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ACT ONE


THE BEAST’S MANY NAMES




PROLOGUE


The Aeons’ Gate


Island of Teji


The Beginning of Fall


No matter what god he believes in, a man is not entitled to much in life.


The Gods gave him breath. Then they gave him needs. Then they stopped giving. Society affords him only a few extra luxuries: the desire for gold and the demand to spend it.


And the choices he has for himself are even more limited. If he lives well, he gets to choose to die. If he doesn’t, he gets to choose to kill. And the men who kill are small men with small pleasures.


The Gods have no love for those who don’t kill in Their name. Society loathes a man who doesn’t fight under a banner. A small man doesn’t get to choose who or how or when or why he kills.


But sometimes he gets lucky.


And then he gets to sit behind Gevrauch’s desk and see what the Bookkeeper sees. He sees how they die.


I’ve never considered myself a lucky man until now.


I’ve made poor choices.


I chose to accept the job posed to me: to guard the priest that guarded the book that opens heaven and hell. I chose to follow the book when it was stolen by those who would use it to open the latter.


I chose to kill for this book.


I am an adventurer, after all. No god, no banner.


And for the Gods and for society, I killed to retrieve the book and keep the Undergates closed that the misbegotten servants of the Gods, the Aeons, might be kept shut tight in the bowels of the earth.


Most of what happened next was out of my hands.


We retrieved the tome from the demons from a floating tomb and set out to return to civilization and claim our reward. I suppose I could be blamed for thinking that things would be somehow simpler with a manuscript used to open up hell in my possession.


But that’s beside the point.


We were shipwrecked upon a graveyard masquerading as an island. Teji: the battlefield where Aeons rebelled against heaven, where the seas rose to swallow the world, and where mortals fought to preserve the dominion of the Gods. Teji was born in death, killed in battle, and we found more of both there.


The island became a new battlefront, one that raged among three armies. All of which had equally strong desires to kill us. Some men are just popular.


The Abysmyths, the aforementioned demons, came searching for the tome, hoping to use it to return their hell-bound mother to an earth she could drown alive.


They—and we—found the netherlings instead. No one knows where they came from or what they are beyond four major qualities they share: they are led by a sadist calling himself Sheraptus, they are mostly women, they are purple, and they want everyone, demon and mortal, dead.


It might seem a bit gratuitous to add a race of tattooed, bloodthirsty lizardmen to the mix, but like I said, out of my hands. And they added themselves to a growing list of people eager to kill over this book.


Anyone reading this might be sensing a pattern developing.


And still, we escaped them all. We found sanctuary with the natives of Teji: the Owauku and the Gonwa. More lizardmen, though these ones at least had a king. I suppose that made them more trustworthy than the ones that wanted to chop off our heads. We were welcomed with open arms. We were feasted, celebrated. I was offered an opportunity, a decision. I took it.


I gave up.


The tome had been lost in the shipwreck. I chose to let it stay lost. I chose to turn around, return empty-handed but for a sword I dearly wanted to put away. I wanted to be a man who didn’t have to kill. I wanted to be a man who had a life.


A life with my companions.


Former companions, excuse me.


I made my choice. I was denied. And we were betrayed.


Togu, their king, had his reasons for handing us over to the netherlings, bound and helpless. Those are irrelevant. His reasons for finding the tome and delivering it to them are likewise meaningless. What matters is that they came for us, led by Sheraptus, and took the tome. He took the women. He left the rest of us to die.


We didn’t.


He had taken Asper, though. He had taken Kataria. At the time, I couldn’t bear that thought. At the time, I couldn’t let that happen. I should have. I know that now.


But then, I made another choice.


We came to rescue them. Bralston, an agent of the Venarium that had been tracking Sheraptus, aided us with an impromptu arrival. And together, we fought.


When the netherlings came, I killed them. When the demons came after them, I killed them. I fought to save my companions. I fought to save Kataria. I fought to protect them, protect our new life together.


I chose again.


I was betrayed again.


They abandoned me. To the netherlings’ blades and the demons’ claws, they abandoned me. Gariath leapt overboard. Denaos took Asper away. Dreadaeleon fled with Bralston.


Kataria looked into my eyes as I was about to die.


Kataria turned away.


I survived. Because of something inside me, something I used to be afraid of, I survived. The Shen, the demons, the netherlings, my own companions . . . I survived them all. I will continue to do so.


And I will be the only one left.


On Teji, I found something. Ice that spoke. Ice that had a memory. It talked to me of betrayals and liars and killers. And I listened.


That thing inside me. I can hear it clearly now. It tells me the truth. Tells me how we will survive. I wonder why I never listened to it before. But now it makes so much sense. Now I know.


Everyone must die.


Starting with my betrayers.


Denaos and Asper are at odds with each other. That’s never been anything to note since they returned from Sheraptus’s ship and their obnoxious quarrels became silent ones. She does not pray. He does not stop drinking.


Dreadaeleon does, though. He looks to them with envy, as though he resents not being a part of that frigid silence. When he is not doing that, he wallows in self-pity. He keeps company with Bralston. I have heard him pleading with the agent, begging him for petty things that I don’t care about.


We thought Gariath lost to us in the shipwreck. He is the one that caused it, after all, the one who had always been eager to die. When we found him alive, I thought it a sign that we were meant to return to a normal life. But now he speaks of the Shen, our enemies, in almost reverent tones. Fitting. Obvious. Clear.


And Kataria . . .


Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I wanted too much. Maybe I wanted it badly enough to overlook the fact that she was a shict and I was a race she was sworn to slaughter. Maybe.


But she betrayed me. Like the others. She has to die. First. Slowly.


. . . or so I think.


It gets hard to think sometimes. It’s hard to remember what that night was like. I never asked her why she abandoned me. I never asked her why she was speaking with a greenshict, those killers of men.


She has her reasons . . . right?


But are they good? If I asked her, maybe she’d tell me. Maybe we could still do this.


Sometimes, I think about it.


Then the voice starts screaming.


The Shen took the tome and fled to their island home of Jaga. We follow them there. The demons will, too, and the netherlings. I’ll kill them all.


This is what we were meant to do.


This is why we live.


We kill.


They die.


Our choice.


Our plan is to go to Jaga. Our plan is to find the tome, to keep it out of the hands of the Shen and everyone else. The island is far away. The way is treacherous. That doesn’t matter.


The traitors are coming with me.


I’m going to bury them there.




ONE


MANKIND


He awoke from the nightmares and said it.


“Hanth.”


He rose, slipped a dirty and threadbare robe over his body and wore nothing else. He stared at his hands, mortal soft and human frail.


“Hanth.”


He left a small hovel, one of many. He walked with a person, one of many, down to the harbor. Carried over their heads, passed along by his hands, he watched a corpse slide from their grasp, into the bay, and disappear under the depths. A short prayer. A short funeral.


One of many.


“Hanth.”


His name was Hanth.


He knew this after only three repetitions.


Three days ago, it took twenty times for him to remember that he was Hanth. Two days ago, it took eleven times to remember that he was not the Mouth. And today, after three repetitions, he remembered everything.


He remembered his father now, sailor and drunk. He remembered his mother, gone when he learned to walk. He remembered the promise he made to the child and wife he didn’t know, that Hanth would be there.


He met his wife and child. He kept his promise. Those memories were the ones that hurt, filled him with pain exquisite, like needles driven into flesh thought numb. Exciting. Excruciating.


And they never ended there. The needle slid deeper. He remembered the days when he lost them both. He remembered the day he begged deaf gods and their greedy servants to save his child. He remembered cursing them, cursing the name that could do nothing for them.


He threw away that name.


He heard Ulbecetonth speak to him in the darkness.


He became the Mouth.


“Hanth.”


That was his name now. The memories would not go. He didn’t want them to go. Mother Deep meant nothing.


So, too, did her commands. So, too, did the fealty he once swore to her.


He remembered that, too. The sound of a beating heart would not let him forget.


In the distance, so far away as to have come from another life, he could hear it. Its beat was singular and steady; a foot tapping impatiently. He turned and looked to the lonely temple at the edge of Port Yonder, the decrepit church standing upon a sandy cliff. The people left it there for the goddess they honored.


The people knew nothing. They did not know what the wars had left imprisoned in that temple.


And as long as he lived, they never would.


He had once agreed to make them know. He had agreed to bring Daga-Mer back. The Mouth had agreed to that.


He was Hanth.


Daga-Mer would wait forever.


He turned his back on the Father now, as he had turned his back on his former life, and turned his attentions to the harbor.


Another body. Another splash.


One of many since the longfaces attacked.


What they had come for, no one knew. Even though the Mouth had once been their enemy, Hanth knew nothing of their motives, why they had come to Yonder, why they had slaughtered countless people, why they burned the city, why they had attacked the temple and done nothing more than shattered a statue and left.


He knew only that they had done these things. The bodies, indiscriminately butchered, lay as evidence amongst half the city that was now reduced to ashen skeletons.


His concerns were no longer for them, but for the dead and for the people who carried them, bodies in one hand and sacrifices in the other as they moved in slow lines to the harbor.


One procession bowed their heads for a moment, then turned away and left. Another came to take their place at the edge of the docks. Another would follow them. By nightfall, the first procession would be back.


“Not going to join in?”


He turned, saw the girl with the bushy black hair and the broad grin against her dusky skin that had not diminished in the slightest, even if her hands were darkened with dried blood and she reeked of death and ashes.


“Kasla.”


He never had to repeat her name.


She glanced past his shoulder to the funerary processions. “Is it that you’re choosing to stand away from them or did they choose for you?” Upon his perplexed look, she sighed. “They don’t speak well of you, Hanth. After all you’ve done for us, after you helped distribute food and organize the arrangements, they still don’t trust you.”


He said nothing. He didn’t blame them. He didn’t care.


“Might be because of your skin,” she said, holding her arm out and comparing it to his. “No one’s going to believe you once lived here when you look like a pimple on someone’s tanned ass.”


“It’s not that,” he replied.


She sighed. “No, it’s not. You don’t pray with them, Hanth. They want to appreciate you. They want to see you as someone sent from Zamanthras, to guide them.”


He stared at her, unmoved.


“And that’s kind of hard to do when you spit on Her name,” Kasla sighed. “Couldn’t you just humor them?”


“I could,” he said.


“Then why don’t you?”


He regarded her with more coldness than he intended and spoke.


“Because they would hold their child’s lifeless body in their hands and beg for Zamanthras to bring her back,” he said, “and when no one would deign to step from heaven to do anything, they would know me a liar. People can hate me if they want. I will do what the Gods can’t and help them anyway.”


It was harder to turn away from her than it was to turn away from anything, from everything else. It was harder to hear the pain in her voice than it was to hear the heartbeat of a demon.


“Then how,” she asked softly, “will you ever call this city home?”


He closed his eyes, sighed. She was angry. She was disappointed in him. He used to know how to handle this.


He looked, instead, to the distant warehouse, the largest building seated not far away from the temple. It, too, was a prison, though of a more common nature. It held a captive of flesh and blood behind a heavy door. Its prisoner’s heart beat with a sound that could not reach Hanth’s ears.


“Rashodd,” he said the name. “He did not try to escape?”


“He didn’t, no. Algi watches his cell now.” He could sense the question before she asked it. “How did you know his name?”


“He’s a Cragsman,” Hanth replied, evading it less than skillfully. “A shallow intellect and all the savagery and cunning of a bear. If we’ve two more men to spare, then put them both on watch with Algi.”


“That’s difficult,” she said. “Everyone not busy with the dead are busy with the dying. We’ve still got the sick to think about.”


Hanth had been avoiding the problem and the ill alike, never once coming close to the run-down building that had been used to house them. He could handle the dead. He could quell unrest. He could not handle illness.


Not without remembering his daughter.


And yet, it was a problem to handle, one whose origins were not even agreed upon. Plague and bad fish were blamed at first, but the disease lingered. More began to speak of poison, delivered from the hands of shicts ever dedicated to ending humanity. Whispers, rumors; both likely wrong, but requiring attention.


One more problem that he would have to face, along with the dead, along with dwindling resources, along with the prisoner Rashodd, along with Daga-Mer, along with the fact that he had once entered this city with the intent of ending it. He would tell them and they would hate him, someday.


Kasla . . .


He would never tell her.


She would never hate him.


He cast his gaze skyward. Clouds roiled, darkened. Thunder rumbled, echoed. A lone seagull circled overhead, soundless against the churning skies.


“Rain?” Kasla asked.


“Water,” he replied. One problem alleviated, at least.


Yet the promise of more water did not cause him the relief it should have, not so long as his eyes remained fixed upon the seagull.


“That’s odd,” she said, following his gaze. “It’s flying in such tight circles. I’ve never seen a gull move so . . .”


Unnaturally, he thought, dread rising in his craw. Gulls don’t.


His fears mounted with every moment, every silent flutter of feathers, even before he could behold the thing fully. He swallowed hard as it came down, flapping its wings as it plopped upon two yellow feet and ruffled its feathers, turning two vast eyes upon him.


He heard Kasla gasp as she stared into its face. He had no breath left for such a thing.


“What in the name of . . .” Words and Gods failed her. “What is it?”


He did not tell her. He had hoped to never tell her.


But the Omen stared back at him.


From feet to neck, it was a squat gull. Past that, it was a nightmare: a withered face, sagging flesh, and hooked nose disguising female features that barely qualified as such. Its teeth, little yellow needles, chattered as it stared at them both with tremendous white orbs, a gaze too vast to be capable of focusing on anything.


It was not the monstrosity’s gaze that caused his blood to freeze, not when it tilted its head back, opened its mouth, and spoke.


“He’s loose,” a man’s voice, barely a notch above a boy’s, and terrified, echoed in its jaws. “Sweet Mother, he’s loose! Get back! Get back in your cell! Someone! ANYONE! HELP!”


“That’s . . . that’s Algi’s voice,” Kasla gasped, eyes wide and trembling. “How is . . . what’s going—”


“Zamanthras help me, Zamanthras help me,” Algi’s voice echoed through the Omen’s mouth. “Please don’t . . . no, you don’t have to do this. Please! Don’t! PLEASE!”


“Hanth . . . what . . .” Kasla’s voice brimmed with confusion and sorrow as her eyes brimmed with tears.


“In oblivion, salvation,” a dozen voices answered her. “In obedience, salvation. In acceptance, salvation. In defiance . . .”


He looked up. Seated across the roof of a building like a choir, a dozen sets of vast eyes stared back, a dozen jaws of yellow needles chattered in unison and, as one dreadful voice, spoke.


“Damnation.”


“What are they, Hanth?” Kasla was crying. “What are they?”


“Hide,” he told her, taking steps backward. “Run. Get everyone as far away from here as you can.”


“There are boats, we could—”


“Stay on dry land! Stay out of the water! Tell them to leave the dead and the sick.”


“What? We can’t just leave them here to—”


No finish to the plea. No beginning to an answer. He was running.


People cast scowls at his back, shouted at him as he rudely shoved through their processions, cursed his blasphemies. That was easy to ignore. Kasla called after him, begged him to come back. That was not.


They could despise him. He would still save them. He would try.


Thunder clashed overhead, an echoing boom that shook his bones. He glanced up. The clouds swirled swiftly as if stirred in a cauldron. At their center, a dark eye of darker calm formed.


Directly over the temple. It followed the heartbeat.


“He wears the storm as a crown.”


He charged through the city streets, toward the warehouse turned into a prison. He would have prayed that its charge was still there. He would have prayed that the Omen was nothing more than a sick joke from a spiteful beast. He would have, if he thought any god still had ears for him.


He rounded a corner and the warehouse loomed before him. Its doors had been shattered. Algi, young and scrawny, stood against the doorframe, his legs dangling beneath him as his own spear pinned him to the wood through his chest. Algi’s eyes, wide and white, were staring at Hanth with the same fear Hanth knew would be reflected a hundred times over if he didn’t act fast.


A thick drop of rain fell upon his brow. It trickled down, sickly and hot, sticky and odorous to dangle in front of his eye. Red.


“The skies bleed for him.”


He was sprinting now, heart pounding in his chest as he made for the temple. The trail was marked, through streets and over sands, by immense footprints painted in blood.


Hanth could barely remember fear, but it was coming back swiftly. Overhead, thunder roared, lightning painted the skies a brilliant white for a moment. And for a moment, in shadows, he saw them, a hundred wings flapping, a hundred gazes turned to the city.


And its people.


He ran faster.


The temple doors were smashed open, the bar that had held them fast lay shattered on the ground. Darkness loomed within, the loneliness that only came from a god neglected. He charged in.


The temple was dark inside, darker than it was the last time he had been here. Dominating the center was the pool twenty men across. The waters were calm, placid, not a ripple to them.


Despite the thunderous heartbeat pulsing from beneath them.


Hanth stared at the water, wincing. The beating heart was almost unbearable here, an agony to listen to as its pulse quickened, blood raced with anticipation. Yet he forced himself to stare at it.


“Their jealous waters hold him prisoner.”


And then, to the tower of tattooed flesh and graying hair that stood at its edge.


“They call you Hanth, now, do they?”


Rashodd’s smile would have been repellent even if not for the hideous scarring of his face. Still, his half-missing nose, the crimson scab where an ear had once been, and his wiry beard certainly didn’t make him any more pleasant to look upon.


“When last I saw you, they called you the Mouth of Ulbecetonth and I called you ally.” He gestured to his face. “And this is what came of that.”


Still, Hanth found it easier to overlook both the Cragsman’s imposing musculature and his disfigurement when he spied the man’s great arm extended over the pool, a hand missing three fingers precariously clutching a dark vial containing darker liquid.


The only remaining mortal memory of the demon queen herself, the only thing capable of penetrating the smothering waters and calling Daga-Mer to a world that had long since forgotten him.


And as Hanth’s ears filled with the thunder of a heart beating, he knew he was not the only one to recognize it.


“I hid that for a reason.”


Hanth’s words and his tentative step forward were both halted by the precarious tremble of Rashodd’s maimed hand.


“I found it,” the Cragsman replied. “For a different one.”


“Why?”


“Can you truly be so dull, sir?” Rashodd asked. “That I am here suggests that I am charged with doing that which you cannot.” His eye twitched, his smile grew hysterical at the edge. “I’ve heard Her voice, Mouth. I’ve heard Her song. And it was beautiful.”


“I am here, too, Rashodd,” Hanth said, recalling delicateness. “I heard her song. I heard her voice.” He stepped forward, remembering caution. “And because I am here, I tell you that whatever she has promised you is nothing. Whatever she offers is meaningless, whatever she demands is too much.”


“You forsook Her,” Rashodd whispered, watching him evenly. His hand stood mercifully still, the vial clenched in his fingers. “You turned your back on all that was promised to you. The Prophet told me.”


“The Prophet is her lie,” Hanth said, taking another step forward. “They tell you only what you wish to hear. They can’t offer you what you truly wish.”


“They offered me everything,” Rashodd said, his eyes going to the floor. “My face . . . my fingers . . .” He brushed a mutilated hand against a scarred visage. “And the man who did this to me.” His gaze snapped up with such suddenness to make Hanth pause midstep. “And you . . . they told me they offered you much more.”


“They offered me nothing I wanted,” Hanth replied.


“They offered you a release from pain,” Rashodd whispered, “so much pain.”


“Pain that I need. Pain that I need to be my daughter’s father, pain that I need to exist.”


The Cragsman’s scarred face twitched, his head shook. It was as though he heard Hanth’s voice through one ear and was assaulted by another, inaudible voice through the scab that had once been the other.


“Need pain . . . to exist,” Rashodd muttered. “But that doesn’t . . . what could that—”


Hanth recognized the indecision, the torment upon the man’s mutilated features. He had felt it enough times to recognize that whatever other unheard voice was speaking to Rashodd louder and more convincingly.


So when Rashodd’s eyes drifted to the floor, Hanth’s drifted to the vial, and he made ready to leap.


“Hanth.”


He froze when Rashodd looked up. He felt his blood go cold at the tears brimming in the man’s eyes. Tears belonged on people who flinched and felt pain and knew sin. Hanth knew enough of the Cragsman’s deeds to know that tears on him were a mockery.


“You’ve suffered so much,” Rashodd whispered.


“And I would prevent more,” Hanth said, his eyes never leaving the vial.


“I suppose I’ve been terribly selfish, haven’t I?” The Cragsman chuckled lightly. “I thought She could give me everything I wanted, everything I needed.”


“I once thought the same, too.”


“You did.”


The gaze he fixed upon Hanth was bright, hopeful, and horrifying.


“And that’s why I have to do this.”


Fingers twitched.


“For both of us.”


And Hanth screamed.


It was a formless noise, impossible of conveying anything beyond the very immediate sense that something had gone very wrong. It was long. It was loud. It, along with his lunge, were completely incapable of stopping the vial from falling out of Rashodd’s maimed fingers.


Into the waters, where it landed without a ripple.


Hanth hit the floor, his hand still outstretched, his mouth still open. He could not see Rashodd, focused only on the air that the vial had once occupied. He could not hear Rashodd, focused only on the sound of a heartbeat steadily growing fainter.


The time between each fading beat stretched into an agonized eternity, until finally, it stopped altogether—and Hanth’s with it.


It began, first, as a pinprick: a faint crimson barely visible amidst the darkness of the water. Hanth could only stare, watching it grow with each breath he took, watching it grow with each rising sound of the beating heart. Soon, it was the size of a fist, then a head, then a man.


When the hellish red glow consumed the field entirely, the water began to churn. The red became consumed, devoured by a black shadow that rose from beneath. A shape colossal rose swiftly to the surface, split it apart.


A great hand, webbed and black and tall as a man, burst from the water and set itself down upon the water’s edge, stone rent beneath its long claws.


Rashodd was saying something, laughing, crying maybe. Hanth didn’t hear it. Hanth didn’t hear him scream when he disappeared beneath another black claw. The heartbeat was thunder, the groan that came from below was the sound of ships breaking, tides flowing, earth drowning.


Daga-Mer was free. The sky wailed and shed tears.


And through the storm, sea, and stone, Hanth could hear but one thing. He heard Kasla’s scream. And at that, he was on his feet.


“I prayed for a better way, Hanth.” There was a macabre tranquility in Rashodd’s voice as the Cragsman called from the deep. “Heaven gave no answer.”


No time for Rashodd. No time for Daga-Mer or the ominous creak of the temple’s roof or the thunderous roar of water as another arm pulled free of the pool.


The sky bled. Thunder roared. The world ended around him. But he could still save a small part of it.


He prayed he could.


He sprinted out of the temple doors into Yonder’s streets. Hell greeted him.


Their songs were wretched to hear, their plump bodies sitting in rows innumerable upon the roofs of houses. Their gazes, bright and bulbous and countless like stars, were turned upon the city streets. The Omens sang.


“Salvation comes,” they lilted in dire unison. “Shackles rust. Fires cease to burn. The blind shall still hear and the deaf shall still see. She comes for you. Rejoice!”


Their chants chased fat globs of red falling from the sky even while a tide of wailing terror rose up from the throngs of people choking the streets below.


The chaos was not yet terrible enough to blind him to the sight of his former followers, those he had led as the Mouth. The frogmen slinked through the crowd in thick veins of white, hairless skin. Eyes black as the storm overhead and as pitiless, they waded through the crowds, knives aloft and webbed hands grabbing.


There was wailing. There was shrieking. There was begging and pleading and prayers to gods that couldn’t hear them over the thunder. The Omens sang and the frogmen gurgled and the blood continued to fall from the sky. Hanth could but cry out and hope to be heard.


“Kasla!”


The roof of the temple cracked behind him. A howl, centuries old and leagues deep, rang out from a hollow heart. Hanth threw himself into the crowd.


“Kasla!”


At every turn was he met with flesh and fear: the people whom had to be shoved past, the frogmen that had to be knocked over. The former clung to him and begged him for help, accused him for bringing this down upon them. The latter would take them, webbed hands sliding into mouths, groping throats, hauling them into the dark, their screams drowning.


And he ignored them all.


“Kasla!”


She would never hear him. He clung to her name to block out the terror. He clung to her name to remind himself of who had to walk away from this when the city was dead and its people sang songs in the deep.


He spied a gap in the crowd, an exposed mouth of an alley. He seized the opportunity, slipping through the chaos and into the darkness without knowing where he was going. Stopping was not an option. If he stopped, he would think and he would know the odds of finding Kasla alive.


But he had to think. Not long, not hard, just enough to consider.


Sound was smothered in the gloom, but the terror was as thick as the red on the streets. He could but hear his own breath and those screams so desperate as to reach the dark.


“Kasla?” he called out.


“Here . . .” a voice answered.


Hers? A woman’s, certainly . . . wasn’t it? He followed it, regardless. He could not afford to think what else it might be.


“Come on, then,” the voice spoke again. A woman’s, certainly. “It’s safe out here. I promise.” He strained to hear it, so soft and weak. “Yes, I know it can be scary. But I’ll take care of you, all right?”


“Kasla?”


“Yes,” she whispered back. “Yes, I’m sure. Yes, I’m really sure. Remember the promise I made you when your father left?”


What was she talking about?


“I promised you I’d never let anything hurt you like that again. I haven’t, have I?”


He rounded the corner and saw the sea lapping at the streets. The wall here had decayed and crumbled away, the alley ending where the ocean began. He saw the woman who was not Kasla, kneeling with her hands extended, her face painted with blood, her tears shining.


Lightning flashed soundlessly overhead.


And he saw the creature looming over her.


It rose on a pillar of coiled gray flesh, a macabre flower that blossomed into an emaciated torso, withered breasts dangling from visible ribs. A spindly neck gave way to a bloated head and black, void-like eyes. A fleshy stalk dangled from its brow, the tip of it pulsating with a blue light that would have been pleasant had it not illuminated so clearly the woman.


“Thisisthewaytherightwaytheonlyway . . .”


The whispers rose from a pair of womanly lips, twitching delicately within a pair of skeletal, fishlike jaws. They were meant for the woman. It was Hanth’s curse that he could hear them, too.


“Somuchsufferingsomuchpainandwhocomestohelpyouwhowhowho . . .”


“So much pain,” the woman sobbed. “Why would Zamanthras let him be born into such a world?”


“Noonewilltellyounooneanswersnogodslistennoonecaresnooneevercares . . .”


“I hear a voice. I hear Her.”


“No,” Hanth whispered, taking a tentative step forward.


“MotherDeepknowsyourpainfeelsyourpainknowsyourpromise . . .”


“I promised . . .” the woman said to the darkness.


“Keephimsafeneverlethimfeelpaineverythingissafedownbelowendlessblueaworldofendlessblueforyouandyourchild . . .”


“Child,” he said.


He caught sight of the boy, crawling out from under his hiding place. He ran to his mother’s blood-covered arms.


“That’s right,” she said through the tears. “Come to me, darling. We’ll end this all together.” She collected him up in her arms, stroked his sticky hair and laid a kiss upon his forehead. “Father’s down there. You’ll see.”


She turned toward the ocean.


“Everything we’ve ever wanted . . . is down below.”


“NO!”


He screamed. It was lost in the storm.


So, too, was the sound of two bodies, large and small, striking the water and slipping beneath the waves, leaving nothing more than ripples.


The creature turned to him. The blue light illuminated the frown of one of its mouths, the perverse joy of the other.


“Couldhavesavedthemcouldhavestoppedthiscouldhavegonemucheasier . . .” It whispered to him and only to him. “Yourfaultyourfaultyourfault . . .”


The beast lowered itself to the ground, hauled itself to the edge of the water on two thin limbs.


“BetrayedHerabandonedHerforsookHerafterallShepromised . . .”


It looked at him. He saw his horror reflected in its obsidian eyes. It spoke, without whispers. And he heard its true voice, thick and choking.


“But She will not abandon you, Mouth.”


He saw the creature disappearing only in glimpses: a gray tail slipped beneath the water, azure light winked out in the gloom.


And he was left with but ripples.


His back buckled, struck with the sudden despair that only now had caught up with him. Realization upon horrifying realization was heaped upon him and he fell to his knees.


Hanth would die here.


Daga-Mer had risen. The faithful ran rampant throughout Yonder, a tide of flesh and song that would drown the world. Ulbecetonth would speak to that world and find ears ready to listen, ready to believe that everything they wanted lay beneath the sea. His family was dead.


Kasla was gone.


He remembered despair clearly.


“No . . .”


Denial, too.


He clambered to his feet. Hanth would die soon, but not yet.


Where? Where could she have gone? She had said something, hadn’t she? Before he left, she had said . . . what was it? Something about them, not leaving them. Who were they?


The sick. The wounded. She would have tried to find them. Because she was the person he would run through hell to find.


He slipped through the alleys, found himself back on the streets. The tides of panic had relented, the people vanished. Those who hadn’t been hauled away lay trampled in the streets.


He could not help them now. He walked slowly, wary of any of frogmen that might lurk in the shadows. It only took a few steps to realize the folly of that particular plan. If any frogmen came for him, they would be aware of him long before he was of them.


The Omens, lining the rooftops in rows of unblinking eyes, would see to that.


“Denial is a sin,” they chanted, their voices echoing each other down the line. “The faithful deny nothing. The penitent denies heaven. The heathen denies everything.”


Empty words to those who knew the Omens. Risen from the congealed hatred that followed demons and the faithful alike, they were merely parasites feeding and regurgitating the angst and woe their demonic hosts sowed in quantity. Without anything resembling a genuine thought, they could say nothing he could care to hear.


“She’s going to die, Mouth.”


Or so he thought.


He looked, wide-eyed, up at the dozens of chattering mouths, all chanting a different thing at him.


“She’s going to die.”


“You’re going to watch it.”


“She’s going to suffer, Mouth.”


“Sacrifices must be made.”


“Promises must be kept.”


“You could have stopped this.”


And he was running again, as much to escape as to find Kasla. Their voices welled like tides behind him.


“Why do you deny Mother Deep?”


“You could have saved her.”


“This is how it must be, Mouth.”


“Mother Deep won’t deny you.”


“She’s going to cry out, Mouth.”


“All because of you.”


Ignore them, he told himself. They’re nothing. You find her. You find her and everything will be fine. You’re going to die. They’re going to kill you for what you’ve done. But she’ll live and everything will be fine.


It was the kind of logic that could only make sense to the kind of man who ran through hell.


He carried that logic with him as he would a holy symbol as he found the decrepit building. He carried that logic with him through the door and into it.


Before they had taken to housing the wounded here, it had been a warehouse: decaying, decrepit, stagnant. When it was filled with the sick and the dying, it had been no cheerier. The air had hung thick with ragged breaths, gasps brimming with poison, groans of agony.


But it was only when Hanth found the room still and soundless that he despaired.


In long lines, the sick lay upon cots against the wall, motionless in the dark. No more moaning. No more pain. Lightning flashed, briefly illuminating faces that had been twisted earlier that morning. A sheen, glistening like gossamer, lay over faces that were now tranquil with a peace they would have never known before.


His eyelid twitched. He caught the stirring of shadows.


“Hanth?”


And he saw Kasla. Standing between the rows of beds, she stared into a darkness that grew into an abyss at the end of the room, like blood congealing in the dead. He laid a hand upon her and felt the tremble of her body.


“We have to go,” he said firmly.


“The city . . .”


“It’s not ours anymore.” He tugged on her shoulder. “Kasla, come.”


“I can’t, Hanth.” Her voice was choked. “It won’t let me.”


He didn’t have to ask. He stared into the shadows. He saw it, too.


There was movement: faint, barely noticeable. He would have missed it entirely if he didn’t know what lurked in that darkness. Even if he couldn’t see the great, fishlike head, he knew it turned to face him. Even if he couldn’t see the wide, white eyes, he knew they watched him.


But the teeth he could see. There was no darkness deep enough.


“Child,” its voice was the gurgling cries of drowning men. “You return to us.”


It was instinct that drove Hanth to step protectively in front of Kasla, old instinct he strove to forget once. Logic certainly didn’t have anything to do with it; he knew what lurked in that shadow.


“And where are your tears?” the Abysmyth asked. “Where is your joy for the impending salvation?” It swept its vast eyes to the dead people lining the walls. “Ah. The scent of death may linger. It should not trouble you. They are free from the torments their gods saw fit to deliver to them.”


The demon moved. A long arm, jointed in four places, extended from the shadows. Viscous gossamer ooze dripped from its webbed talons.


“They were cured,” it said, “of many things at once.”


“Keep them,” Hanth said. “Keep the dead. Keep the living. The girl and I will leave.”


“Leave?” The Abysmyth’s head swung back and forth contemplatively. “To what, child? Do you think me so compassionless as to you let you run to a deaf and lightless eternity? To cast you from bliss?”


“I will keep my burdens.”


“What does a lamb know of burden? What does it know beyond its pasture? There is more to life. Mother will show you.”


It shifted. It rose. A painfully emaciated body, a skeleton wrapped in ebon skin, rose up. Its head scraped the ceiling. Its eyes were vast and vacant as they looked down upon Hanth.


“Mother will not abandon any of her children.”


He heard a scream die in Kasla’s throat and leak out of her mouth as a breathless gasp. Hanth met the demon’s gaze.


“Ulbecetonth is gone,” he said flatly. “And she’s gone for a reason.”


He began to step backward, forcing Kasla to move with him toward the door.


“She can have her endless blue. You and the rest of your faithful can join her. One hell’s as good as another.”


The demon merely stared. Its eyes were dead, unreadable. Hanth held his breath as he continued to back away with Kasla.


“You don’t belong here,” he said, “and neither does your bitch of a mother.”


The moment the demon lunged forward, he suspected he might have gone too far.


A great black fist emerged from the darkness and smashed upon the floor in a splintering crater. The demon’s head followed, a great fish skull, skin black as the shadows from which it came. It trembled to show the fury its dead eyes could not.


“You’re wrong!” it gurgled. “We belong here! We do! It was you who drove us out! You who rejected us!” It pulled the rest of its body out of the shadows, tall and thin and quaking. “We offer you everything and you deny us still! Call us monsters, call us beasts, call Mother a . . . a . . .”


Its voice became a formless roar as it burst out of the shadows, sprinting forward on long, skeletal legs. Hanth seized Kasla’s hand. Without a word, he hauled her toward the door, as fast as fear would carry them.


“You don’t even care!” it bellowed after them. “You don’t even care! Look at what you’re doing! You’ll ruin everything!”


They burst out the door, fled down the wet, sticky streets. The Abysmyth’s voice chased them.


“He comes! You’ll see! You’ll see we’re right!”


The roads were thick with stale fear and moisture. The heavens roiled and bled like a living thing. The city was bereft of humanity, but not life.


The frogmen came out in tides, pouring out of every alley mouth, leaping off of every roof, bursting from every doorway. Hanth swept his eyes about for escape and wherever they settled another emerged. They ran from reaching hands and needle-filled mouths.


Every egress was blocked by pale, hairless flesh. Every movement monitored and met with a shrieking chorus from the Omens flying overhead. Every word he tried to shout to her was lost in the whispers that rose from the waters beyond and sank into his skull.


“Can’tfleecan’tfleecan’tflee . . .”


“Nogodsnoprayersnoblasphemynothingnothingnothing . . .”


“Hecomeshecomeshecomes . . .”


And then, all noise from nature and demon alike, went silent before the sound.


A heartbeat. Like thunder.


A great tremor shook the city, sent them falling to their knees. There was the sound of rock dying and water wailing and skies screaming. Hanth tried to rise, tried to pull her up, tried to tell her she would survive, tried not to look to the temple.


He failed.


Cracks veined the domed roof, growing wider and wider until they shattered completely. Fragments of stone burst and fell as hail. A shadow blacker than night arose to kiss the bleeding heavens. The creature turned; a pulsating red light at the center of its chest beat slowly.


Water peeled from its titanic body, mingling with the red rain. With each tremor of its heart, roads of glowing red were mapped across its black flesh. It groaned, long and loud, as it rested its titanic claws upon the shattered rim of the temple’s roof. Its head lolled, eyes burned, jaws gaped open wide.


Daga-Mer, alive and free, turned to heaven.


And howled.




TWO


IN THE GRISTLE


Beneath Lenk’s feet, a world turned slowly. Not his world.


That world was back on dry land, back where the dawn was rising and people still slept in dread of the moment they would have to open their eyes. That world was full of traitors and fire and people who walked around pretending he had no reason to kill them.


That world was where he had slept for the last two nights with the sound of a voice in his head, a voice that whispered plots and told him he had no choice but to kill those people. That world was where he had fallen asleep last night.


He suspected he might be dreaming, still.


That would explain why he was standing on the water like it were dry land.


That world swirled beneath him. He had watched it all night. When he should have been dreaming of flames and betrayal and his hands wrapped around a slender throat beneath wide green eyes, when he should have been hearing something whisper in his head, something telling him those eyes would see nothing.


He had been staring at fish.


Beneath his feet, they stirred as the morning returned color to that world. Coral rose in bright and vivid stains. A fish came out, something drab and gray with bulging eyes and clumsy fins. If it were possible to waddle underwater, it would have done so, clumsily navigating over the coral that seemed all the bleaker for its presence.


It drew too close to a shadowy nook within the coral. A serpentine eel shot out, eyes glassy even as it rent the fish with narrow jaws. It gobbled up what it could before slinking back into its lair, leaving a few white chunks to drift up to the surface and bump against the soles of Lenk’s boots.


In an instant, he had seen hope, betrayal, and death. Fitting.


“How do you figure?” something responded to his thoughts.


A voice rose up from the water, something cold and distant. He didn’t blink; voices in his head were nothing new. This was not the cold and distant voice he knew, though. This was less of a cold blade sunk into his skull and more like a clammy hand on his shoulder.


“As near as I understand,” he said, “every day for a fish begins with them rising out of the water to go scavenge for food.”


“Is that hope or necessity?”


“Little difference.”


“Agreed. Continue.”


“Thus, to go out when one expects to find food and instead finding death . . .”


“Betrayal?”


“That was my thinking.”


“Counterpoint.”


“Go ahead.”


“If one could even argue a fish is aware enough of its own existence to feel hope, one might think it wouldn’t feel a great deal of hope by going into a world infested by things that are much bigger and nastier than itself with the slim chance of finding enough food to avoid dying of starvation and instead dying of eels.”


“That’s betrayal.”


“That’s nature.”


“I disagree.”


“Go right ahead.”


“I would, but . . .” He rubbed his temples. “Kataria usually tells me about these things. I’m sure if I talked it over with her—” That thought was cut off by a frigid, wordless whisper. “Look, what’s your point?”


“Hope is circumstantial. Betrayal, too.”


He stared down into the water, blinked once.


“I’m insane.”


“You think you are.”


“I’m having a conversation with a body of water.” He furrowed his brow contemplatively. “For the . . . fifth time, I think?” He looked thoughtful. “Though this is only the fourth time it’s talked back, so I’ve got that going, at least.”


“It’s only insanity if the water isn’t telling you anything. Is this not a productive conversation for you?”


“To be honest?”


“Please.”


“Even if I could get past the whole ‘standing on the ocean talking to the ocean’ . . . thing,” he said, “I’ve had enough conversations with voices rising from nowhere to know that this probably won’t end well. So just tell me to kill, make some ominous musings, and I’ll be on my way to kill my friends.”


“Friends?”


“Former friends, sorry.”


“Former?”


“Is that how I sound when I repeat everything? The others were right, that is annoying.”


“There’s no hate in your voice when you speak of them. You don’t sound like a man who wants to kill his friends, former or no.”


He didn’t listen to himself often, but he was certain he had spoken with conviction last night before he went to sleep. The conversation with another voice in his head—the one cold and clear as the night—had seemed so certain. They went over their plans together, again and again: find Jaga, find the tome, kill everyone in their way, kill the people who had betrayed them.


Betrayed them . . . or betrayed him? It was harder to remember now what they had spoken of last night. But his had been a voice full of certainty, full of justice and hatred and nightmare logic.


Unless that hadn’t been his voice.


A chill crept up his spine, became a frigid hand at the base of his skull. It gripped with icy fingers, sending a spike of pain through his body that did not relent until he shut his eyes tightly.


And when he opened them again, the world was on fire.


He was back on a ship full of fire and of enemies that lay dead on the deck, except for the one that held him by the throat and pressed a knife down into his shoulder. He was back in his world and he was going to die.


And she was there. Short and slender, her green eyes wild and feathers in her hair. There was a bow in her hands and a hand around his throat and a blade in his shoulder and an arrow on the string and blood. Blood and fire. Everywhere. And she did nothing.


He was going to die and she was going to do nothing.


That wasn’t how it ended. He hadn’t died back then. Someone else knew that, but not him and not in this world. In this world, something else happened. He ignored the hand around his throat and the knife in his shoulder. He got to his feet and she was watching and she was screaming and her throat was in his hands and it felt like ice. And he started to squeeze.


That hadn’t happened, either.


He opened his eyes. That world was gone. The water was back and talking to him.


“Ah,” it said, “I see.”


“You don’t,” he replied. “You don’t have eyes. You don’t have a face.”


“I can fix that.”


The water stirred underneath. There was someone looking at him from the floor of the sea. A woman, not a pretty one. Her face was hard angles and her hair was white. Her chin was too sharp and her cheekbones were too hard. Her eyes were too blue.


But it was a face.


“Better now?”


“You’re all the way down there,” he said. “How do I—”


And suddenly, he did. The water gave out beneath him and he was floating down, upside down. He could breathe. That wasn’t too alarming; this was the fifth time. That which should not be possible was only impressive when it was not possible. When it was not impossible, then it was not possible to be impressed.


He came to a halt, bobbing in the water as he looked into her face. She was smiling at him with a face that shouldn’t ever smile. Their eyes met and they stared. He asked, finally.


“So,” he said, “am I dreaming, insane, or dead?”


“Oh, Lenk,” she said, “you know you never have to choose.”


He had memorized the length of one knucklebone.


He used that to count down his hands. Three knucklebones across, six knucklebones down. Eighteen knucklebones, in total; possibly a few extra accounting for inaccuracy of the thumbs. If he counted the back of his hands, double that. His hands were as wide and long as thirty-six knucklebones in total.


He had dainty hands. That bothered him.


But all Dreadaeleon could think about as he stared at his dainty, disappointing hands was how much paper would be made out of his skin when he was dead.


It didn’t take long for the trembling to set in, the surge of electricity coursing beneath his skin. Three breaths before blue sparks began to dance across his fingertips. Three breaths today. It had been six breaths yesterday.


Getting worse, he thought. Can’t be too much longer now. How much do you figure? A month? Two? How does the Decay work, again? It begins with the flaming urine, ends with the trembles? Or was it something else? Reversal of internal and external organs? Probably. Dead with your rectum in your mouth. That’d be just your luck, old man. Still, better that you’ll be leaving soon so she doesn’t have to see you—


“Well?”


“What?” he blurted out suddenly at the sound of the woman’s voice. He grabbed his hand by the wrist and forced it out of sight.


Asper looked at him flatly. She pointed to the corpse on the table.


“I know she can wait forever, but I can’t.” She gestured with her chin. “Are you ready for this?”


He glanced down at his lap and took stock of his tools. Charcoal, parchment; he nodded.


“Are you?”


She glanced down at her table and took stock of her tools. Cloth, water, scalpel, bonesaw, crank-drill, needle, a knife that once made a man soil himself in fear; he blanched as she nodded.


“And how about you?” He followed her gaze up to the wall of the hut, to the dark man in a dark coat.


Bralston hadn’t moved from that spot—arms crossed over his broad chest, brows furrowed, completely silent—in half an hour. He didn’t seem to think Asper’s inquiry worthy of breaking that record over. His sole movement was a brief nod and twitch of the lips.


“Proceed.”


Clearly less than enthused with the command, she nonetheless looked to Dreadaeleon. “Here we go, then. Note the subject.” She looked down at the corpse. “What do we call this, anyway?”


It was female. It was also naked. Beyond that, the creature was rather hard to classify. It had two legs, two hands, all knotted with thick muscle under purple skin. Its three-fingered hands, broad as a man’s, were clenched tight in rigor. Its face was hardly feminine, far too long and clenched like its fists. Its eyes, without pupil or iris, had refused to close in death.


“A netherling,” Dreadaeleon said. “That’s what they call themselves.”


“Yeah, but necropsy subjects are usually categorized by their scholarly names in old Talanic,” she said. “This is . . .” She gestured helplessly over the corpse. “New.”


“True, they haven’t really been discovered yet, have they?” Dreadaeleon tapped the charcoal to his chin, quirking a brow. “Except by us. We could call it something slightly more scholarly.” He stared down at his paper thoughtfully. “How do you say ‘head-stomping bloodthirsty she-beast’ in old Talanic?”


“The subject shall be known as ‘Heretic,’” Bralston said simply. “The Venarium will make proper notation when I deliver the report.”


She fixed him with an unyielding stare. “Others interested in medicine might want to know what we discover.”


Dreadaeleon cringed preemptively. As a Librarian of the Venarium, Bralston was the penultimate secretive station to an organization whose standard reply to requests for the sharing of information typically fell under a category marked “crimes against humanity and nature.” And as a much meagerer member of the same organization, Dreadaeleon could but wince at Bralston’s impending reaction.


He felt more foolish than surprised when Bralston merely sighed.


“Netherling will do for the moment,” he said.


He was still surprised, though he suspected he ought not be. Bralston, curt to the point of insult, seemed to have a patience for Asper that Dreadaeleon found deeply confusing.


And unnerving, he thought as he noted the smile Bralston cast toward her.


“Proceed,” he said gently. “Please.”


Dreadaeleon took a bit more pleasure than he suspected he should have in Asper’s lack of a returned smile. She didn’t smile much at all lately, not since that night on the ship. She barely said anything, either. Only after the necropsy was requested did she even deign to say two words to him.


Another thing he took pleasure in. Another thing to be ashamed of. Later, though.


“Fine,” she said, turning back to the corpse. “Netherling.” She took up the scalpel between two fingers. “Incision one.”


Amongst the various descriptors she used for necropsy, “easy” wasn’t one of them. The scalpel did not so much bite seamlessly into the netherling’s cold flesh as chew through it, the incision requiring both hands and more than a little sawing to cut open. When it was finally done, her brow glistened along with the innards.


“First note,” she grunted, setting the scalpel aside, “she’s made out of jerked meat.”


“Subject displays remarkable resilience of flesh,” Dreadaeleon muttered, scribbling.


“Now what the hell was wrong with what I said?” Asper snapped.


He blinked. “It . . . uh . . .”


“Oh, good. Write that down instead.” She glowered at him for a moment before turning it to the opened corpse. “There’s so much muscle here.” Her incisions were less than precise as she cut through the sinew. “Organs appear intact and normal, if slightly enlarged.” She prodded about the creature’s innards with the scalpel. “No sign of rotting. Intestine is shorter than that of a human’s.”


“Carnivorous,” Bralston observed. “All of this suggests a predatory bent.”


“Possibly,” Asper said, nodding sagely, “that conclusion would be supported by their teeth and the fact that they’ve tried to kill us several times already. Of course they’re predatory, you half-wit.”


Dreadaeleon swallowed hard, looking wide-eyed to the Librarian. Bralston’s face remained a dark, expressionless mask. He nodded as easy as he might have if she had asked if he had wanted tea. Preferable to a gesture that preceded incineration, but the boy couldn’t help but be baffled at his superior’s seeming obliviousness to the priestess’s attitude.


“Continue, then,” he said.


Asper, too, seemed taken aback by this. Though her disbelief lasted only as long as it took her to pick up the bonesaw.


“Her ribcage is . . . thick,” she said, applying the serrated edge to the bone. After three grinding saws, she took the tool in both hands. “Really thick. This is like cutting metal.”


“It can’t be that hard,” Dreadaeleon said. “I’ve seen Gariath break their bones before.”


“Really?” Asper said without looking up. “A hulking, four-hundred pound monstrosity can break metal? I feel as though your intellect may be wasted on simply taking notes.”


At that, Dreadaeleon did more than merely cringe. “Look, I don’t know what I did to upset you, but—”


“Continue, please,” Bralston interrupted. His words were directed at Asper, though his glare he affixed to Dreadaeleon.


“But I—” the boy began to protest.


“Continue.”


“Fine,” the word was muttered both by Asper and Dreadaeleon at the same time.


It took a few more moments of sickening sawing sounds before Asper finally removed the bonesaw, more than a few teeth broken off its blade. Dreadaeleon did not consider himself a squeamish man; having cooked people alive with his hands and a word tended to preclude such a thing. Yet there was something about this necropsy, of the many he had witnessed, that made him uneasy.


The priestess’s hands were soaked and glistening a dark red. She hadn’t requested any gloves and snapped at him when he had suggested it. She used only a damp cloth to clean up, and barely at that. When she mopped her brow, red stains were left behind and she continued, heedless, as she plucked up the pliers.


Of course, he thought, perhaps it weren’t the operation that made him cringe so much as the operator. He had never seen her like this, never heard her like this. Her pendant, the phoenix of her patron god Talanas, was missing from her throat; a rare sight grown more common of late.


What happened to you on that ship?


And he might have asked, if he weren’t silenced by the deafening crack of a ribcage being split apart.


“Huh,” she said, brows lofting in curiosity. “That’s interesting.” She reached inside, prodding something within the corpse with her scalpel.


“What is it?” Bralston said.


“This thing has two hearts.”


Dreadaeleon’s face screwed up. “That’s impossible.”


“You’re right, I’m lying about that.” She rolled her eyes. “Come up and see for yourself.”


It was more a dare than anything else, if her tone was any indication, and Dreadaeleon half considered not taking it. But he rejected that; he couldn’t back down in front of her. Perhaps she was challenging him, personally. Perhaps whatever plagued her now, he could fix. She knew that, and he knew that he couldn’t do that if he backed down.


So he rose and he walked over to the corpse and he instantly regretted doing so.


The dead netherling met his gaze, her white eyes still filled with hate so long after being dragged lifeless out of the ocean. He swallowed hard as he looked down to the creature’s open ribcage. Amidst the mass of thick veins and—Asper hadn’t been lying—muscle everywhere, he saw the organs: a large, fist-shaped muscle and a smaller, less developed one hanging beside it.


“So . . .” He furrowed his brow, trying to force himself not to look away. “What does that mean?”


“It could be one of many possibilities,” Bralston suggested. “Perhaps it was something specific needed for wherever they come from. Past necropsies of creatures from harsh environments have revealed special adaptations.”


“Perhaps,” Asper said, “or perhaps she’s just a mass of ugly muscle and hate so big that she needed a second heart, like I assumed in the beginning.”


“Funny,” Dreadaeleon said.


“What is?” she asked.


“I don’t know, I would have thought you’d enjoy this.” He looked up at her and saw her blank expression. He coughed, offering a weak smile. “I mean, you always showed an interest in physiology. It’s something that your church teaches you, right? When we were beginning, when we first met up with Lenk, he would always have us, you and I that is, cut up whatever animal we killed to see if we could get anything edible. Remember?”


She stared at him flatly.


“A necessity of being adventurers out of work, of course,” he said, “but you and I would always spend time investigating the carcass, detailing everything. It was our thing, you know? We were the ones that cut it up. We were the ones that catalogued it. If our findings before didn’t get us noticed, I’m sure this—” he gestured to the netherling, “—would. So . . .” He shrugged. “I guess maybe I just thought of this as old times. Better times.”


When he looked back at her, her expression was no longer blank. Something stirred behind her gaze. He felt his pulse race.


Steady, old man, he cautioned himself. She might break down any moment now. She’s going to break down and fall weeping into your arms and you’ll hold her tightly and find out what plagues her. I hope Bralston knows to leave the room. Any moment now. What is that in her eyes, anyway? Better know so you can be prepared. Sorrow? Pain? Desire?


“You,” she whispered harshly, “stupid little roach.”


Possibly not desire.


“What?” he asked.


“Those were your better times for us? Up to my elbows in fat and blood while you scribbled away notes on livers and kidneys? That’s what you think of when you think of us?”


“I was just—”


“You were just being freakish and weird, as usual,” she snarled. “Is there anything about you that doesn’t make one’s skin crawl?”


He reeled as if struck. He hadn’t quite expected that. Nor did he really expect to say what he said next.


“Yes,” he said calmly, “I’ve been told my ability to keep silent around the ignorant and mentally deficient is quite admirable.”


“I find that hard to believe, as I’ve never actually seen you be silent.”


“No? Well, let me refresh your memory.” His voice was sharp and cold, like a blade. “Whenever you’ve prayed to deities that don’t exist, whenever you’ve blamed something on the will of your gods that you could have helped, whenever you’ve prattled on about heavens and morals and all this other garbage you don’t actually believe for any reason other than to convince your toddler-with-fever-delirium-equivalent brain that you’re in any way superior to any of the people you choose to share company with,” he spat the last words, “I’ve. Said. Nothing.”


And so, too, did she say nothing.


No threats. No retorts. No tears. She turned around, calmly walked past Bralston and left the hut, hands smeared with blood, brow smeared with blood, leaving a room full of silence.


Bralston stared at the door before looking back to Dreadaeleon.


“You disappoint me, concomitant,” he said simply.


“Good,” Dreadaeleon spat back. “I’ll start a running tally. By the end of the day, I hope to have everyone dumber than me loathing me. I’ll throw a party to celebrate it.”


“One might call your intelligence into question, acting the way you do.”


“One might, if one were a lack-witted imbecile. You saw the way she was talking to me, talking to you.”


“I did.”


“And you said nothing.”


“Possibly because my experience with women extends past necropsies,” Bralston said smoothly. “Concomitant, your ire is understandable, but not an excuse for losing your temper. A member of the Venarium is, above all else, in control of his abilities and himself.”


Dreadaeleon flashed a black, humorless smile at the man. “You are just hilarious.”


“And why is that?”


Dreadaeleon replied by holding up his hand. Three breaths. The tremors set in. Bralston nodded. Dreadaeleon did not relent, even when the tremors became worse and the electric sparks began building on his fingers. Bralston glared at him.


“That’s enough.”


“No, it isn’t.”


The tremor encompassed his entire arm, electricity crackling and spitting before loosing itself in an erratic web of lightning that raked against the wall of the hut where Bralston had once been. The Librarian, having sidestepped neatly, regarded the wall smoldering with flames. He drew in a sharp breath and exhaled, a white cloud of frost smothering the flames beneath it.


When he looked back up, Dreadaeleon was holding his arm to his chest and gritting his teeth.


“The Decay is getting worse,” he said, “at a far more advanced rate than has ever been documented. I can’t control anything about me, least of all my abilities.”


“Hence our departure to Cier’Djaal,” Bralston replied. “Once we can get you to the Venarium, we can—”


“Do not say cure me.”


“I was not going to. There is no cure for the Decay.”


“Don’t say help me.”


“There is little help for it.”


“Then why are we going?” Dreadaeleon demanded. “Why am I going there for any reason but to die so you can harvest my bones to be made into merroskrit?”


“As you say, you’re advancing at a progressed rate. Beyond the harvesting, we could learn from—”


“Let me learn from it, instead!” Dreadaeleon all but screamed. “Let me try to figure out how this works.”


“There is no ‘how this works’ to the Decay, concomitant.”


“This isn’t any normal Decay. I felt it strongly days ago, when we were first shipwrecked on Teji. But that night when we swept into Sheraptus’s ship, I was . . . the power . . .” His eyes lit up at the memory. “When I was there to save Asper, when I . . . when I felt what I did, I could control it. I could do more than control it. My theory holds weight, Librarian. Magic is as much a part of us as emotion, why wouldn’t emotions affect our magic?”


“Concomitant . . .” Bralston said with a sigh.


“And with these days? With all the tension between my companions and I?” He shook his arm at Bralston. “With what just happened? It only adds more weight to my theory! Emotions affect magic and I can—”


“You can do nothing but your duty,” Bralston snapped suddenly. His eyes burned against his dark skin. “Your companions are adventurers, concomitant: criminals on their best day. You are a member of the Venarium. You have no obligations to them beyond what I, as your senior, say you do. And I say you are going to die, very soon and very painfully.


“And I will not watch you languish in their—” he thrust a finger toward the door, “—company. I will not watch you die with no one but criminal scum to look on helplessly as they wait for the last breath to leave you before they can rifle your body and feed it to the sharks.” He inhaled deeply, regaining some composure. “Coarse as it may seem, this is protocol for a reason, Dreadaeleon. Whatever else the Venarium might do once the Decay claims your body, we are your people. We know how to take care of you in your final days.”


Dreadaeleon said nothing, staring down at his arm. It began to tremble once more. He focused to keep it down.


“When do we leave, then?”


“By the end of today,” Bralston replied. “As soon as I conclude business on the island.”


“With whom? The Venarium has no sway out in the Reaching Isles.”


“The Venarium holds sway anywhere there is a heretic. Even if Sheraptus is gone, we are duty-bound to make certain that none of his taint remains.”


“Lenk agrees with you,” Dreadaeleon said, sighing. “That’s why he’s had Denaos on interrogation duty.”


“Denaos . . .” Bralston whispered the name more softly than he would whisper death’s. “Where is he conducting this . . . interrogation?”


“In another hut at the edge of the village,” Dreadaeleon replied. “But he doesn’t want to be—”


He looked up. Bralston was gone. And he was alone.




THREE


THE ETIQUETTE OF BLOODSHED


It always seemed to begin with fire.


As it had begun in Steadbrook, that village he once called home that no one had ever heard of and no one ever would. Fire had been there, where it had all begun. Fire was still there, years later, every time Lenk closed his eyes.


It licked at him now as it consumed the barns and houses around him, as it sampled the slow-roasted dead before giving away all pretenses of being civilized and messily devoured skin, cloth, and wood in great red gulps. It belched, cackled at its own crudeness, and reached out to him with sputtering hands. The fire wanted him to join them; in feast or in frolic, it didn’t matter.


Lenk was concerned with the dead.


He walked among them, saw faces staring up at him. Man. Woman. Old man’s beard charred black and skin crackling. Through smoke-covered mirrors, they looked like him. He didn’t remember their names.


He looked up, found that the night sky had moved too fast and the earth was hurrying to keep up. He was far away from Steadbrook now, that world left on another earth smoldered black. Wood was under his feet now, smoldering with the same fire that razed the mast overhead. A ship. A memory.


A different kind of fire.


This one didn’t care about him. This fire ate in resentful silence, consuming sail and wood and dying in the water rising up beneath him. Again, Lenk paid no attention. He was again concerned with the faces, the faces that meant something to him.


The faces of the traitors.


Denaos, dark-eyed; Asper, sullen; Dreadaeleon, arrogant; Gariath, inhuman. They loomed out of the fire at him. They didn’t ask him if he was hot. He was rather cold, in fact, as cold as the sword that had appeared in his hand. They didn’t ask him about that, either. They turned away, one by one. They showed their necks to him.


And he cut them down, one by one, until one face remained.


Kataria.


Green-eyed.


Full of treason.


She didn’t show him her neck. He couldn’t very well cut her head off when she was looking right at him. His eyes stared into her.


Blue eyes.


Full of hate.


It was his eyes she stared into. It wasn’t his hands that wrapped themselves around her throat. It wasn’t his voice that said this was right. It wasn’t his blood that flowed into his fingers, caused his bones to shiver as they strained to warm themselves in her throat.


But these were his eyes, her eyes. As the world burned down around them and sank into a callous sea, their eyes were full of each other.


He shut his eyes. When he opened them again, he was far below the sea. A fish, bloated and spiny and glassy-eyed stared at him, fins wafting gently as it bobbed up and down in front of him.


“So, anyway,” he said, “that’s basically how it all happened.”


The fish reared back, seeming to take umbrage at his breaking of the tranquil silence. It turned indignantly and sped away, disappearing into the curtains of life emerging from the reef.


“Rude.”


“Well, what did you expect?”


He turned and the woman was seated upon a sphere of wrinkled coral. Her head was tilted toward him.


“I am talking and breathing while several feet underwater.”


“You don’t seem surprised by that,” she said.


“This sort of thing happens to me a lot.” He tapped his brow. “The voices in my head tend to change things. It didn’t seem all that unreasonable that they might make me talk with a fish.” He looked at her intently. “You should know all this, shouldn’t you?”


“Why would I?”


“Can’t you read my thoughts?”


“Not exactly.”


“All the other ones have been able to.”


“I’m not a voice in your head,” she replied.


Amongst everything else in . . . whatever this was, that was the most believable. Her voice came from the water, in the cold current that existed solely between them. It swirled around him, through him, everywhere but within him.


“What are you, then?” he asked.


“I am just like you.”


“Not just like me.”


“Well, no, obviously. I don’t want to murder my friends.”


“You said you couldn’t—”


“I didn’t, you showed me.” She leapt off the coral, scattering a school of red fish as she landed neatly. A cloud of sand rose, drifted away on a current that would not touch her. “And before that, you told me.”


“When?”


“When you cried out,” she said, turning to walk away. “I’ve been hearing you for a while now. There aren’t a lot of voices anymore, so I hear the few that scream pretty clearly.”


As she walked farther away, the sea became intolerably warm. The cold current followed her and so did he. He didn’t see when she stopped beside the craggy coral, and he had to skid to a halt. She didn’t even look up at him as she peered into a black hole within the coral.


“Voices?”


“Two of them,” she said, reaching into the black hole. “Always two of them. One in pain, one always crying out, one weeping bitterly and always saying ‘no, no, no.’ That is the voice I follow. That is the one that’s faint.”


She winced as a tremor ran along her arm. She withdrew it and the eel that had clamped its jaws onto her fingers. It writhed angrily as she brought her hand about its slender neck and brought it up to her face to stare into its white eyes.


“And the other?” Lenk asked.


“Always louder, always cold and black. It doesn’t speak to me so much as speak to mine, speak to the cold inside of me.”


He stared at her, the question forming on his tongue, even though he already knew the answer. He had to ask. He had to hear her say it.


“What does it tell you to do?” he asked.


She looked at him. Her fingers clenched. The snapping sound was short. The eel hung limply in her hands, its tail curled up, up, seeking the sun as she clenched its lifeless body.


“To kill,” she said simply.


Their eyes met each other, peering deeper than eyes had a right to. It was as if each one sought to pry open the other’s head and peer inside and see what each one’s frigid voice was muttering to them.


He could feel the cold creeping up his spine. He knew what his was telling him.


“So,” he said softly, reaching for a sword that wasn’t there, “you’re here to—”


“Kill you?” Her smile was not warm. “No.” She released the eel and let it drift away. “It’s not in my nature.”


He rubbed his head. “I don’t mean to be rude, but this is about the time I start losing patience with the other voices in my head, too, so could you kindly tell me why you are here?”


“Because, Lenk, you’re about to kill yourself.”


“The thought had occurred. I’m just worried that hell will be much worse than . . .” He gestured around the reef. “You know, this.”


“What makes you so sure there’s a hell?”


“Because I’ve seen what comes out of it.”


“Demons aren’t made in hell. They’re made by hell.” She leveled a finger at him. “The kind of hell that you’re going through.”


“I don’t—”


“You do.” She spoke cold, sharp, with enough force to send the fish swirling into hiding. Color died, leaving grim, gray corals and endless blue. “You hear it every time you think you’re alone, you see it every time you close your eyes. You feel it in your blood, you feel it sharing your body. It never talks loud enough for others to hear, but it deafens you, and if they could hear what it says, you know they’d cry out like you do.


“Kill. Kill,” she hissed. “You obey. Just to make it stop. But no matter how much your sword drinks, it will never be enough.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “If you kill them, Lenk, if you kill her, it still won’t be enough.”


Her voice echoed through water, through his blood. She wasn’t just talking to him. Something else had heard her.


And it tried to numb him, reaching out to cool his blood and turn his bones to ice. It only made the chill of her voice all the more keen, made the warmth of the ocean grow ever more intolerable. He wanted to cry out, he wanted to collapse, he wanted to let go and see if the current could carry him far enough that he might drift forever.


Those were not things he could do. Not anymore. So he inclined his head, just enough to avoid her gaze, and whispered.


“Yeah. That makes sense.”


“Then you know?” she asked. “Do you know how to fight it? That you have to fight it?”


Her voice was hard, but falsely so, something that had been brittle to begin with and hammered with a mallet in an awkward grip. Not hard enough to squelch the hope in her voice. She asked not for his sake alone.


He hated to answer.


“I’m not afraid of it, anymore.”


He tilted his head back up, turning his gaze skyward. The sun was distant, a shimmering blur on a surface so far away as to be mythical.


“I used to be,” he said. “But it says so many things. I tried ignoring it and I felt fear. I tried arguing and I felt pain. But now, I’m not afraid. I don’t hurt. I’m numb.”


“If you can safely ignore it, then is there a problem? If you don’t feel the need to kill—”


“I do.” He spoke with a casualness that unnerved himself. “The voice, when it speaks, tells me about how they abandoned me, how they betrayed me. It tells me they have to die for us to be safe. I try to ignore it . . . but it’s hard.”


“You said you were numb, that you weren’t afraid.”


“It’s not the voice that scares me.” He met her gaze now. He smiled faintly. “It’s that I’m beginning to agree with it.”


Denaos looked at himself in the blade. No scars, still. More wrinkles than there used to be. A pair of ugly bags under eyes that he chose not to look at, but no scars.


He had that, at least.


Appearance was one point of pride amongst many for him. There were other things he had hoped he would be remembered for: his taste in wine, an ear for song, and a way with women that sat firmly between the realms of poetry and witchcraft.


And killing, his conscience piped up. Don’t forget killing.


And killing. He was not bad at it.


Still, he thought as he surveyed himself, if none of those could be his legacy, looks would have to suffice.


And yet, as he saw the man in the blade, he wondered if perhaps he might have to discount that, too. His was a face used to masks: sharp, perceptive eyes over a malleable mouth ready to smile, frown, or spit curses as needed, all set within firm, square features.


Those eyes were sunken now, dark seeds buried in dark soil, hidden under long hair poorly kempt. His features were caked with stubble, grime, a dried glistening of liquid he hadn’t bothered to clean away. And his mouth twitched, not quite sure what it was supposed to do.


Fitting. He didn’t know who this mask was supposed to portray.


Looks, then, were not to be what he was remembered for. His eyes drifted to the far side of the table, to the bottle long drained. His preferences in alcohol, too, had broadened to “anything short of embalming fluid, providing nothing else is at hand; past that, it’s all fine.”


He would not be remembered as a handsome man, then. Nor a man of liquids or songs. What else was left?


The glistening of steel answered. He looked at the blade, its edge everything he wasn’t: sharpened, honed, precise. An example, three fingers long and with a polished wooden hilt and a taste for blood.


Killing, then.


“Are we doing this or what?” a growling voice asked.


That, he thought, and a way with women.


He tilted the knife slightly. She was still there. He had hoped she wouldn’t be, though that might have been hard, given that she was bound to the chair. Still, less hard considering what she was.


Indeed, it was difficult to see how Semnein Xhai was still held by the rawhide bonds. They might have bit into her purple flesh, they might have been tied tightly by hands that were used to tying. Her arm might have been twisted and ruined, thanks to Asper. But that purple flesh was thick over thicker muscle, and his hands were shakier these days.


She stared at him in the blade, her eyes white and without pupils. Her hair hung about her in greasy white strands, framing a face that was sharp and long as the knife.


And looking oddly impatient, he thought. Odder still, given that she knew full well what he could do with this. The scar on her collarbone attested to that. The fresh cut beneath her ribcage, shallow and hesitant, gave a less enthusiastic review.


He had been wearing a different mask that day, that of a man who had a better legacy than him, a man who was less good at killing. But he would do better today. He had people counting on him to find out information. That was a slightly better legacy.


Still killing, though, his conscience said. Or did you think you were going to let her go after she told you what you wanted to know? Pardon, if she tells you.


Not now, he replied. People are counting on me.


Right, right. Terribly sorry. Shall we?


His face changed in the blade. His mask came back on. Dark eyes hard, jaw set tightly, twitching mouth stilled for now. Hands steadied themselves. He smiled into the blade: knife-cruel, knife-long.


Let’s.


He held up the knife and regarded her through the reflection of its steel. Glass was fickle. Steel had a hard time lying. He knew what he was doing. He knew this should have been easier than it was.


One look into her long, purple face reminded him why it wasn’t. No fear in her reflection. Fear would have been easy to use. Contempt, too, would have been nice. Lust would have been passable, if weird. But what was on her was something hard as the rest of her, something impatient and unimpressed.


That was hard to work with. That hadn’t gotten any easier.


Not impossible, though.


“And?” she grunted. “Any more questions today?”


“No,” he replied, voice as soft as the sunlight filtering through the reed walls. “I want to tell fairy tales today.”


No reply. No confusion or derision. She was listening.


She was also fifteen paces behind him.


“Old ones, good ones,” he whispered. “I want to tell the stories that mothers make crying children silent with. Handsome princes—” he paused, turned the blade, stared into his own eyes, “—ugly witches—” he ran his finger along the blade, felt it gently lick his flesh, “—pretty, pale princesses with long, silky hair.”


He shifted the blade, looked at her again. Three paces to the left.


“Was a quiet child,” he continued without turning around. “Mother didn’t tell me stories. Never cried. I had a friend, though, cried a lot. Probably why he didn’t think he was too old for fairy tales. Made him cry once . . . twice, maybe. Heard his mother tell him stories. All the same: evil witch captures pretty princess, handsome prince rides to tower. The ending . . .”


He shifted the blade to his left hand. He stared at her for a moment longer in its reflection.


“It’s always the same.”


His arm snapped. The knife wailed. It quieted with a meaty smacking sound and her shriek of pain. He turned, smiled gently.


“There is a struggle, some brave test for the prince to conquer,” he whispered as he walked over to her. “But in the end, he reaches the top of the tower—” he took the hilt jutting from her bicep, “—he kicks in the door—” he twisted the blade slightly, ignored her snarling, “—and he carries the pretty princess out.”


He drew the blade out slowly, listening to it whine as it was torn from its nice, cozy tower, listening to the flesh protest. He caught his reflection in the steel, saw that his smile had disappeared.


“Always the same,” he said. “The fairy tale is how we tell ugly children to survive. This is why the same stories are told. Through repetition, the child understands.”


He lifted the blade, tapped it lightly on her nose, leaving a tiny red blot upon her purple flesh.


“And we can repeat this story forever.” He slowly slid the blade over, until the tip hovered beneath her eye, a hair’s width from soft, white matter. “The princess can keep going back into the tower until you tell me. Until I know where Jaga is and what you handsome princes want with it.”


Now, he waited. He waited for the fear to creep up on her face. He waited for something he could use. He waited until she finally spoke.


“I have to piss.”


He sighed; mistake. “Just let me—”


She wasn’t making a request. The acrid smell that hit him a moment later confirmed that. He blanched, turned around; bigger mistake.


You’re showing weakness.


More like disgust.


You’re turning your back to her. Shall we get back into this? People counting on you and all that.


Right you are.


He turned around to face her. Tremendous mistake.


She was sitting there, grinning broadly as the liquid trickled down her chair to stain the hut’s sandy floor. He showed her no disgust, though for how much longer he was hesitant to say. There was something in her grin beyond the subdued hatred, the pleasure in suffering that he had come to expect. There was something in her eyes that was beyond scorn and fury.


Something that made it seem as though she wanted him to smile back.


“What?” she asked.


“You disgust me.”


“Why would a man who asks for piss and blood be surprised at getting piss and blood?”


He blinked, looked down at the stained sand. “I’ve known of your breed’s existence for almost a month now, so if this is a riddle, I don’t feel ashamed saying I don’t get it.”


She smiled; not grinned. “Master Sheraptus said you were stupid.”


“Your master is dead.”


“Master Sheraptus is never wrong,” she said. She looked at him curiously, sizing him up. “But . . . you’re not stupid.”


“Thank you.”


“But you desperately want to be.”


It was generally agreed by most torturer and interrogator manuals that cryptic musing from one’s victims was generally a poor reaction. He flipped the knife around in his hand, noting that there wasn’t a great deal of blood on the blade.


Possibly because there wasn’t a great deal of blood from her wound.


“It doesn’t work that way,” she grunted, smiling at his recognition. “Cut me however deep you want to. I won’t bleed.”


“You won’t,” he said, forcing his voice cold, trying to force the conversation back into his grip. “Because you’re going to tell me.”


“No.”


No defiance. Only fact. She would not talk. It made him cringe to realize that he believed it as much as she did. It made him cringe again when she noticed this and smiled. Broadly.


“You’re not stupid,” she repeated. “There is a way it is. Everything works as it should. You call it inev . . . inva . . .” She grunted, spat onto the ground. “You give it a stupid word. Netherlings know it because we are it. From nothing to nothing. We live, we kill, we die. This is how it is.”


She looked at him, searching for a reaction. He felt his skin crawl under her gaze; there was something about not being able to follow her eyes, milk white and bereft of iris or pupil, that made him shudder.


“But you want to be stupid,” she said. “You want to think there is another way to do this. You want to think I’m going to break under this pain. I’ve had worse.”


There was a sickening popping sound and he knew she was clenching her fist behind her. That he couldn’t see the ruined mass of flesh and twisted bone that was her arm was a comfort that grew smaller every time she made a fist. The bone set back into place, the flesh squished as she overcame the injury out of a sheer desire to unnerve him.


It was working. It reminded him of just how much pain she had gone through. He was there when it had happened. He had seen Asper do it.


“You want to think I’m going to tell you everything you need.” She smiled a jagged smile. “Because then, you can tell yourself you’re as stupid as everyone else, that you just didn’t know. That’s why you pour reeking water down your throat. That’s why you talk to invisible sky people.”


He felt her smile twist in his skin.


“I bet you have a stupid word for that, too,” she said.


He meant to smack his lips. His mouth was so dry all of the sudden, so numb that he didn’t even feel it when the word slipped out of his mouth.


“Denial,” he whispered.


“Stupid,” she grunted. “As stupid as anything.”


“I disagree.”


She fell silent. She was listening intently. Unpleasant.


But he continued.


“If you accept that things happen a certain way, then you accept that there’s no particular point in trying to change them,” he said. “Thus, there’s no particular point in withholding information from me. You’re here. I’m here. I’ve got the knife. If the future is set in stone, then why are you fighting it?”


“I said you weren’t stupid,” she grunted. “Stop trying so hard. Things are what they are, not what they should be. We are solid, nothing else is. That’s what you don’t understand.”


“About you?”


“About you.”


She leaned forward. His nostrils quivered, eyes twitched, ears trembled, full of her. Her foulness, her sweat, the heat of her blood rushing in her veins, the creak of heavy bones under heavy muscle, everything that should disgust him, that did disgust him, that he knew was in her.


“You want to think there’s a way that this doesn’t end with you killing me,” she whispered, breath hot and hard like forged iron. “Because if I live, or if someone else kills me, you can pretend that you aren’t what you are. You can tell yourself that you didn’t know you’d have to kill me the moment we met.”


“We didn’t meet. You tried to kill me. I stabbed you.”


“And that’s how we do it. With metal.”


Nothing primal in her smile: no hate, no rage, no hunger. Nothing refined there: no delight in his suffering, no complex thought. It was something else, something simple and stupid and immutable.


Conviction.


“But you’re not stupid. You know this ends with your hands slick.”


He snapped. Spine snapped. Arm snapped. Fingers snapped. The knife went hurtling out of his grip, whined sharply, continued to whine even after it had struck.


She looked to her side as it stood in the sand for only a moment longer before drooping down to lay flat and impotent upon the dirt. She looked up and he was walking out the door.


“Missed,” he grunted.


“No, you didn’t,” she said after him.


He was gone. She was still smiling.


When he emerged from the cramped confines of the hut, he found the outdoors intolerable. The bright sunlight, warm winds, unbearably fresh air struck him with such force as to make his head ache.


Or that might have been his own fist as he brought it up to his temple.


“What was that?” He struck his head, trying to knock the answer loose. “What just happened?”


No idea. His conscience answered him in a jarring, disjointed train. What was that she did? Mind trick? Brain magic? What was that? That was . . . what?


His head hurt. The sound of wind turned into a shrill, ringing whine. The scent of sea was overpowering, scraping his nostrils dry. He felt dizzy, nauseous. It was hard to think.


Well, of course it is. You haven’t had a drink in . . . in . . .


“That can’t be healthy,” he whispered. “Where’d I leave my drink? Back in there?”


Don’t go back in there, stupid! She’s still in there! You can’t look at her again.


“So, what? Kill her, then?”


He looked down at his wrist, the heavy leather glove upon it. He could feel the blade, hidden and coiled upon the spring behind the thick leather. Just a twitch, he thought, and it would come singing out, a short, staccato song that ended in a red note.


Did you already forget who is in there?


The image of her smile flashed through his head. Too broad, too excited, too bereft of hatred. She was supposed to hate. She was supposed to curse. She wasn’t supposed to smile and this wasn’t supposed to be this hard.


Not at all this hard. She’s a woman . . . well, in theory. You’re good with women, right? You can’t not be good with women! You’ll ruin the group dynamics! What else are you good at?


“Killing.”


NO! Women! Women are easy for you! Things don’t get harder around women!


He chuckled inadvertently. “That’s funny.”


Yeah, I just got that. Remember that for later because—STOP TALKING TO YOURSELF.


A reasonable idea for a reasonable man, the kind of man he ought to be. A reasonable man would be able to see the problem: that the drink only soothed thoughts that he shouldn’t be drinking away; that confronting those thoughts that tormented, those thoughts that returned to him when a woman smiled at him that way, when a woman confronted him as he had been confronted once before, was the only sound philosophy.


Reasonable. Denaos was a reasonable man without philosophy or drink to turn to. And so, he turned to blame.


Women, he told himself. It was the women causing his trouble.


Might be the chronic drinking, actually, his conscience replied.


No. He wasn’t ready to face that.


It was that one woman, the priestess, who had nearly died. She had caused the whole thing. He had stood over her, cried over her, like he had done before. And that led to the memories, the waking nightmares, like he had had before. That led to the drink, which led to Teji, which led to netherlings, which led to Xhai, which led to her smiling with a broad smile that didn’t hate him or mildly loathe him and told him he was a good man.


Like he had seen before.


Always before.


That’s it, you know, his conscience whispered. This is a sign. This is an omen from Silf.


“No, not yet.”


You’re already stinking drunk. You’ve been drunk since this morning and you’re still thinking about this.


“It is obscenely rude to be bringing this up now. I haven’t had enough to—”


There won’t ever be enough. Not enough to change the truth.


“Truth is subjective.”


You killed her.


“Truth is—” His sentence was cut off in a hacking cough.


You opened her throat.


He tried to respond, tried to reply. The coughing tore his throat apart. The air was too clean out here, too fragrant. He needed stale, he needed stench.


You killed them all.


He fell to his knees. Why was the air so damn clean? Didn’t anyone drink today?


You’re going to hell.


He inhaled sharply, ragged knives in his throat, jagged shards in his lungs. It hurt to breathe. Hurt to think. He shut his eyes tight as he tried to regain his breath.


It was so bright out here. He belonged in a bottle, in something dank and dark that would prepare him nicely for the blackness he was going to.


And that was the truth. That was what it all came down to, what all the drinking and vomiting and crying and killing had done its best.


He was going to hell.


He killed them all.


He killed her.


And, on cue, the dead woman was there when he opened his eyes. Her feet were, at least: white with a white gown wafting just above them. The sensible choice would be to watch the feet, stare at them until this nasty bout of sobriety passed and he could stare into a puddle of his own vomit again.


Sensible plan.


Reasonable man.


So he looked up. Each sight was familiar enough to be seen in his skull before he saw it in his eyes. Ghastly white robe, ghastly white body, so thin and frail. Throat opened up in a bright red blossom, blood weeping onto her garments. Thin black hair hanging around her shoulders. The worst was yet to come: her smile, her grim and wild and hateful smile.


He looked up. The dead woman was frowning at him. The dead woman hated him.


She had never done that before. Not when she was alive. Not when he had opened her throat.


She was disappointed in him.


Somehow, that was the worst part.


“Get up.”


A voice. A woman’s voice. Not the dead woman’s voice, though. Her voice was something with claws and teeth that he felt in his skin. This voice was something with air and heat, something he heard.


The boot heel that dug into his shoulder and knocked him to the earth wasn’t, but he felt it all the same.


“I’d really rather not,” he grunted, clambering to his knees. “A man who aspires to rise beyond his station is invariably struck down by the Gods.”


“If that were true, I wouldn’t be here looking down at you right now.”


Asper’s voice was cold. Her stare was colder. It was almost refreshing. The air was a little staler around her, possibly due to the palpable bitterness that emanated from her.


Looking into her eyes quickly quashed any sense of refreshment. Something was boiling behind her mouth, twisted into a sharp knife of a frown.


Resentment, maybe: for having arrived too late to save her the nights before, too late to have saved her from what had happened to her. Scorn, maybe: for having seen what he’d seen that he, nor anyone, was ever meant to. A face on fire, a body engulfed, an arm pulsating like a hungry thing.


Or, much more likely, hatred: for having known what had been done to her, for having known what hell she carried in her arm, and for having not so much as looked at her since it had happened.


Or maybe it was just spit?


“What have you learned?” she asked.


“About?”


She stared at him, unblinking. He sighed, rubbed his temples.


“Not a tremendous lot,” he said. “It’s not as though it should come as a colossal surprise, really. I’m sure the vast majority of her is bone—”


“Muscle,” Asper said. “Over half.”


“Whatever. The point is that getting information from her is proving . . .”


Unnerving? Slightly emasculating? A little arousing in the same way that it sort of makes you want to cry?


“Difficult,” he said. “If she even knows anything, she won’t tell me anything.” He glanced to another nearby hut. “Dreadaeleon might be able to coerce her, or—”


“Or Bralston?” she asked, thrusting the question at him.


“Or Gariath,” Denaos said. He narrowed his eyes upon the hut. “I don’t like the look of the Djaalman. Too shifty.”


“You’re in a poor position to comment.”


“And a good position to observe. The man’s too . . . probey.”


“Probey.”


“Probish. Probesque. He’s always staring at us.”


“He’s staring at you. He stares at no one but you.” She smiled blackly. “Watch your back, lest he try to probe you more attentively.” She wiggled her fingers. “Electric touch.”


“Was there something else, or . . .”


She turned her stare at the hut’s door, looked at it for a moment. When she turned back to Denaos, her face was a hard, iron mask. “Why not just kill her?”


“What?”


“Go in there and open her throat.” She scowled at the door. “She’s too dangerous to leave alive.”


“Granted, but that’s not for us to decide. Lenk thinks she still might have—”


“Lenk doesn’t know them,” she snarled, whirling on him. “He thinks they’re savages. The only reason he hates them is that they’re more longfaced than his little savage. I know them.” She jabbed a thumb at her chest. “I know what they’re capable of. I know what they do. I know how foul and utterly—”


“You think I don’t?” he interjected. “You think I haven’t seen what they’ve done?”


“I don’t think anything about you,” she said. “I know you, too. I know you’re scum.”


He knew why she knew, too. Just as he knew he couldn’t deny it.


“And I know that you know nothing about them.” She turned on him now, turned a face cold and trembling upon him. “Because you came too late to stop it from happening. Because you did nothing to stop it from happening and because you . . . you . . .”


Asper was an honest woman. Too honest to survive, he had once thought. Her face wasn’t made for masks. Her face fragmented with each moment it trembled, cracking and falling off to reveal eyes that weren’t as cold as she wanted them to be. There was fire there, and honest hate.


“Everything . . . everything that happened to me, what Sheraptus . . .” She winced at the name, clenched her teeth. “He violated me . . . and then . . . then, my arm—” Her face trembled so violently he had to fight the urge to reach out and steady her. “And with it all, after all the secrets about it and all that happened with him, I thought at least I had you, at least I had someone to . . .”


A curse would have been nice. Spitting in his eye would have been workable, too. The sigh she let out, though, was less than ideal.


“I needed you . . . and you shoved me away, like I was . . . like I was unclean. Trash. And now you won’t even look at me.”


And Denaos wasn’t looking at her now. He was looking at her forehead, at the hut door, at the sand and the unbearable sun. Her eyes were too hard to look at, too shiny, too clear; he might see himself in them.


“You don’t need me.”


“You’re the only one who knows this,” she grabbed at her arm, “any of this. Do you have any idea how long I’ve—”


“Yes.” He looked at her now. “Yes, I know what it’s like to wait that long. And yes, I know what happened to you and I know what’s happening to you.”


“Then why won’t you?”


“Because I’ve seen it before.” He clutched his head. “I know why you threw yourself at me because I’ve seen it happen. I’ve seen women, children, people get torn apart like you did. I’ve seen them carry worse things and think that they have go into the arms of someone, anyone, just to tell it. But it can’t be anyone, Asper, and it can’t be me.”


Not entirely true. There was a lot she could tell him, a lot he needed to tell her. But what, he did not know. How exactly a man went about telling a woman he had seen what women do after being violated because he had watched it happen was beyond him. He neglected to tell her that. That, he reasoned, was slightly better than lying.


“I am not a good man. I am not what you need.”


She stared at him for a moment. He never saw the blow coming. It was only after she had struck him, sent him reeling, that he admitted she might be better with masks than he thought.


“No one tells me what I need,” she said. “Certainly not a man hiding cowardice behind more cowardice.”


She stalked off silently, swiftly, leaving him alone with his conscience.


Could have gone better.


True, he admitted.


She might hit you less if you actually talked to her, you know.


That sounds really hard.


Good point. Want a drink?


Wanted one, yes. Needed one, yes. He needed many things at that moment. The most important of which became apparent when he looked back, toward the distant huts and the figure standing amongst them.


Bralston stood out in the open, unabashed, unafraid. A Librarian did not need to hide. This Librarian, however, didn’t bother to hide many things. The stare he fixed upon Denaos among them.


Denaos, too, did not bother to hide his stare. In the moment they met, the brief moment before Denaos turned and stalked into the distant forest, there was a brief trial. Accusation, confession, sentence, all handed down in the span of a blink.
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