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      For all my kids.

      Furry though you may be,

      you still mean the world to me.
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      The heat was unbearable, searing and constant, burning his skin until it crisped. He could smell the aroma of cooking flesh and knew it was himself that he smelled. It was all too familiar, singeing and sinking into his nostrils, a vile stench he would never forget. Would never be allowed to forget. As usual, the metal around his wrists burned first, glowing a hot red… as though it could melt away or be smelted along with his flesh. But it never melted away; it held true time and time again. He had torn at his manacles, strained against them. Every time the fire came, he prayed it would melt his hands away first, allowing him to slip free.

      But that was not how things worked here. There was never going to be freedom for him. His was an eternal damnation. He had sinned against all the gods and they, who usually warred amongst themselves, had come together to see him punished. That was how deeply he had sinned.

      Dethan and his brothers had been chained, entombed in these forsaken caverns, and their immortal lives, the ones they had dared to wrest from the secrets of the gods, were now their curse as they died again and again. Death by fire. Or rather, as near to death as was possible for an immortal. Dethan suffered and singed and crackled to a crisp until his lungs could no longer breathe in the flames, until his marrow boiled within his bones and until his chains held only a desiccated corpse turned mostly to ash.

      And then the flames would subside, and slowly, ever so excruciatingly slowly, his body would heal. Flesh would rebuild itself along the lines of his bones, cell by cell, one healing piece of sinew after another. Immortality repairing itself, birthing him new again, making his skin supple and whole, and preparing him to be fresh and healthy, and ready to be burned all over again.

      The chains he wore went around his forearms in gauntlets from wrist to elbow, and for good measure a bolt had been shot through them, spearing through the flesh and bone of each forearm from one side to the next, making certain there was no way he could slide free. Not that it was necessary. These were chains forged by gods. If you were dressed in the chains of the gods, there would be no freedom from them until the gods decided to set you free.

      He laughed, the sound hollow in the echo of the abated flames. But the flames were growing again; he could hear them with his newly healed eardrums. He had long ago ceased begging the gods for mercy. They had not heard him, although he had screamed it for hours. For days. For turnings. For ages. He no longer knew how much time had passed, and it had ceased being important to him. Nothing was important to him. His lot in this existence was merely to burn and to suffer. Again and again, over and over.

      You thought you deserved eternal life. Now see what your ambition has won you. See it. Feel it. Deserve it. 

      No. No one deserved this. True, his crimes had been brash and arrogant, but they had been crimes of hubris, not unabashed wickedness. He had never been evil incarnate.

      But he dared not think that he was blameless for his lot. No. Nor did he dare blame the gods. Oh, he had cursed them. Screamed their names and damned them. Renouncing them one moment and yet pleading to them with utter devotion mere hours later. Such was the nature of torment like this.

      But he had not tried to bargain for his release or promised to be the most devout of men should they set him free. No. He knew that freedom would now be wasted on him. His mind was so scorched, so torn, it was nothing but a wasteland.

      No. He would simply sit here and burn. He did not even think of his brothers any longer. How often he had wished he could turn back time, wished that he had heeded Garreth, who had tried one last time to recall them from the task they had set for themselves. But by then they had almost reached the mountain’s pinnacle. By then they had already fought and killed two manticores, vile powerful creatures with the head of a Sholet lion, the torso of a man, and a powerful cat below the waist. Its tail was that of a Bytwyte scorpion. Its massive arms were capable of great strength, and each of its wings was tipped with savage talons meant to rip the flesh from a man.

      But more alarming than the frightful creatures Dethan and his brothers had faced was that they had almost frozen to death, exposed on the face of Mount Airidare. Garreth had been dying at their feet from the crippling cold, and the only way to save him had been to continue onward in hopes of finding their prize.

      At the heart of it all had been nothing but selfish desire for the power of immortality. As warriors, they had faced death every day and without fear, but what they had wanted was the glory of being invincible. Like the demigods, the gods’ own children, or the special heroes that had been awarded immortality as a prized gift for their service to the gods.

      They had first tried to obtain the gift through their deeds – winning battles and waging war, overtaking heathen lands and building monuments to the gods, teaching their ways to the untaught. They had converted land after land into the lands of the shield goddess or the god of peace and tranquillity. But the gods had been unimpressed and had offered no reward for their service.

      And now he knew why. He knew it was because they had never really done any of it in the name of the gods. They had done it for their own ends and no other reason, and the gods had seen through them.

      The four brothers had grown tired of waiting for the gods to get around to rewarding their so-called faithful servants and instead had researched a tale, told to them all through their lives growing up, about the hero Gynnis, who had climbed a great mountain and had found atop it a fountain of gold and gems, and within that fountain had been the waters of immortality. One sip of these waters and they would be gifted with youth, health, and life everlasting. The waters would heal all wounds, new and old, they would erase the hardest years from face and form, and again… bestow life everlasting.

      And through much work, much research, much capturing of holy scrolls from holy cities, Jaykun had finally concluded that the fountain was on Mount Airidare. It could not be anywhere else, for all other mountains had reportedly been conquered by other men and there had never been tales of success of finding the fountain. No mortal other than Gynnis had ever gained immortality by drinking its waters. So by process of elimination and by the use of many signs and landmarks in those holy scrolls, they had known it would be there.

      After days of deadly progress, days when they could have and should have failed dozens of times, they had seen the pinnacle and there, running free and gleaming of gold and gemstones, had sat a fountain where water should’ve been frozen solid, but was not. They had been in the thinnest air the world had to offer – that was how far up near the field of heaven they had climbed. They could barely breathe, it was so thin.

      But laying eyes on that fountain had been like a bolt of pure oxygen and exhilarating, revitalizing energy. Just from the sight of it.

      And still Garreth had tried to stay them. Upon seeing it, he had hesitated and asked them to rethink this, had claimed a sense of foreboding. But they had ignored him and had pressed on, and in the end all four of them, even Garreth, had drunk deeply of the fountain’s waters.

      It had truly been the most miraculous thing Dethan had ever known. His battle-scarred and weather-frozen body had healed before his very eyes. Frostbite that had claimed at least three of his fingers had reversed itself, revealing warm, pink flesh once more. Old battle wounds, like the one that had nearly dismembered his left leg from the rest of his body, had healed, the tightness and pain he had dealt with every day since evaporating with alacrity. The scar had disappeared from beneath his many layers of clothing. He had not needed to see it because he had felt it. And in the reflective surface of the fountain’s waters he had seen the years melt away from his face, until he looked as he had looked fifteen summers past, a younger man in the prime of his life, no more than thirty, no less than twenty-five, from what he could see. Garreth, previously near death, had sprung to his feet, laughing and full of life once more.

      And then… then the gods had come. With a mighty storm of fury, clouds full of lightning and thunder, snow driving them down to the ground, the ground itself hauling and shuddering with rage. Oh yes, they had come.

      You dare steal this reward when you have not deserved it in our eyes? You dare to do so without permission, without honor? You will pay for your folly, foolish, arrogant worms. You will pay for your immortality with blood and bone and flesh. We cannot take this gift back, but we can see to it you wish you had never dared to think you could push the hands of the gods to your will and your liking. 

      Then Dethan had been thrown down from that mountain and into the deepest chamber in the eight hells and had been left there to burn. He did not know what had become of his brothers, Garreth, Jaykun, and Maxum. He could only assume they had been thrown into similar caverns and were suffering similar fates. He had been alone ever since, day after day, with nothing to keep his interest and nothing but the fire for company.

      So Dethan was not prepared when, just as the fires were about to roar to life once more, the softest waterfall of sparkling light appeared before his eyes. It started small, with just a falling dot of light, then two, then twenty, then hundreds. The sparkling bits of light began to form into the shape of a woman. Then, in a flash, a woman of dark hair and blinding beauty was standing before him.

      He blinked hard several times, trying to rid himself of the vision. It would not be the first time he had hallucinated under the stress of his torment. But there she stayed and there she stood, wearing a dress so glittering and beautiful it refracted the firelight like diamonds might do. Or perhaps kitomite, which was harder and more brilliant than diamonds. Yes, that was it. The dress, he realized, was a suit of chain-mail armor, fitting her form with perfection and looking as stunning and impervious as it must be if made from kitomite.

      That was when he knew it was Weysa, the goddess of conflict. The shield goddess. He had erected statues of her above her altars, where spoils of war were frequently laid in homage to her when an army or fighter was victorious. He had prayed to her before every battle and he had seen her fury when he had drunk from the forbidden waters and subsequently banished him to this place in the eight hells, so it was no wonder that he recognized her once he had seen past the blinding brilliance of that armor. He shuffled about on his hands and knees, rolling himself into obeisance, his forehead touching the scalding hot rock, his palms doing the same, his flesh searing against the stone like a cut of fresh junjun beast being seared in a pan.

      She regarded him in silence, and as she did so, the fires remained completely abated for the first time since he had come there. He was grateful for the reprieve, no matter what the reason, no matter what further curses she might rain down upon his head.

      “Low beast,” she said after long moments.

      “The lowest,” he agreed with her, fearful that she might grow angry with him for speaking aloud to her.

      “What have you learned here, in your time spent?”

      He did not know how to answer her. He did not know what she wanted to hear. So he fumbled for the most honest of answers he could come to. “Never to cross the mighty gods, for their will is the only will.”

      “Do you beg for mercy?”

      “No, mistress,” he said, “For your will shall be done, and there is nothing I can do to change it.”

      “Good, because we have been merciful thus far. Your fate could have been much worse, but we took into account all that you have done in our name.”

      Merciful? This torment had been the gods’ idea of mercy? Dethan felt a wash of rage overcoming him, and he struggled to fight it back. What if she could divine his thoughts? He would anger her and then she would show him what it meant for a god to be unmerciful.

      “So,” Weysa said, “your time here has not cowed you completely.”

      Dread filled him. Surely she would become angry with him now. What would she do with him?

      “Good,” she said then, surprising him. “I need a true warrior. A man loyal to me who will fight in my name.”

      She wanted him to fight for her? Yes. He would fight for her. Anything. Anything to be free of this hell.

      “Fortune has told me that you are my one true hope in this matter. And so you will be. Rise.”

      He did so, leaving strips of his flesh behind, burned to the floor, all the while keeping his eyes cast downward. Partly to honor her, partly because her armor was too brilliant for his eyes to bear.

      “I have grown weak,” she said, again surprising him. “Things have changed greatly since the times when you fought for me. My strength lies in those who worship me, and so many have fallen by the wayside, worshipping false gods instead or… following my enemies and giving them the strength I need. You see, the gods have split into two factions, low beast. We war. We war violently. But we cannot win or find advantage unless we have devotion to us. I need you to find me that devotion, to win over those who do not believe and those who would choose my enemies over me.”

      Dethan remained silent as she relayed this, but all the while his mind was racing. A war between the gods? This did not surprise him. They had always been a contentious lot. But things must have grown desperate if she was coming to him for help.

      “I will give you these gifts and you will not squander them or you will pay dearly for it,” she said. And suddenly a suit of plated armor appeared at his feet. It seemed to be made of hedonite, a black, shining stone known for its lightness of weight. It was far too fragile to be of use in armor.

      “Do not let the look of it deceive you, for this is god-made armor, forged by my own hands and imbued with my strength. It will protect you against any weapon. It will make you invulnerable. Invulnerability coupled with immortality will make you nigh invincible. But be warned: You can die if your head leaves your shoulders by way of a god-made weapon, and my enemies will make gifts of such weapons to stop your progress. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, mistress,” he said.

      “Good. Then there is this.” A sword also appeared at his feet. It too seemed to be made of the black hedonite. “This is a mighty weapon. In your hands, be your intentions true and just, it will cut down your foes, of which there will be many. It can pierce god-made armor, no matter how strongly imbued. This was forged with the strength of six gods. All of our faction together.”

      “Mistress, may I ask which six gods?” he asked, knowing there were twelve gods in all and this meant they were split exactly down the middle.

      “Our faction consists of Hella, the goddess of fate and fortune; Meru, the goddess of hearth, home, and harvest; her brother Mordu, the god of hope, love, and dreams; Lothas, the god of day and night; and last is Framun, the god of peace and tranquillity.”

      “So you war with Xaxis, the god of the eight hells; Grimu, the god of the eight heavens; Diathus, the goddess of the lands and oceans; Kitari, the goddess of life and death; Jikaro, the god of anger, deception, and storms; and Sabo, the god of pain and suffering.” He swallowed. That Kitari had sided with five of the darkest gods did not ring true to him; she was the queen of all the gods and demanded much respect.

      “Your thoughts do you justice, low beast. Kitari has been swayed by these other gods. I believe she is held hostage more than she has sided with them. They together have the power to subdue her in spite of her great powers. And that is part of your goal. You will be gaining worshippers for me and the other gods who side with me. By doing this I believe I will be able to rescue Kitari from their influence. Such a coup would no doubt turn the tide of this war. And there is something else…”

      “Yes, my mistress,” he encouraged her. His mind was racing. If she was rescuing him from this fate worse than death, then things were as dire as they appeared. He would fight for her, as he had done in the past. This in spite of the rage he felt toward all the gods for the suffering they had subjected him to. Especially if it meant freedom from this torment. It was the only choice, really, because there was nothing he could do in the face of their power. But perhaps… perhaps he could convince her… 

      No. He would not try to manipulate his goddess. That was a slippery slope and he would not risk angering her. But he would ask… he would beg… 

      “There is a great weapon that can be used against Xaxis’s faction.”

      So it was Xaxis leading the faction, Dethan thought. That figured. Xaxis had been trying to wrest power from the other gods for time immemorial.

      “This weapon is surrounded by a great city, a city that guards the mouth of the eight hells.”

      “Olan?” he asked.

      “Olan,” she agreed. “I need you to conquer this city and to wrest control of this weapon.”

      Suddenly she looked over her shoulder, as if she heard someone coming. She turned to him quickly. “This is Xaxis’s territory and he is beginning to sense that I am here. I must leave before I am captured by him. But you are freed. I will take you above the hells and you must begin your work. But be warned: You do not go freely. You are cursed ever after, to make you remember where you have come from and where you will return should you fail me. Every night, at dusk, you will conflagrate and burn until the juquil’s hour. If you perform well for me, I will consider lifting the curse. Do you understand?”

      Dethan’s fists clenched in anger, but he controlled the emotion with an iron will. So he would be made to suffer this same hell again and again, even while he worked for her honor and ends. But the rest of the time… the rest of the time he would live in reprieve, and that was far better than what he suffered now.

      “Yes, mistress, I understand. But… if your humble servant might ask… my brothers are great warriors. If you were to rescue them from this torment as well, they too could fight for your faction.”

      “Your brothers, unlike you, are not here in the hells. However, like you, they are made to suffer in the territories ruled by the other faction. I have risked all coming here and cannot do so again. The only reason I was able to come at all is because the others have distracted Xaxis in order to free me to do this. Your brother Garreth is chained to the very mountain where you found the fountain, freezing solid again and again. The territory is controlled by Diathus. Jaykun is chained to a star and, like you, burns again and again. This is Grimu’s territory and I have no access to the heavens. Maxum… I do not know where Maxum is. He was given to Sabo to be dealt with and Sabo never shared with us the punishment he meted out.” She looked over her shoulder again and this time Dethan saw true anxiety on her features. “I must go now. Fight, warrior, as you have never fought before. Find an army. Fight to take my name to the people. Fight until the day I deem your worth restored. And never forget who has set you free and who can set you down again.”

      “No, mistress. Never.”

      “The fires will see to that. Remember, dusk every day. It will do you well to make sure no others are nearby when this happens or they will be consumed by the flames as well. Now, we are off.”
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      In a flash of speed and burning light that sickened him, Dethan found himself standing at the mouth of one of the four entrances to the eight hells, easily recognizable by the dragon’s head carved into the massive stones surrounding it, the mouth of the creature leading downward to the fiery pit. He could assume this was not the entrance in Olan. Weysa would not put him in the heart of the very city she wished him to conquer. So it was one of the others placed upon the face of Ethos. One he knew was underwater. One, like the fountain, was set high on a mountain. And since it was not cold but more summery climes around him, that left the largest opening, the one in Hexis. His armor rested at his feet and he hastened to pick it up. He was still seared and wounded, and he had no clothing, so he stood naked, knowing nothing of the world around him.

      He could have hidden back within the cave, but he could not bring himself to step toward it, his muscle and sinew screaming in fear of moving toward the fires below in even the smallest of increments.

      Luckily the closest thing to the mouth of the cave was an altar upon which sacrifices to Xaxis were made. He hurried over to it, hiding and skulking behind it as he looked around with wide, wild eyes. The altar was laden with all manner of things, from fruits to dead beasts. Things going to rot and waste. And thanks to that, the first thing he realized was that he was starving – famished from who knew how long without food. But to steal from the altar might mean an insult to the god it was meant for, so he touched nothing there, not wishing to incite any further wrath from the gods. Especially not Xaxis. He was to be working covertly for his goddess’s interests. He could not draw attention to himself until it was time to begin to war in her name.

      But she had given him no army. She expected him to find one on his own. It had taken ages for him to build the forces he had once used to march across the world. But what of those lands he had once defeated? Would they still be his to command? How long had it been since he had been locked away?

      No. He could not hope that any of the people of those lands would know who he was. None but perhaps… home. Perhaps where he had once sat as warlord and master they would know who he was. But it did not follow that they would accept him. And he was a very long way from the massive walls of Toren, his home. It would take travel across a desert, a lush living valley, and an ocean before he could get there.

      It felt strange to use the term “home.” His home for so long had been that fiery cavern. His home had been a pair of chains.

      That was when he looked down at his arms.

      Free. Free. His skin – raw and ragged as it was; pale, damp, and weak it might be – was in the open air for the first time since… well… since. Naked in the cooler air after being in the scalding heat, he was shivering so hard his teeth clacked like heavy sticks knocking together.

      There was no one nearby. That did not surprise him. The cavern was located well above the sprawl of the city. Xaxis was not the sort of god one wanted to spend too much time on or get too close to. He was worshipped out of fear. He was worshipped whenever someone died, the idea being that he could be convinced to turn a blind eye to the departed, allowing them to bypass the eight hells and be lifted up to the eight heavens, where they would reside in brightness and glory. Kitari, goddess of life and death, worked hand in hand with the goddess of fate, Hella, to decide the moment and manner of death one might face, but if one led an impure life, that person would be brought to the attention of Xaxis, and then he would decide whether the person deserved the chains of the hells. It was key that one did nothing to attract such attention. But often Xaxis was worshipped by those who dealt in death, who thrived in the causing of it – warriors looking to send their enemies to the hells. Dethan had been mistaken to be a worshipper of death because he had dealt in war. In war there was always death. But in truth it had been Weysa, the goddess of conflict, who had earned his devotion, and that was probably why she had come to him and none of his other brothers.

      They were all warriors, but each in his own way. Garreth had not even been a part of his forces, preferring to take on quests of honor. Maxum was a gold-sword, selling his sword for gold and going wherever the money was best, whether the cause was good or bad. And yet Maxum had his own set of morals, his own limitations, his own rules. That left Jaykun. Jaykun had been Dethan’s right arm, his first lieutenant. His successor, had it come to that. But it never had. They had taken on the folly of finding immortality, in spite of all the riches and glories they already had in the world.

      Riches. Yes, he thought with sudden elation. He had hidden caches of wealth all over the Red Continent. All he needed to do was get to one of them, hoping above all that they had not been discovered. He could buy an army if he had those monies. Or at least he could start to buy one. The one thing he had learned in his days as a warlord was that war was an expensive undertaking. Tactics and planning were all well and good, but without the funds to support one’s troops, the effort would come to a standstill.

      But one step at a time. He needed clothes. And then a horse. With a horse and some proper provisioning, he could cross the Syken Desert and see if one of his largest caches was still intact.

      He looked around and found some thick shrubbery to the side of the opening to the eight hells. He grabbed his sword and the armor and dragged it all behind a bush, hiding it well. The weight of it was light, but it was still cumbersome. He hid it as best he could, looking around furtively to make certain no one was watching. But set so far from the town, he was alone.

      Once he was free of encumbrance, he crept toward the city. A piece of fruit had rolled down the hill, presumably from the offerings above, and he snatched it up greedily. He ripped through the thick skin, shoving his entire face into the sweet, pulpy heart of it. He devoured it as he moved, but it was gone all too quickly. He threw the skins aside and wiped his face.

      It was daytime – late afternoon, by the position of the blue sun. It was told that the sun burned blue because that was the hottest part of the flame… although the songs of the gods said that the sun was the blue of the eyes of Atemna, the mortal woman who captured Lothas’s heart, the heart of the god of day and night. The moon and sun were his to command, and he had the power to change the color of the sun in remembrance of his love.

      Of course Atemna had met a tragic end when Diathus, Lothas’s wife and the goddess of land and oceans, drowned the girl in a fit of jealousy.

      It wasn’t the first story of mortals suffering because of the tumultuous whims of the gods. But Dethan knew that better than anyone. He wondered if he and his brothers were now one of the songs of the gods. A cautionary tale for those who reached too high.

      The worst part of Hexis was closest to the entrance to the hells. After all, who wanted to live nearest to the hells? The children who ran in the muddied streets wore tatters and rags, the stench of poor sewage reeked heavy on the air, and the noise was more overwhelming the closer he got to it. The stench was harsh in his singed nostrils, but welcome after ages of smelling nothing but soot and crisping flesh. He had crept well into the edge of the mess of it without anyone taking notice of his lack of clothing. They had stronger worries, these impoverished people, and no doubt he wasn’t the first naked beggar they had ever seen.

      But he would not beg. No. Not that he was above it. He was not above anything anymore. But beggars would be cast down on, would earn nothing but negative attention. Especially one like him, who looked so vulnerable on sight. Begging would not get him what he needed.

      Thievery would.

      The first order was some kind of clothing. He snuck down a back alley, and immediately he could see clothing lines had been drawn up high between the buildings. But they were a good two stories up.

      This did not sway him from his course. He found a strange metal pipe that ran from ground to roof, water running out of the opening in the bottom. He wrapped a hand around it and pulled, studying the fastenings that held it to the stone. With a shrug, he began to climb it. After all, if he fell, he would not die. Oh, it would hurt… it might slow him down, but he would heal, and then he would walk away from it.

      Because he could walk. Because he was free.

      Only… the sun was lowering. If the fires were going to return… 

      The thought lent him speed. Because his muscles were still burnt and shriveled, it took all his strength to climb the pipe up to the nearest line and the clothing he found upon it. There was a pair of pants, worn and barely patched in places, but clean and ten times better than nothing. A hundred times better. He snatched them from the line, and like a rat that steals a sliver of cheese, he scurried back down the pipe and slipped into the late-day shadows of the alley. Scrambling, he shoved first one leg and then the other into the pants and then held them clutched to his body, for he had no belt and they were meant for a much stockier man. But now he was clothed and could walk around freely. What he needed now was to find a horse. He would observe barns or smithies, places where horses could be found, and when night fell, he would come back… 

      After the juquil’s hour, he reminded himself. Because from sunset to the juquil’s hour he would burn. And he had to find a place where he could do so and not bring danger to others… or notice to himself. And the only place he could think of that would fit that need was… 

      Just thinking about the entrance to the hells made him break out in a cold sweat. The idea of voluntarily stepping into the mouth of the hells all but paralyzed him with fear. He had not been well acquainted with fear during his life as a warlord. He had even been called fearless in bard song. But he was well acquainted with it now. And he didn’t dare step back near the hells and Xaxis’s territory. What if Xaxis could sense him then? What if Xaxis came for him and dragged him back down and chained him once more?

      The thought of it made him shake with terror. Bone-chilled, flesh-scorched terror. He had to stop, sinking down onto his haunches in the shadows of the wet, smelly alleyway, huddling into himself and trying for all he was worth to remind himself of who he had once been. A man of courage. A warrior. A warlord who had ruled with an iron fist.

      But he was not that man any longer.

      After a minute he rose up again and then made his way out into the open streets. The deeper he went into the city, the thicker the traffic. Pedestrians and horses, carts and coaches, lined the roads, kicking up mud and grinding it down again until Dethan found himself sticking in the sludge as it sucked at his feet and ankles. It was a wonder anyone managed to get anywhere at all. The wheels of one of the heavier coaches must have sunk a good four inches or better into the muck. It was only the team of stout ginger merries that kept it from slogging down. And beautiful horses they were. A perfectly matched set of four ginger-colored steeds with white manes and tails. They were called ginger merries because of their sweet, playful dispositions. They were usually women’s horses, and indeed the coach was full of highborn women.

      At least that much was the same. The rich still lived better than the poor. Ginger merries still existed. But already he was seeing things he’d never seen before. Like the metal pipe he had climbed. It was a clever thing, he realized. It kept water from accumulating on the roof of the building.

      The buildings were another thing. They were well made, not just of stone but of wood and some kind of plaster. Some of the buildings he was now passing were whitish in color, while those he’d just come from had been brown. Still others were made even better with wood planks nailed to the sides. He couldn’t help himself. He stopped and pulled at one. The wood shingle held fast. He could not comprehend its purpose, so he simply let it be and left. He had many other things to accomplish. Although he understood that he could not hope to conquer a world he did not understand. So he would pay attention as he went.

      Dethan found a stable after a short while and within it a horse of fine flesh. If his fortune ran well, the horse would still be there come the juquil’s hour.

      “Beauteous Hella, look upon me this night, so I may aid your cause,” he prayed with fervor to the goddess of fate and fortune.

      He turned away and heard a loud shout. Fearing someone had noticed him, he cringed. He turned just as the sound of a cracking whip cut through the air. There, not too far down the partly cobbled road, was one of the fine coaches… this one led by dark stallions with shining coats that showed the musculature and fine breeding of the foursome. Now, there, he thought, was a horse worth stealing.

      The whip cracked again and a man cried out. Dethan moved a little closer so he could see better because it was very clear the whip was not being used on the team of horses. The coachman raised his arm again and Dethan could see a man, wearing little better clothing than he wore, cowering away from the coming blow, two stripes of red showing through the mud on his skin where the whip had struck before.

      “Dog! Foul thing, you dare interfere with his lordship’s horses?” the coachman yelled.

      And then, when Dethan looked into the open coach windows at who was within, he could see a pair of dark eyes watching the exchange rapaciously. The man within did not intervene, did not stop the abuse. It was more like… he hungered for it. Was eager to see it. The smile that touched his cruel lips only solidified the impression. Dethan had known men like this before. Wicked men. Cruel men. He had fought both with and against them in the wars he had engaged in. Though he had had no tolerance for it in his own camps, there were those who had a thirst for such cruelties.

      Dethan did not know why he stepped forward, did not know why he thrust his hand out, blocking the next strike of the whip’s tail from hitting the man, letting it wrap around his wrist instead. He yanked as hard as he could, testing the strength of his healing muscles to the maximum. The coachman had such a grip on the whip that Dethan ended up yanking the lot of them, man and whip, from high above down into the wet of the mud. The coachman spluttered and spat, getting to his feet in a state, his face mottled red with fury.

      “How dare you! Do you not see the sigil on this coach? It is the lord high jenden’s vehicle! You will be whipped for your insolence!”

      “Would that be with this whip?” Dethan asked, rolling the whip up slowly in his hands. His manner might appear mild on first glance, but anyone who looked a bit harder would realize what the coachman realized: that Dethan, for all he wore baggy rags and a thick layer of mud, was the one fully in charge of the altercation.

      “You there! You let my man go or you will find yourself without a head!” barked a man leaning out the window of the conveyance.

      “Oh, I’ll let him go,” Dethan said. “Only not with his whip. The whip is mine now.”

      “How dare you commandeer anything of mine! How dare you interfere with —!”

      He broke off suddenly when a delicate, gloved hand appeared from the darkness of the coach and rested on the hand of the man within. The glove was white with a sprig of flowers ringed around the wrist.

      She, for it was obviously a woman, must have said something – Dethan could not hear what – because the angry man subsided somewhat, though it was very clear he was not happy about it. He looked to the left and right, seeing the crowd they were beginning to draw.

      “But… my dear… he is an upstart of a peasant and we cannot abide —”

      “Is this truly worthy of your time?” she asked, this time loud enough for Dethan to hear, though in no way with strong emotion. More like she might scold a puppy. Then she finally appeared in the window, and Dethan felt his breath lock up in cold shock in his chest.

      She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen… save the goddesses themselves. Her only flaw, immediately noticeable, was the burn scar along her lower cheek and jaw on the left side of her face. But he hardly saw it because the rest of her face was stunning, her eyes dark and bottomless, her nose small and delicate, and her lips lush and smiling over perfectly white teeth. It was a shock to him that she had all her teeth. Women of his time hardly made it to her age with all intact.

      Her hair was dark and curly, piled high on her head with a jaunty little cap set amid it. The teal cap had a stiff veil, which dropped down over the left side of her face, presumably to hide the scar, only it had been pushed back, either by accident or design, and she could be seen quite clearly. She had the longest of necks, the whitest of skin. Her gloved hand was graceful on the man’s.

      “Can you not see how out of line your carriage driver was, Lord Grannish?” she asked him gently. “This man was only doing what was right. Those with power should not use it to press down those without,” she said, almost pointedly. No. It was with a point. Something Dethan did not fully understand was being passed between them.

      “Very well,” Grannish groused, his narrow face with its curling moustache looking a cross between angry and deferential. Whatever it was, he was not happy about the situation. “Driver!”

      “Sor.” The lady addressed Dethan. “The driver cannot drive without the whip.”

      The implication was clear. She was trying to manipulate him the way she had just managed the other man. But he had no intention of being managed.

      “A whip should not be applied to such fine horseflesh, woman. If he cannot control them with reins alone, then you are in need of a better driver. And I am in need of a belt.” With a sharp movement he whipped the whip around his waist, effectively belting up his pants, and tied the end tightly to his body, the long, hard handle dangling down against his upper thigh.

      “This is a woman of the highest born blood,” the man Grannish hissed. “You will refer to her by her title —!”

      She cut him off. “ ‘My lady’ will suffice.”

      “Your pardon, my lady. I am a foreigner to these lands and things are different here than where I come from.”

      “Then it is understood. Truly, you are forgiven. Driver, ride on!” she said in loud command.

      The driver had since climbed out of the mud and back up into his seat, Dethan having kept a sharp eye on him the entire time. He made a sound to the horses and they drove on with a jolting start. Dethan watched them go, his eyes on the woman and hers on him the entire time. It took him a minute to shake himself free of the trance in which he found himself, and then he questioned why he had done what he had just done. He should be worrying about his own skin, his own tasks, and not what happened to a lone man in the filth of the street.

      “Thank you!” the man said then, coming up to him and grabbing his hand. He touched the back of his hand to the back of Dethan’s, pressing them together. “I owe you much. Come, let me reward you.”

      “I have no need of reward,” Dethan said. He eyed the other man. The man was tall and gangly, full of long, loose limbs and a corded sort of lean strength. It was clear he knew what a hard day’s work was. He had a mop of dark curly hair and warm, laughing brown eyes. “And you have little to give, I think.”

      “Any other day that would be true, but today is the fair and I have been saving my silver to go. I think I might find me a wife today, if I can be so lucky.”

      “You intend to buy one?” Dethan asked.

      “Oh well… I suppose I could. From one of the slavers. But my money is so little that I wouldn’t be able to buy any woman of passing health. It takes a strong woman to be a mud farmer’s wife.”

      “You might be surprised,” Dethan said. “A sickly slave might be made well with good care. I’ve seen it done.”

      “It might be cheaper at that!” The man chuckled; it was a low raspy sound. He ran a hand back through his hair, obviously a habit because there were streaks of mud in various stages of wetness from the times before. “By the time the courting is done a man can be begging in the streets. Your idea has merit! To the fair, then? I’ll buy you a roasted gossel leg for your trouble, though I wish it was more.”

      “A gossel leg is more than fair and will be more than welcome.”

      “Very well, then.” The man pressed the backs of their hands together again. “My name’s Tonkin. You are new around here.”

      “Yes. Why does that matter?” Dethan said uneasily.

      “Well, no one who knows would step in to interfere with his lordship the high jenden’s business. He’s a cruel bastard, make no mistake about it. If I hadn’t fallen, I would never have come close to that vehicle of his. He rides it round here all fine and fierce-looking, making sure all us drudges know our place.”

      “Jenden?” Dethan asked cautiously. He didn’t want to seem too strange to this individual. But by the look the man sent him, he could tell he was very much so strange.

      “Advisor to the grand. You know, advisor to the king,” Tonkin stressed when Dethan’s expression remained blank. “And anyways, that was the grandina, the grand’s daughter, with him. I guarantee you had she not been with him the whole business would have gone much differently. It’s rumored that once the jenden killed someone right in the middle of the street. And the grand is so enamored with all the jenden says and does he can do no wrong. I suppose that’s why the grand has given his eldest daughter and heir to the jenden to marry. Though some say the jenden’s getting the raw deal, what with her being so ugly and all.”

      “Ugly? That’s ugly?” Dethan asked incredulously, cocking a thumb in the direction the coach had disappeared. “She’s nearly as beautiful as Kitari. And I do not make that case lightly, for I’ve seen Kitari with my own eyes!”

      He regretted it the minute Tonkin looked at him as though he’d grown boils all over his face. After all, what manner of man claimed to have seen the unattainable queen of the gods? But then Tonkin’s face relaxed and he chuckled.

      “Oh aye, she is a beauty at that. I agree with you. But round here that burn makes her ugly to most. Some say she will be unfit to rule after her father’s death… no doubt some like the jenden himself. Jenden Grannish wouldn’t be marrying her, you could wager, if he could think of any other way of becoming grand himself. As it is, the grand’s children have been cast a sad eye by Hella. Misfortunes have fallen on the royal family in terrible ways. The grand’s sons dying like that. And his two youngest daughters taken by the plague just this past summer. That leaves only the grandina Selinda and grandino Drakin. But the boy prince is only two and of poor health.” Dethan’s companion tsked his tongue and shook his head gravely. As though to say that was the whole of it and there was nothing to be done about it. But surely anyone could see that there was something dark at play in the grand’s household.

      Of course Hella was as capricious a goddess as any and she had been known to toy with entire families, entire bloodlines, especially if she felt slighted in some way. It was hard to say what moved her and why her whims fluctuated so wildly. There were those who said Hella had gone mad, her mind crazed by the many things she could see and feel unfolding in the world. From all the choices she had to make every day that could save a person or bring about their demise or worse.

      But fate could be changed or altered under the right conditions. One just needed to know all the elements at play.
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      None of this was any concern of Dethan’s. He had much more important things to tackle and trying to comprehend the whims of fate was a waste of his energies. He had to stay focused on his goal. Get a horse. Get to his cache. Get an army. It was as simple as that, and yet in his present circumstances it was also hard.

      He and Tonkin moved into the fair and Dethan found himself feeling on edge. He didn’t know why at first, because there was nothing at all threatening about the happy people milling about, enjoying the vendors’ wares and eating the large quantities of foods available. Everyone was relaxed and having a good time.

      After a while he realized it was the crowd itself that was the problem. He had spent an untold amount of time chained up alone in the hells, with no one but himself for company. Here he was thrust into the mix of hundreds of people, packed end to end in some places where the crowd bottlenecked between two vendors or where there was an attraction, such as the dancing gossels presently taking place. The six-legged beastie was better served up broiled and salted, in his opinion, but to each his own.

      Dethan’s best bet was to get out of there as soon as possible. But there was one other thing he needed before he could go, and this crowd might help him to get it. There were clothing vendors all about and possibly he could nick a shirt to go with his pants. Once he did that he would be able to wear his armor. Without underpadding it could be painful… but he would suffer the pain and chafing if it meant getting on with his journey.

      He was keeping his eyes open when he saw an opportunity. But before he could move toward taking advantage of it, his companion grabbed him around one of his arms and dragged him toward a raucous uproar of shouting.

      “Shivov fights!” his companion said with no little amount of glee.

      The more things changed, the more they didn’t. How many centuries had it been since he had been dragged into the hells? And yet shivov fighting still existed. He had won four shivov matches in his time. He could not have afforded to lose. No one could, for it was a death match. There were winners and then there were corpses. There was no ground given, only ground that was taken.

      Unable to help himself, he was drawn toward the arena. The crowd was even thicker here and his apprehension ratcheted up to a new level. He struggled with himself. Forced himself to shove down all the anxiety clawing through him. He tried to remind himself that he had once been one of the most renowned and most feared warlords of his time. But with a body still burned and barely healed, he was hardly more than a shadow of who he had once been.

      Tonkin, for all his slight build and undernourished state, had surprising strength in him as he dragged Dethan to a place right at ringside, shoving into the space for all he was worth and receiving some angry epithets in the process. Right away Dethan could see the two fighters, seeming at first glance unevenly matched. One was burly, no more than three straps tall, by the look of him, but carrying a good two hundred rocks if he carried one. His opponent was closer to four straps tall, the same as Dethan, and also like Dethan – when healthy – was about a hundred and seventy-five rocks, give or take. It would be a fairer match if Dethan were in the ring rather than the stockier man. But it was obvious right away that each had their strengths.

      And as soon as the first blow connected, something else was very obvious as well.

      The weapons were blunted.

      “How do they expect them to fight to the death with blunted weapons?” Dethan asked his new friend. “Are they forcing them to do this more brutally? Forcing them to kill each other with their bare hands?”

      Tonkin gave him another one of those looks.

      “They aren’t trying to kill each other! They haven’t done that since my father’s father was a boy! No, here it’s to the edge of the ring. Whichever fighter can toss the other out of the ring is the winner.”

      “You must be joking,” Dethan said with a scoffing laugh. It had to be a jest. Shivov was the most glorious test there was of manhood and of a warrior’s skills. “What do your youngbloods do to prove themselves men?”

      “A shivov test. This same here,” Tonkin said, indicating the fight. “That’s right, Willem. Give ’em what for!” he yelled at the top of a pair of mighty lungs. “Keeps us from losing some fine young men,” he said to Dethan.

      “How fine can they be if they lose their fight?” Dethan muttered. Training for one’s shivov fight took every moment of every day; it forced a man to make a weapon of himself. Learn or die. Improve or die. Without that goal, what force drove men these days to better themselves? To make them reach the pinnacle of performance?

      The fight was over a moment later when the shorter man used his low center of gravity and exploited his opponent’s overreaching swings, catching him under his ribs and sending him flying backward over the barrier of the ring. With a roar, the barbarian claimed his victory, showing off to the adulating crowd. Then he moved forward and made a kneeling bow to someone in the stands on the far side of the ring. The minute Dethan saw the teal coloring of her cap and the darkness of her veil, pulled down over her face, he knew it was the grandina. Seated beside her in the position of overseer was the jenden she was engaged to.

      “I, Jjanjiu, am your champion, woman!” the warrior called out rudely to her. “Give me my reward. Give me my gold and give me my kiss!”

      A kiss? That was what the victor got for winning? And now she had to give it to this overbearing and obviously unclean oaf? He wasn’t even that worthy an opponent, all bluster and strength and no finesse. Even across the way from her, even with the veil, Dethan could see the discomfort on her features.

      “That’s the jenden’s doing,” Tonkin confided. “Offering her up to a commoner like a prize. She’s too good for us lot, and so she should be. But he does it to embarrass her. He does a lot of things to her to get back at her for being in a more exalted position than him, if you ask me.”

      “Are there no other challengers?” the grandina asked in a loud, clear voice, but Dethan could hear the quaver of discomfiture in her tone.

      “Give me a weapon and I will challenge him, Grandina.”

      Had those words just come out of his mouth? It must be the press of the crowd. It must be the heat of the day. No, it had to be for the gold, he told himself, satisfied at last with that reasoning. That and the offensive idea that this piece of ill-skilled trash could ever consider calling himself a champion. It was probably better the battle wasn’t to the death because it would be unfair, since he was now immortal. Not that his opponent would know that.

      He stepped into the ring, making certain the grandina could see him clearly, and he could tell immediately that she recognized him, and that she was relieved beyond words that he had stepped forward. Why she thought he, with his burn-scarred body, was anything better than the other oaf was beyond him. But he would not be burn-scarred forever. His body would eventually heal… although not for a while, because by the time he healed enough for it to show, the curse would be upon him again at dusk and he wouldn’t be any more healed then than he was now. But he had to realize that anything would appear better to her than a lumbering man with rotten stumps for teeth in his mouth. Gods only knew the type of kiss the lecherous hecka was seeking to have. The very idea disgusted him, just as much as it must disgust her.

      He would not be asking for a kiss, he thought. Gold was enough at this juncture.

      When he reached the center of the ring, he bent to pick up the blunt wooden practice sword that the previous contestant had been divested of.

      His opponent turned and, upon seeing him, let out a raucous barroom laugh. “This is the best the stinking city has to offer me? A gnarled, scarred stump of a man?”

      Dethan looked down at his hands, thinking he wasn’t all that gnarled and his burns were nowhere near as bad as they had been an hour before. In fact, it was the best he had looked or felt in eons. The truth was he had been immortalized at the peak of his physical prowess, and so he would always be, once he had the time to heal. But even as injured as he presently was, he was more than a match for this man. The shape of his body was one thing; the cunning and skill earned on the battlefield was something that could never be removed.

      Dethan stood still, watching the other man carefully as he hefted the weight of his wooden battle-axe in his hands, swinging it threateningly every so often. The man growled and made a violent lunge for Dethan in a sudden rush, barreling into him, a tactic he had used to haul the previous opponent over the barrier of the ring. Dethan allowed himself to be picked up, and then he rolled over the man’s shoulder, down his back, and back onto his feet, leaving Jjanjiu to stumble without resistance, face-first, into the mud of the ring. The crowd erupted into laughter and Dethan supposed it was a hilarious sight. Just as the idea of this low beast besting anyone of any real skill was as big a joke as was ever told. If he was the best this city had to offer, then perhaps Dethan would make this city his first conquest. There were certainly spoils to be had, he noted. And since this city seemed to worship Xaxis, it seemed a good place to start. To take away worshippers from Xaxis while gaining them for Weysa would double the impact in Weysa’s favor. Without a doubt it would please her. And there would be a certain amount of irony in the idea that the grand’s gold would be funding the city’s downfall. But he would not oust the grand entirely… if he were worth anything as far as management and political skills were concerned. Dethan needed others to run his cities as he went off and conquered more cities. And since all his former generals were no longer alive… 

      He was missing his brothers even more now. He could have used them by his side. As it was, he was very much a man alone.

      His thoughts did him a disservice. They distracted him from the roundhouse blow of his opponent’s axe and he caught it in his right ribcage, the blow taking him off his feet and sending him flying aside and into the mud, his sword flinging free of his hand. He pushed to his hands, but a powerful, weighty foot on his spine shoved him back down into the mud. But here the mud worked in his favor. He rolled beneath that foot, the friction completely nil around his thoroughly lubricated body, grabbed the heavier man’s foot, and jerked it forward hard. Rolling just far enough to get out of the way as Jjanjiu fell onto his back in the mud.

      Once the man was down, Dethan kicked at him, forcing him to roll, making certain he was equally covered in the slick mud. He wouldn’t wrestle with the man – mud wrestling was exhausting and pointless – but it would put them on equal footing if they were both covered in the stuff. Holding on to a weapon while muddied up like this was tricky, and he wanted his opponent to struggle with it just as much as he would.

      While Jjanjiu was sputtering, spitting out mud and obscenities, Dethan scrambled for his sword. Really, it was useless. What he needed was something with weight and power, something to countermand the weight of his opponent. Something like that battle-axe Jjanjiu was sporting.

      Jjanjiu was back on his feet, angry now, letting his emotions take over his fight. It was yet another flaw of many. He so arrogantly thought he was undefeatable. Dethan would prove otherwise and he would do so with a cool head. Emotion had no place in a shivov contest. He had watched many in his day, and it was always the fighter who became frustrated, insulted, or angry who lost the battle. Emotions made you do things wrong. It served you ill no matter how skilled you were. It was why he never let emotion color his battles. Or anything else, for that matter.

      By the time Jjanjiu hit the mud again, he had been completely divested of his battle-axe and the weapon was seated firmly in his opponent’s hands. Adding to the embarrassment, Dethan threw the sword down in front of the other man, as if to make it very clear that he was simply toying with the brute. Enough to be unconcerned about giving the man a weapon to replace the one he had just lost.

      “Would you like to try again?” Dethan asked archly.

      The fury in Jjanjiu’s face was all too obvious. It was reflected in his roar as he grabbed up the sword and charged Dethan. Dethan sidestepped him and swung the battle-axe down hard on the back of his opponent’s neck. Had he been paying attention, he would have heard the crowd audibly wince. But all his focus was on Jjanjiu. The man might be clumsy and enraged, but underestimating him would be foolish. And still, Dethan had to get him closer to the edge of the ring. They had been traveling that way since the beginning of the fight, moving from the center toward the edge closest to the grandina’s viewing box. Dethan looked up, easily finding her because of that brightly colored cap, so blue in a sea of muddy browns and blacks. Their eyes locked, and while it didn’t distract him from his goal, he felt something, something charged and intense, pass between them. There was something in her eyes… 

      Gratitude. It was gratitude. Because she knew he was going to win and somehow, in her eyes, he was the better choice of the two of them. She would not mind giving him his reward, however muddy and burn-scarred he might be.

      Jjanjiu charged a second time, and once again, Dethan sidestepped him, this time grabbing the man by the back of his pants, and with a tremendous hauling movement Dethan used his own momentum to send Jjanjiu over the ring barrier.

      The crowd roared in delight, the shouting beating at him from all around. He kicked the wooden sword away and held up the axe, eliciting yet another roar of approval. Then he walked the final steps to the viewing box and said, “You have your true champion now, most beautiful lady.” He bowed to her, putting his fist to his heart. But, again, he did not take his eyes away from her. As she moved down the stands, he thought of how brave she must be. Knowing that her immediate fate rested in the hands of a mud-slung vagrant of obviously no breeding and maybe only a little skill to speak for him in her eyes said more about her bravery than Jjanjiu’s self-boastings had and with far more honesty.

      When she stood before him, he became aware of the dead silence at his back and that hundreds of eyes were straining to see what was about to pass between the mud slug and the grandina. But more than that, he became aware of the softest cloud of scent drifting toward him, something sweet and clean yet lush and rich at the same time.

      It was her perfume. And like her, it was beautiful and bold. In her hands she held a velveteen purse, the weight impressive for such a simple contest. It made him realize just how wealthy this city was, that sums like this could be awarded for child’s play.

      “Your purse, champion,” she said, keeping her voice raised, even though he could tell by the trembling in her fine-boned hands that it was taking a great deal of effort for her to keep up her appearance of calm and graciousness. She handed the purse to him and he took it carefully with a single palm. She let go and could have withdrawn, keeping herself free of contact with him, but he felt her fingertips suddenly running along his forearm, through the mud caked and dried there like a damp and crumbling shell.

      “You are burned,” she said softly, the words meant for their ears alone.

      He didn’t think before saying, “As are you.” He regretted the words almost instantly, but instead of taking offense she simply nodded. Now that he was up close, he found himself realizing that her eyes matched her hat almost perfectly. A brilliant, glorious teal. As if the great dye makers had come up with the color for only two purposes: first, her eyes; then, her hat. And beyond that, there would never be anything to match. Her hair was black, as pure a black as ever there was, the gloss of it shining like well-oiled leather. It was all pulled up away from her face so tightly, leaving her corkscrew curls covered by her cap and only a single sprig, and that was curled into the tightest of natural curls, let loose in front of her ear. Oddly enough, it wasn’t until just then that he realized almost every person he’d laid eyes on that day had had blade-straight hair. His own hair, a brown like the darkest of nuts, had a curl to it also though nowhere near as tight as hers were. It was true of all the brothers.

      “Forgive me. That was rude,” he said hastily. Awkwardly. In his time, women who were not in service to the gods were not given places of prestige. But he was aware that he was not in his time and he tried to act accordingly. He had never seen a woman who looked like her, other than a goddess, and he had learned the hard way not to cross a goddess.

      “Not at all,” she soothed him gently. “I believe I started it.”

      Yes. Of course she had. He should stop acting so foolishly tongue-tied. No matter what the time, what the place, he was a warrior and he would behave as such!

      “I have my reward and I will take my leave,” he said briskly, turning to do so. But her sudden grip on his wrist stayed him as the shackles of the hells had stayed him.

      “But not all of your reward is given,” she said. And this time it was she who seemed awkward.
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