have a bit of soup for lunch and to stir her pot of beans. Part of the evening’s vigil would include a feast and she made a large pot of beans which she’d place to bake at sunset so they’d have a hot meal at midnight. She knew Sadie and Amber were planning breads as well, and Thomas would be spit roasting various game choices through the night. Everybody would bring something to contribute to the feast. While the new inn might be lacking walls, this would still be the first party in it and the whole town planned to turn out for the Solstice vigil.
By midafternoon, Tanyth looked around and found that she was ready for the evening. Her small loaves of bread had baked and she grimaced at how horrible they looked. Whenever she watched Sadie and Amber sling bread dough around and create the perfect, globular boules, it made her small, misshapen lumps seen somehow inadequate. It tasted good enough. Frank said he liked it and she found the sourdough starter that she used had a mildly piquant flavor, but they just looked wrong to her and she couldn’t figure out what she was doing wrong. She made a mental note to get Sadie to help her after the Solstice and perhaps she’d be able to see the problem.
She pulled a largish stick from the woodbox and banked the fire around it before kicking off her boots and crawling into her bed. It would be a long night and prudence dictated a short nap would not be amiss. As the blankets warmed from her body, she slipped over the edge and into sleep.
She sat in the top of the spruce and watched the preparations below. She crooned softly to herself, her belly full of rabbit that the man had left unguarded. The roof below her covered much of the ground that had once been open but still left her able to see what occurred in the village. With the short days and long nights and the weather getting colder, she husbanded her strength and stayed close to the tree. There was often food for the taking around these people and she didn’t need to spend a lot of time and effort to find it. She puffed up her feathers and closed her eyes against the afternoon sun.
Tanyth roused a bit, surprised at the raven dream. It was the first she’d had in weeks, but the day was not close to done and she had time to sleep. Feeling decadent, she rolled over and pulled the warm blankets up higher on her shoulders and wondered idly where Frank was before falling back into the delicious darkness of sleep.
The cawing awakened her and even through her half closed eyes, she knew the afternoon was waning fast. As she struggled through the grogginess she realized that the back door of her house stood open and Frank was lowering himself into the house, bent almost double to avoid the low lintel. She closed her eyes and stretched languorously, wondering if they had time before the festivities started.
“What a nice surprise.” Her voice was low but the house was small and she was sure he would be able to hear the invitation in her tone.
He straightened and turned, rushing to her in one smooth movement. She blinked struggling against the nightmare that she could not wake up from even as the snarling face of Josh the Cosh peered down at her and his fist took her back into unconsciousness.
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 Familiar Hurts
Her face hurt. She’d known this hurt many times before but she thought she’d left it behind with her husband. She didn’t need to touch her face to feel the bruising with her fingers. She knew it like an old friend. It was just as well. She couldn’t seem to move her arms.
She blinked the one eye that would open. The other was either swollen shut or the lid was stuck together. She couldn’t tell. Under her chin she saw the familiar woolen blanket from her bed. But she wasn’t in her bed. She was propped against a wall, rolled in the blankets and wrapped with a long piece of rope around the outside. She smelled horse, and a pungent privy smell. A fire flickered somewhere just out of her sight and she tried to muster the strength to turn her head and look.
“Witch.”
The word came from the darkness and she remembered the face, the snarl, the name. “Josh.” Her words were blocked. Her mouth had trouble speaking around swollen lips and a wad of cloth. Her tongue rasped across the weave of the fabric.
“You. Ruined. Me.” The words were low, harsh. Each one discrete. Each one freighted with meaning that she heard but didn’t understand.
Her eyes flickered, her brain rattling in her her head from the beating and she slowly regained her senses. Each new awareness triggered another stab of pain. She grunted around the gag.
“You ruined me.” He loomed out of the darkness to stand in front of her.
She could smell him then. He smelled bad. Not dirty. Bad. Not the smell of a man who hadn’t bathed in weeks, although that reached her even through the blood clots in her nose. Vaguely rotten. The smell caught her throat, a smell that made her glad for the clots in her nose. She turned her head but he stepped closer.
“You ruined me. You killed my friends.” He knelt awkwardly in front of her. “And now you’re going to pay for that.”
She knew she should be afraid, but her battered body knew the pain, knew it as something that might pass. Eventually. Knew the pain made her forget something important. She tried to find it.
He slugged her and she fell forward, feeling something dig into the side of her thigh as she fell.
“You ruined me. And now, I’m going to ruin you.”
Her mind cleared enough to remember that he’d surprised her in her bedroll, and she realized that he had just rolled her in the covers and taken her. Her stomach and ribs felt very much like she’d been slung over somebody’s shoulder and carried.
He grabbed her shoulder and slammed her back against the wall, rattling her head against the earth behind her.
The shift in weight dug the stick into her thigh again. A stray detached thought flashed through her rattled brain. Trussed like a Solstice goose, battered, being held prisoner by a man getting ready to kill her, and she focused on the fact that a stick chafed the outside of her thigh raw. The incongruity of it nearly made her laugh through the blood soaked gag.
She saw the blow coming, but couldn’t dodge in time. It bounced her off the wall back down into the well of unconsciousness. As the darkness filled her again she said a prayer to the All-Mother for delivering her from the stick.
Shouting woke her and she shifted her weight on the limb. The men were making noises. Not noises. The same noise. Over and over. Different voices in different areas of the village. The sun was down and the moon was up so the village was washed in silver light. She could see them moving about, calling.
They were clustered around the house with rabbits. Would there be a rabbit tonight? There was something wrong. Something she needed to do. Her belly was still full and the sky was cold but she pushed off from the limb and her dark wings caught the breeze as she soared toward the house with rabbits and over the ridgepole.
Meat. It wasn’t there now, but it had been. Something reeking had been there but was gone. That smell, she needed to follow it, find it. There would be food there. There would be… something. The wind caught the scent and she lost it, but she was patient and flew on silent wing, quartering the sky and sailing over the wide path where men rode, back and forth until she called in frustration. The scent was gone.
A large pine on the edge of her territory offered shelter from the cold and she took roost near the trunk and let the thick needles and thicker wood protect her from the wind. She fluffed up her feathers and tucked down as best she could. There was meat here. Somewhere. In daylight maybe she could find it.
Tanyth woke. The raven was out there, somewhere, but where? She turned her head and the room spun but settled again. The dim light glowed from a fire that burned somewhere to her left. The cold, wet ground soaked through the blanket under her. She didn’t see Josh in the dim, shadowed light. She tried to get her one good eye to focus but it was too difficult to make out anything in the dark. She gave up and let her eye close and her head sag forward. Sleep took her but the dreams and the pain kept waking her. Through it all, every shift in weight dug the stick into her leg.
Eventually the long night ended. “Figgers it’s the longest night of the year.” She grumbled but the gag in her mouth turned it into incomprehensible gargle. The movement and noise brought him out of the shadows.
“What’s that, witch? You best not be casting more of your spells or you’ll find out real fast.” He still hid in the shadows but the gray light of morning seeped in in places. Pale morning light filtered from above in small patches, overwhelming the ruddy glow from the coals. Or perhaps the fire had gone out. She couldn’t tell.
He reached out with three filthy fingers and plucked the wad of cloth from her mouth, leaving her gasping for breath.
“Longest night of the year.” Her voice croaked awkwardly from the stickiness in her mouth and the swelling in her lips. She didn’t think she’d be able to drink even if he offered.
“Oh, if you think that night was long, witch, you just wait until tonight. Oh, yes. Just wait.” He loomed out of the shadows then, his eyes glittering oddly, and he stuffed the wad back into her mouth, practically gagging her with it as he stuffed it deep. “You ruined me. And I’m going to ruin you. See if I don’t.” His eyes dodged back and forth looking at things she didn’t see. As he crouched there in the shadows, the pale morning light showed her that he was totally mad. Enough of her wit returned to make her very afraid.
She heard a raven caw three times—a territorial warning—but she couldn’t tell what direction, or even how far away. She hoped Thomas would be able to pick up the track.
A familiar pounding sound came from outside. It carried the jingle of harness with it and she recognized the sound of one of the King’s Own messengers galloping along the Pike. The muffled sounds came from some distance, but that she heard it at all told her the road ran near her cave.
Somewhere close a horse wickered and Josh’s head snapped at the sound. He half crawled, half walked around her, and disappeared. She felt rather than heard the stamp of a horse’s hoof. She thought she heard a low voice but when she held her breath to listen it was gone.
Her shifting in the night had loosened the bindings a little and she shifted again, trying to get some circulation back in her hips. The stick dug into her leg again and she couldn’t imagine what in the world he’d managed to bind up with her. She slithered her arms down from where they were crossed above her chest which released some of the pressure on her lungs and she was able to get a breath, even around the obstructions in her mouth and nose. She worked her hand down to her thigh to push the stick away.
She shifted her weight back and forth again to get some more room in the tightly wound blanket. As she did her hand finally found the object that had been digging into her. Her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her belt knife.
He would be back soon. The gray light of dawn brightened and it looked for all the world like she lay in a very low ceilinged cave. There was something odd about it but she couldn’t quite place it. It would come to her. She released the hilt of her knife, repositioning it so that it lay more comfortably along her leg and left her fingers resting on the cross guard. She just needed to rest and to think. The damp cold of the ground was beginning to leach away her body heat as it soaked the blankets under her. She closed her eye and offered a silent prayer. “Guardian of the North, Bone of the Earth, loan me your strength that I may survive.” Exhaustion and cold conspired to push her back down into the darkness.
She crooned to the morning from her hiding place in the tall pine. The meat smell had not come back but she watched the man with the bow. He killed rabbits and grouse and sometimes left the entrails where she could find them. Maybe he’d find a rabbit. Maybe she could find the meat smell. She had seen him moving out of the house with rabbits. He came out the back door and watched the ground and entered the forest which interested her. He was on the trail of something. Perhaps it was the meat. The track turned and he went out into the wide path and stood there in the middle of the packed surface. He looked up and down the path and she sidled sideways along the limb to watch him around the tree. Perhaps there would be grouse.
No, she needed to find something. The woman with the food would feed her, but where was she?
The man in the path turned away from the village and walked quickly along, she watched his head turning back and forth, back and forth as he searched for something. She needed to find something, too. The sun was coming up and maybe the meat smell would come back.
She dropped off the limb and sailed quietly through the forest fetching up on limbs now and again to see if he’d kill a rabbit. The apple tree was here and she stopped to peck at some of the half frozen apples on the ground. Food, but not as good as meat. She could hear the man walking away along the path. She ate a few more apples but needed water.
Her strong legs pushed her into the air and three heavy beats of her wing gave her speed enough to glide between the tree trunks. She gained a bit of altitude and came to the large fallen tree that had the tasty rose hips. She scented man and she flared away. His horse flickered an ear as she passed over and stamped his heavy hoof. She fetched up on a branch and looked. A horse meant grain sometimes and grain was tasty.
She eyed the horse but didn’t see the man. She smelled him and he smelled like meat but she couldn’t see him. His scent rode the morning air but try as she might she couldn’t see him. That made her uneasy. A man she couldn’t see was not a good thing. She launched again and winged to the pond for water.
Tanyth woke with a start and knew where she was and why the cave looked odd. She was under the tree. She couldn’t believe she was so close to the village and yet, unless they found her soon, it wouldn’t matter. She could feel herself fading. Too much was broken and she was cold, even in her blanket, so cold. She wondered where Josh had gone and turned her head to find his mad eyes inches from hers.
“Are you awake now, witch? They’ll never find you, you know? Oh, no.” He chortled and drooled a little. He lifted his hand and she flinched but he laughed and bit into the apple he held in it.
He smiled at her and the effect should have terrified her but her fingers caressed the knife under her hand. He’d have to untie her if he planned to do much of anything besides beat her about the face. When he did, she’d be ready.
He saw the change in her face. He stared at her. “No, you’re not going to die yet. No.” His denial came out low and insistent. “Oh, no. Not after you ruined me. I have to ruin you before you can die. You’ll be glad to die when I’m done with you, but not yet. No.”
His eyes scanned her face and she smiled. She started to shiver but her muscles lacked the strength. In her mind she formed another prayer. “Guardian of the East, Breath of the Earth, loan me your quickness that I may survive until I can once more breathe the gentle air of spring.” The prayer gave her strength but his punch to the side of her head overwhelmed her, and she fell into unconsciousness once more.
She poked her bill into the thin ice and got her drink. She needed to help. She needed to do something. She launched. Up, up, she flew and arrowed between the trunks. There would be meat in the end and she would feast but first she needed to find the man with the hat, the man she’d seen before. She needed to find him, the man in the snow.
She broke into the village clearing and cawed her frustration. Nobody stirred. Not a man, not a child. She wheeled in the sky and looked down but nothing moved. She flew through the woods, fast between the trunks and over the brush. The horse stood there beside the tree and she smelled the meat and smoke. She smelled the man and the woman who fed her, too. She picked the faint scent out of the background smells as she skimmed along the length of the fallen tree. She smelled the people and she smelled the meat and she smelled the blood. Her call echoed through the forest and she banked sharply to fly back to the village to find the man with the hat.
The cold, hard ground beneath her battered face pulled Tanyth back to consciousness. The now sodden blankets leached more of her body heat away. “Guardian of the South, Fire of the Earth, warm me against the chill of winter. Fill my heart with fire.” The prayer echoed through her brain even before she tried to open her eyes. He was still there. She could hear him, smell him.
“It’s almost time, witch.” He giggled. “What part do you want to lose? Eh? Shall I cut off your tits?” He spit on her. “You’re too old already for men to look at you but you’ll see. You’ll know, won’t you, witch?”
She looked at him, unable to muster enough strength to hate him, saving her energy against the cold, saving her strength. When he unwrapped her, she’d be ready.
He pulled back his fist and took aim at her bruised face and she flinched but he drove it into her gut, forcing the wind from her lungs and driving her back into unconsciousness as he laughed. “Surprised you with that one, didn’t I?” She heard him even as she fell.
Her wings bit the cold air and she streaked upwards to clear the trees. She needed speed and speed meant open sky. She went up and then rolled at the treetops to drive for the buildings. As she came over the last line of trees, she saw a man walking to the big building with no walls but the wrong man. He didn’t look up even as her caw split the morning sky. She flew beyond and over to the building with horses. Yes, she found grain sometimes but the man with the hat cared for the horses. Perhaps she could find him there.
Big doors blocked the way so she couldn’t see in. She screamed her rage. The woman needed help. She banked hard and streaked back through the treetops to the village and saw only the man who wouldn’t look up. Her lungs burned and her wings ached from the extended flight. She perched on the top of the house that sometimes had rabbits. The house had no rabbit, and the woman who fed her hid under a fallen tree and the meat hid there with her.
She cawed and cawed again. Her anger and her hunger drove her. Something else drove her, too, and she cawed some more. She paced up and down the ridge of the roof and heard a sound under her talons—sound from inside the house that sometimes had rabbits. The door opened and the man came out. The right man. The man she’d seen before in the snow. He wasn’t wearing a hat but it was the man and she cawed.
He made the sound. The sound all the men made before, but he didn’t shout it.
She launched for the woods, darting between the boles, heading for the tree with the rose hips. The tree where the horse stood. The tree with the meat under it. The tree where the woman who sometimes fed her lay dying.
The cold dirt against her face brought her back once more and she struggled to push herself upright. She didn’t really want to sit up, but she was laying on her knife arm and she needed to free that arm before she lost feeling in it, before she lost any more strength. She lacked the strength to pull herself up without using her hand to push and so just rocked slightly.
She panted against the dirt. “Guardian of the West, Blood of the Earth, give me the strength of the river to wash over the pain.”
He grabbed her shoulder and rolled her over, slamming her head against the packed earth of the floor. His dagger glittered in the faint light of morning and it flashed down at her but only cut the cords holding the blankets tight around her.
“I think it’s time.” He giggled and a line of spittle drooled off his lip. “Let’s see what part you want to lose.” He poised the tip of his dagger over her one clear eye. “Maybe I’ll just take an eye to start.” He grabbed her nose with his free hand and gave it a wrench, breaking the clots, and opening the passages to air again. “Maybe the nose? Eh? If I take your nose, how will you smell, old woman? Eh?” He paused, the cold steel glittering over her right nostril. “Just as bad as ever!” He chortled at his own, old, joke.
From outside the calling of a raven echoed through the wood and the man’s head jerked around. He froze for a moment and the caw repeated, becoming more insistent. He cursed and released her nose. “Cursed bird!” He spat on the ground and turned back to Tanyth. “Don’t go away, little mother. We’ve got business yet!” His boot lashed out, clipping her on the jaw and her head rang from the blow as she slipped away once more.
The man ran behind her. He wore no hat but he shouted something after her. She didn’t stop but kept going. She shouted back to him her calls bouncing from the tree trunks as she flew. In moments she was back at the tree and fetched up on a limb. The meat was there. She could smell it now. She called again. The man’s shouts were faint in the distance but getting louder. He made the sound again, the sound they’d all made. She called several times and the horse rolled his eyes and swished his tail but he looked bad, too. Maybe the horse would be meat soon and she’d feast, but first the woman needed help, so she cawed.
The shouts got closer and the meat crawled out from a hole under the tree. He waved his arms at her. He made whooshing sounds at her and picked up a stick to throw at her. She dropped off the limb and dodged the stick and circled around. He picked up another stick and waved it at her. She cawed loudly and stooped. Her talons raked his face and he dropped his stick, clutching the bleeding wounds. The meat smell maddened her and his hot blood warmed her toes. She flapped around and came in again, cawing and striking with her wings, she slashed with her talons once more and his flailing arm swatted her roughly. She screamed and grabbed his face with both feet, holding on and pecking at his face, his head, his hair. His heavy hands struck at her but she bit his fingers and drew strips of flesh from his hands. His screams were as loud as hers but he pounded her and she had to let go. She released him and one last clumsy strike of his arm tossed her heavily against the bole of a tree, stunning her. She fell to the ground.
He loomed over her, moving quickly to reach for her even as she floundered in the snow to get her feet under her. If his hands found her, she’d die. Her wings flapped snow into his face as she tried to escape. She banged against the tree as he reached again and she cawed her defiance into his stinking face even as he bent to grab her.
He screamed back at her and fell heavily to his side, clutching at his leg even as a strong arm grabbed his shoulder and dragged him onto his back in the snow. The woman who fed her was there in the snow, her face a snarl. She heaved herself up from the ground with the arm that held him pinned even as she raised her knife high in the air and plunged it down into his shock filled eye, staking his head to the frozen ground with a peg of sharpened steel.
Tanyth’s vision was oddly split, seeing half with her eyes and half with the eyes of the raven across from her. She panted and fell heavily across the stinking body but watched as the raven found her feet and launched herself up, over the fallen tree and flared her wings to take refuge in a small spruce. Their hearts pounded in their chests. Their bodies still rang from the blows.
She had some feathers that were damaged and she did what she could to preen them into shape. The meat-man’s blood was in her talons and a strip of his flesh. She ate it, cleaning her talons of the gore, but wondered if there would be a rabbit later.
They watched Frank come thrashing through the trees and take in the scene with wild eyes and a shocked expression.
Tanyth looked up at him with her one good eye, her head turned at an awkward angle. “In the name of the All-Mother and the All-Father, would you please get me off this stinking corpse?” Her strength failed her one last time. She never felt the ground slap her in the face.
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 Raven Dreams
In her dream she woke. She knew it was a dream this time. Her fingers were feathers and her arms were wings. Her nose was long and she had to turn her head from left to right to see with one eye and then the other. It was an odd feeling but she laughed and it bubbled up out of her like a raven’s croon. In her dream she sailed the blue, blue sky and saw the earth below, spooling out like a river flowing beneath her strong black wings. She called but her voice was silent. It didn’t ring in the morning air. Just a dream, she knew, but still it was her dream and her voice should sound. She opened her mouth to call again—
“Hey!” Her voice woke her. It didn’t ring out, but it was her voice. Faint and breathy, but her own and she opened her eyes and looked up at the rafters. “The house with rabbits.”
Amber’s face moved into her line of sight. “There, mum. You’re safe now.” The words echoed oddly but she was able to understand. She didn’t feel safe.
“The house with rabbits.” She looked at Amber’s face. She looked terrible. Her eyes were puffy and her nose was red.
“Rabbits, mum?” Amber frowned curiously.
The darkness called Tanyth back and pain pulled her but she smiled and tried to speak clearly through the swollen lips. “The house with rabbits. Rabbits.”
She saw Amber’s expression change from curiosity to alarm. “The house with rabbits?” She bit her lower lip. “There are no rabbits here, mum.”
Tanyth sighed and fought the darkness once more. “Get some. Tell Thomas.” She couldn’t fight it any more and let the darkness call her back.
In her dream she stood in the bow of a ship and it was like flying. The wind blew through her hair and she had to leave her hat and staff below. The morning sun warmed the right side of her body even as the icy wind stuck daggers of cold through her clothing but she threw back her head and laughed. Above her the taut triangles of sail gleamed whitely against the deep azure sky of spring. She looked ahead once more—north—and saw the smudge of land on the horizon.
A voice behind her said, “Mum? You shouldn’t be on deck in this cold, mum. Mum?”
She turned to face the sailor but opened her eyes to Sadie’s concerned gaze. “Mum? You need some willow bark tea, mum.” She held a mug up into view. “Do you think you can drink?”
Tanyth felt the knives of fever and rejoiced. “Yes.”
With the help of Sadie’s strong arms, she lifted enough to sip at the cup that Sadie held to her lips. It tasted awful. The bitterness puckered her tongue but it felt like the swelling in her mouth was going down. She drank as much as she could and then pulled her head back to breathe. “Tell Thomas. The house with rabbits.” She leaned back into the mug and finished the bitter draught before Sadie laid her back down, pulling the warm covers up to her chin even as the fever’s trembling started pulling her strength. She closed her eyes, and started the slow slide down.
Amber’s voice came from the hearth. “Is she still talking about rabbits?”
Sadie’s voice answered with a sigh. “Yes. Something about the house with rabbits and tell Thomas.”
Tanyth heard Amber sigh before the darkness pulled her down once more and for once, her sleep was dreamless.
The smell of rabbit stew woke her. She blinked her eyes open to see late afternoon light. “Thank you, Mother.” It was less prayer than a whisper but it got an instant response.
“She’s awake again.” It was Sadie’s voice.
Tanyth turned to see Sadie rising from the table even as Megan poured hot water into the teapot.
“How are you doing, mum?” Sadie frowned in concern.
Tanyth smiled tentatively. “I seem to be alive. I’m counting that on the plus side.”
She saw Sadie’s face relax. “Oh, mum. Welcome back.” Her voice was filled with relief and she beamed a smile at Megan. She picked up a mug and crossed to the cot. “Here’s some water, mum. You must be thirsty.”
She nodded gratefully and was even well enough to sit up mostly on her own. Sadie held the mug for her and she sipped at it, moistening lips and tongue, resting, then doing it again. At the touch of water her body almost betrayed her and tried to gulp it down, but she resisted and sipped. There’d be more.
“Thank you, Sadie.” She smiled up at her. “Is that rabbit stew I smell?”
A worried frown creased Sadie’s face. “Yes, mum. Rabbit.”
“Good. Did you feed some to the raven?”
“The raven, mum?”
“The raven. She likes rabbits to eat. Dead ones, of course.”
Sadie’s face turned from concern to alarm and she looked to Megan who rushed over to the cot.
“You mustn’t concern yourself with that, mum.” Megan’s voice was soft and soothing and her hands fluttered helplessly at the top of the blankets, pulling them up, tucking them in, patting them down. “You need to get well.”
Tanyth looked from one concerned face to the other and frowned in concentration. “Listen to me, ladies. This is important. I am not mad—at least, I don’t think so—and I am not ravin’.” She took a breath to see them look at her with matching startled impressions. “Well, perhaps a bit.” She paused to smile at them. “There is a raven that lives in the big spruce tree west of the village. That raven saved my life. She likes to eat rabbits. I owe her a few. If you would ask Thomas to take a winter hare and leave the carcass in the grass behind my house? Don’t dress it. Just the dead rabbit?” She looked from one face to another. “Think of it as an offering to the All-Mother if that helps.”
They shared a quick glance before Sadie turned back to her. “In the snow, mum?”
“Snow?”
“Leave it in the snow?”
“Is there snow? When did it snow?” Tanyth asked.
“Two days ago, mum. The day after the Solstice, the afternoon of the day we found you.”
Tanyth grunted in surprise. “I thought you just found me this morning!”
The two younger women shook their heads. “No, mum, you’ve been layin’ there sleepin’ off and on for a couple days now.” She paused uncertainly. “Every once in a while you’d wake up, tell us about rabbits, and then go back to sleep.”
Tanyth barked a laugh but pain chopped it off. There was still too much left to heal to be laughing loudly. “And you thought I’d gone mad?”
The look they shared was painted with guilt and she laughed again, if more gently.
“I’m fine, my dears.” She paused. “At least I think so.” She looked back and forth between them. “Yes, on the snow is fine and only one rabbit for now. Think of it as an offering to the All-Mother. Just tell Thomas.”
They shared a dubious glance but nodded to her.
“Where’s Frank?”
Sadie cocked her head at Tanyth. “Frank’s probably working on the Inn. He’s stopped by every day to find out how you’re doing but we don’t let him in.”
She frowned. “Why not?”
Sadie covered her mouth with both hands to stifle a laugh and Megan looked horrified. “Oh, gods, mum! That wouldn’t be quite proper now would it? Man like that visiting a woman while she’s bed-ridden?”
Sadie was shaking with suppressed laughter. She got it under control at Megan’s sharp look. “Besides, mum. You’ll wanna get cleaned up a bit before he comes to call. Brush your hair, wash your face.” She grinned slyly. “You’ll not want him to see you like that.”
Tanyth snickered. “I don’t think the condition of my hair will be anywhere near as shockin’ as the bruises on my face, do you?”
Sadie gave a little shrug but nodded in acknowledgement. “Probably true, mum. You do look a little worse for wear.”
Tanyth smiled and gave a small nod of acknowledgement of her own. “I’m sure, but I’d like to thank him for dragging me out of that hole.” She looked back and forth between them. “Next time he comes, please let him in?”
They both nodded, Megan somewhat reluctantly. “Well at least let us clean you up a bit, mum?”
“Oh, yes, that would be lovely! Please?”
For half an hour they fussed over her, washing her face and hands with hot water, lavender soap, and a soft cloth. They even took a brush to her hair. All the activity reminded Tanyth of the small tins on the mantle board and she had Sadie and Megan each take one.
“I’m a little late, but Happy Solstice and may the new year bring your hearts’ desire.”
They smiled and accepted the small gifts. “Happy new year, mum, and thank you.”
All the activity caught up with her then. She closed her eyes for just a moment but inadvertently dropped off to sleep.
At the top of the tree, she basked in the final rays of winter sunshine. The golden sun warmed her feathers, even as the village below sank into the spreading shadows of the tree line. She’d need food soon and regretted not feeding on the meat before the men had dragged it off and buried it. She cawed in frustration. It didn’t do any good for her hunger, but she let the others know she was still there. It was still her territory. The pair to the south answered her but it was more acknowledgement than challenge. With the snowy season just starting, they’d all need to conserve energy against the cold and the dark.
The man with the bow came out of the woods across the wide path and trudged up the snowy track toward the village. She leaned forward with interest. The day was drawing to a close but sometimes he left rabbits. Maybe he’d leave another. The door to the house with rabbits opened and she became more excited, but it wasn’t the woman who fed her who came out. It was the woman who chased her from the corn. She sulked back onto the branch and crooned. She was hungry and would have to go find some rose hips or dig for the apples under the snow.
She watched as the woman and man talked. They looked up at her tree, which startled her and she froze in place. It wasn’t good to be looked at, still it made her curious and she tilted her head left and right as the man reached into his bag and pulled out a rabbit. He handed the rabbit to the woman before continuing up the path, glancing up at the tree as he walked. The woman took the rabbit inside and she cawed her frustration.
No rabbit.
She launched from the tree and swooped down into the shadows of the village, heading for the bush with rose hips. They weren’t rabbit, but they filled her. Movement at the back door of the house with rabbits caught her attention and the reddish light shone out onto the snow for a moment. It was long enough for her to see the woman step out and lay the rabbit on the snow before quickly stepping back inside and closing the door.
She flared upwards in a banking turn to grab a limb and look back. Nobody stirred. The shadows of evening crept across the wide path and into the trees on the other side. She cawed and stooped. The flesh warmed her as she feasted there in the snow.
Tanyth’s strength returned quickly once she was warmed and fed. Within a few days she banished her nurses back to their own homes. Sadie left with a knowing smile and a cheeky wink. “Woodbox needs tendin’, eh, mum?”
Tanyth gave her a shrug, a hug, and a sly grin of her own. “Takes a lot of wood to keep old bones warm in the winter, my dear.”
Sadie giggled. “You be careful of splinters!”
Tanyth blushed a little but shoo’ed her out.
Around sunset, Frank showed up at her door with an armload of firewood, some venison chops and a jug of sweet cider. “Thought you might like somethin’ other than rabbit for dinner.”
“Don’t stand on ceremony, man! Get in here.” She smiled at him.
He dropped the firewood in the box and turned to her.
They stood for a few moments and she saw his eyes tracing the bruises. She knew several shockingly purple splotches still marked her face, but at least the swelling had subsided and she could see out of both eyes again, even if one had a pretty serious shiner.
Still, his examination made her self-conscious. “Mother, I must be a sight.”
His eyes stopped their tracing and centered on her face. “You certainly are. One I’m glad to see.”
She went to him and took the cider and meat from his hands, placing them on the table. “Then give me a hug. Gently.” She nuzzled up to his chest and put her arms around him. “I’m still a little sore.”
He did and they stood there for a time. Finally he spoke. “I was so scared. We had no idea where you’d gone, but…” He paused. “You know, if you wanted to skip the Solstice prayer you could have just said so.”
She pulled back and looked up at him confused.
“You didn’t have to go running off to the woods with another man.” His eyes twinkled and his lips twitched with a barely controlled grin.
It caught her by such surprise that she barked laughter into his chest and smacked him playfully on the shoulder. “You beast.”
He hugged her gently once more, and she snuggled into him, smelling him and savoring his warmth for a few moments before pushing him away. “Ok, enough of that. I’m hungry.”
She turned to the food. As the venison cooked, they pulled up their chairs side by side on the hearthstone and let the wind blow through the eaves while they were snug, warm, and together inside.




 




40
 New Beginnings
By the new moon, they’d closed in the walls and with the extra shelter that afforded, they started keeping a fire burning in the hearth all the time to keep the chimney warmed. The extra heat permitted them to begin laying the firebrick for a real oven and by the end of the month of the Ice Moon, Sadie and Amber did much of their cooking at the inn.
Tanyth watched it all with a certain fascination, but her time was taken up with tasks of her own and the days took on an easy pattern. She started the morning with breakfast—occasionally shared with Frank, much to the amusement of Sadie and Amber who seemed inordinately pleased with themselves on the issue. After breakfast, she helped Sadie and Amber with the daily bread making. She was an expert at flat, unleavened breads—camp bread that could be mixed and cooked over a campfire, but Sadie and Amber were talented bread makers and Tanyth admired their skill with flour and water, salt and yeast. They frequently worked together to set the dough for as many as a dozen loaves a day. The amount of flour they used was shocking to Tanyth when she first saw them working, but she soon realized that the two women provided much of the bread for the village. Watching Sadie and Amber wrestle with the dough made Tanyth realize why Sadie’s lifting of her cot seemed so easy for her. Both of them had developed tight bands of muscle from years of mixing and kneading the bread.
At midmorning, while the bread rested in its first proof, they’d adjourn to Tanyth’s hut to work on herbs. In spite of the difficulties in the fall, Tanyth had harvested considerable amounts of bark, leaf, plant, root, and berry. Over the course of winter’s coldest weeks, she taught them how to make tinctures, teas, and tisanes to preserve and extract the various medicinal components. In the week leading up to the Cradle Moon, she taught them how to make balms and ointments, letting them practice with beeswax and oil to find the consistency they needed and showed them how to make the little tins of balm that she’d given for Solstice gifts.
In the afternoons, after feeding children and menfolk, they’d return to bread making, setting a second proof of individual loaves while they tended to sewing, knitting, or mending. Children didn’t stop growing in winter so there was always somebody who needed something and often Charlotte and Bethany would join them to ply needle and thread, hook and yarn, while the bread rose and baked.
Evenings gave more variety. Some nights Tanyth spent with Amber or Sadie, often both families at once. She even guested with Charlotte and Jakey a few times. The bluff and often blustery quarryman turned out to have wicked, dry wit when away from his crew and closeted in the privacy of his own hearth. Through it all, Frank stood by her, lending his gentle humor and strong arm when she needed it. Holding her quietly in the night when the nightmares came.
The cycle of the year ratcheted onward, and work on the inn progressed under the raven’s golden eye. Two or three times a week, Thomas took an extra hare and dropped it at the foot of her tree behind the village. As the weather turned warmer and the trees began to quicken, the raven took to walking along the inn’s roof and seeming to comment—sometimes loudly—on the progress of the work.
By Cradle Moon, the inn was done except for a sign to hang in front. New grasses pressed up through browned mats of old growth and snow remained only in the deepest shadows of the forest. On the night of the full moon, the village decided to throw a party. It was too early for a real equinox celebration but with the completion of major construction, and the re-opening of the quarry at hand, a party was inevitable.
As the afternoon’s labor wore down, they congregated around the fireplace in the common room at the inn and, for the first time, Tanyth entered through the main door. Squared off logs formed steps at the front of the building and a pair of barn-hinged doors hung in the extra wide opening at the front.
Jakey and Ethan had installed a spit in the main hearth in the common room and a trio of winter turkeys turned slowly over the coals by the time Tanyth arrived. William and Thomas tended the spit and she could hear Sadie, Amber, and Charlotte in the kitchen. The place smelled divine with the scents of roasting fowl and baking bread melding with woodsmoke and fresh cut wood.
“Mother Fairport! Come sit by the fire!” William patted the seat on one of the new chairs.
She nodded her thanks and joined the two men in front of the hearth. She felt like she’d no sooner gotten seated when her friends and neighbors started filling the room. Frank came out of the kitchen with a cross-legged contraption and set it next to the fire. Thomas’s eyes lit up at the sight as Frank disappeared back into the kitchen. He soon returned with a heavy cask, a spigot already set in the head. He placed it gently on the cradle and proceeded to fill and distribute mugs of a sweet, honey mead—drawing each one carefully and handing them around the room to the adults. Thomas added some mead to the sauce he was brushing onto the turkeys and the drippings flaring in the fire took on a new and delicious aroma.
As the sun finally set and the moon rose over the trees, they opened the doors to toast the moon and the gleaming light seemed to shine straight in, adding a strand of silver to the gold of the hearth. Within an hour, they’d set the table and food started coming out of the kitchen. Amber, Sadie, Megan, and Bethany all brought out baskets of bread, huge bowls of baked beans, and even a large bowl of roasted groundnuts. There were smaller bowls of pickles and even several pots of apple sauce flavored with mint.
William and Jakey put on padded gloves, lifted the heavy spit off the brackets in the fireplace, and slid the three large birds onto separate platters on the table. With that, the feast stood ready and they all gathered round the table to revel in the food, the company, and the knowledge that the back of winter was broken. Tanyth sat apart a bit from the celebrations, although she certainly ate heartily.
Frank noticed and leaned in so he could speak to her softly. “Are you alright?”
She looked over at the concern in his face and patted his arm. “Yes, dear man. I’m fine. This is a marvelous accomplishment. I’m just feeling a bit tired.” She smiled encouragingly at him.
He frowned at her under lowered brows. “You’re sure?”
She paused and looked at the faces around the table. “Yes. I’m sure. It’s just…” She paused and turned back to look him in the eye. “It’s just that my time here is coming to an end, I think.”
She could see the cloud descend across his face and he sighed. “I wondered.” He looked at where her hand rested on his forearm and he reached with his free hand to pat it. He looked back at her. “Can I get you anything? Cup of tea? More mead?”
She nodded. “Thank you. A cup of tea would be lovely.”
He returned shortly with mugs and a teapot and the two of them sat together and enjoyed their own company while the party roared on around them.
Two hours into the feast, Jakey rose and rapped the table with the pommel of his knife. When everybody calmed down he picked up his mug and turned to the crowd.
“I got some things to say.” He grinned at the returning catcalls and waited for them to die down. “First…” he turned to Tanyth at the end of the table. “Thank you, Mother Fairport, for a great idea. I think this will make a big difference.” He waved his hand to indicate the building. The assembled company cheered and clapped and pounded the table. “Secondâ€¦” He paused and looked around at the quarrymen. “You lot have work in the morning. We’ll be openin’ up the quarry again to get our first shipment of the season out. So, don’t drink too much tonight and I’ll see your worthless carcasses on the trail at sun-up.” They all laughed. When they stopped laughing, he held his mug up in an honest toast. “Third, to Kurt. He was a good man. We’ll miss him.”
They all stood and raised whatever mug or cup they had. “To Kurt.” They drank deeply and somberly regained their seats.
Charlotte turned to her husband and with a bit of a slur whispered loudly. “You sure know how to end a party, honey.”
The assembly burst into laughter once more but in the space of half an hour, they’d cleared the tables and ferried the dishes to the sink in the kitchen for clean-up. In a half hour more, many hands had helped to clean, dry, and stack them in the kitchen, ready for the morning.
With the clean-up done, Tanyth tightened her wrap about her and warmed herself once more in front of the fire in the great room. William stood there, banking the hot coals and adding a few odd knots to the pile to keep the fire warm. He smiled at her as she came out of the kitchen and crossed to the fireplace. “Thank you, mum.”
“For what, William?”
He smiled down at her. “For believing in us.” He cast his eyes around the room. “We’d have been trying to make a kiln or some such if not for this.” He took a deep breath of the wood-scented air and smiled at her once more. “This is a better choice.”
She smiled and patted him on the arm. “You would have made it without me, I’m sure.”
William shook his head. “I don’t know, mum. Maybe we would and maybe we wouldn’t, but the point is you made this happen as much as any of us.”
She gave a small, embarrassed shrug and cast her eyes down. She saw the coloration then, for the first time. The hearthstone was a different color from the rest of the fireplace. She stared at it as her mind worked to make sense of what she was seeing. She cast her eyes back and forth across the stone and spotted a small, perfectly shaped star on the stone. “This is—” She couldn’t finish.
William’s eyes gleamed in the faint light from the coals. “Yes, mum. This is the hearthstone from the workroom. We all thought it deserved to be here.”
“But it’s stained.” She knew it sounded inane, but couldn’t stop herself.
“No, mum.” William smiled back at her. “It’s been blessed.”
Tanyth stood in mute shock until Frank came out of the kitchen and offered his arm to her. “Shall we go?”
With one last wondering look at William and a glance at the small black stain on the stone, she nodded and looked up a Frank, taking his arm. “Yes, please.”
The rest of the villagers went their separate ways while Frank walked Tanyth home by the light of the moon. The air was far from warm, but the smell of spring was on the breeze. The quickening life fairly thrummed the night air.
Frank glanced down at her. “Looks like the inn is a big success.”
“Looks like. We’ll see if people start staying here. It’s a little early to say, but it certainly came out nice.”
He looked away from her, ostensibly at their path. “So, you’re planning on going north?”
“Yes. I need to find out about the raven visions, if I can. Right now Mother Pinecrest is the only clue I have.” She rested her head on his shoulder as they walked.
“You’re welcome to stay here, you know.” He swallowed. “The village would welcome having you stay.”
She looked up at him.
He looked back at her. “I’d like it if you stayed.”
She sighed and looked down. “I can’t stay, Frank. I need to find out what’s happening to me.”
He echoed her sigh. “Yeah. I figgered.” They walked the last few feet in silence. He held the door open for her and handed her over the threshold.
She stopped at the foot of the stairs and turned back to him in surprise. “You’re not staying?”
He leaned over and looked in. “Are you sure you want me to?”
She saw the hurt in his eyes, even as she read the understanding behind it. “Why wouldn’t I?”
He looked down at the ground and shrugged. “Well, you’ll be leavin’ soon…” He cleared his throat. “I just thought maybe you’d wanna…” He paused and looked up at her. “Stop.”
She reached up her hand for his and smiled gently. “We have some time left, Frank. We don’t really ever know how much, do we?” She grinned mischievously. “‘Cept folks our age don’t have a lot of it to squander by letting it slip by unmarked.”
He smiled, took her hand, and let her draw him into the house.
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