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equipoise

 

By Kim Fielding

 

Ennek Trilogy: Book Three

 

Ennek, the son of the Chief, and Miner, a former slave, have escaped the totalitarian city-state of Praesidium and remain fugitives. Having defeated two mighty wizards, they begin to realize complete freedom can be as dangerous as absolute power. Now Ennek and Miner must face battles, corruption, and further journeys through lands both new and familiar.

As they grow more secure in their relationship, they learn the greatest challenges sometimes come from very close to the heart and everything of value has a price. With the help of a few allies, they seek equipoise—a balance for themselves and for their world.




Red, rad i zakon. (Order, work, and the law.)

—Károly Khuen-Héderváry, Governor of Croatia-Slavonia, 1883-1903

 

 

Liberty is one of the most precious gifts which heaven has bestowed on man; with it we cannot compare the treasures which the earth contains or the sea conceals; for liberty, as for honor, we can and ought to risk our lives;… captivity is the greatest evil that can befall man.

—Miguel de Cervantes

 

 

Equipoise: counterbalance; a state of equilibrium.




chapter one

 

 

OVER THE top of the ridge, black smoke curled dark and sinister against the bright blue sky. Miner came to an abrupt stop, holding out his arm to halt his companion as well. “Ennek!”

“I see,” Ennek snapped. His tone was nastier than he’d intended, and he sighed. He was angry at himself, not Miner. He pushed past Miner’s arm, but Miner grabbed at his sleeve.

“Maybe we shouldn’t just march right in,” the former slave said, his pale eyebrows drawn with concern. Ennek wanted to stop and smooth the worry away, but now wasn’t the time for that. In fact, it was rather too much… smoothing… that had led to their delay. But Miner had still been recovering from the nearly fatal wounds the wizard Akilina had inflicted on him—wounds that Ennek had barely mended in time—and their grassy spot by the river had been so peaceful, the fish practically sacrificing themselves on Ennek’s spear. Miner had wanted to return immediately to Luli’s village after defeating Akilina, but Ennek had insisted they pause for a few days. Foolish of him, he knew, but he wanted Miner to regain his strength and, selfishly, he wanted a little time alone with his lover.

“We can’t just stay here,” Ennek said irritably. “And we don’t know any way around.”

“I know. Just… let’s be cautious, okay? We’re not much of an army, the two of us.” He patted the short sword that hung at his hip. It was poorly made and it hadn’t been well cared for, but it and the scythe Ennek now carried over his shoulder were the only weapons they had managed to scavenge from the hastily abandoned village where Akilina had lived. Miner carried a knife as well—the same knife with which he’d killed Akilina—and that completed their arsenal. Unless you counted Ennek’s magic, of course, but his magic was a blunt and terrible instrument as likely to bring cataclysm to the innocent as to defeat enemies.

Ennek nodded. “Akilina was able to send herself inside birds.” He waved at a flock of small brownish creatures twittering in the nearby treetops. “Maybe I could try that. I could fly over the hill and see what’s going on.”

“And you could miscalculate and end up killing yourself somehow, or—gods! What if you couldn’t put yourself back in your own body after your spying mission was complete? You’ve never tried anything like that before. What if you make yourself so ill we can’t go on, or we end up even more vulnerable?”

Ennek scowled, but he knew Miner was right. Working magic always made him weak and nauseous for a time. His element was water, and he’d only inherited Akilina’s affinity for air when she magically bound him to her right before her death. He hadn’t practiced with it at all. “I can’t fly and we can’t stay here. You don’t want to go back, do you?”

“No. We need to get to Luli and—”

“And warn her that Akilina’s dead and things are going to be unsettled around here for a while. I know.” Ennek tucked his hair behind one ear and squeezed Miner’s shoulder. “Means we have to march forward, Mine.”

Miner smiled a little, as he always did when Ennek used the nickname. “Fine. Just… carefully. I’ll lead.”

“No! I’ll—”

“I’ll lead,” Miner repeated firmly and resumed walking along the narrow path.

“You’re not my bloody bodyguard,” Ennek grumbled to Miner’s back.

“No, but I was a guard. I’ve had fight training, and even a little experience.”

“Three hundred years ago.”

Miner shot him a look over his shoulder. “Ancient experience is better than none.”

Ennek trudged along behind and cursed halfheartedly in an especially foul-sounding tongue he’d learned from a sailor. As a youth he’d had sword-fighting lessons, but that was over a decade ago, against a teacher who wouldn’t have dared to actually injure the Chief’s younger son. And he’d used a long, light rapier, very finely wrought with a fancy jeweled hilt. Not the rusty pig-sticker that Miner was bearing, and certainly not the farmer’s tool he bore on his own shoulder. Ennek would have felt more comfortable armed with a pistol or a rifle, but he hadn’t seen any firearms since the pirates had attacked the Eclipse. Well, perhaps that was for the best—perhaps it meant that any assailants they met would also be armed only with blades.

The pathway grew steep, strewn with small rocks that made footing treacherous. When Miner’s ankle twisted as he stepped on a stone, Ennek moved forward, ready to catch him, but Miner regained his equilibrium quickly and continued onward without a limp.

It would have been nice if they could have crouched near the top of the ridge, peering down into the valley below. But the other side of the slope was gentler and covered with trees, and they could see nothing through the leaves and trunks. If Ennek looked up, however, he could still see the serpentine smoke trail. It seemed neither darker nor lighter than before.

Ennek’s feet slid a bit on some pine needles. “I used to have the most boring life. I drank, I sailed. I drank some more. Nobody tried to… to use me, or kill me. I didn’t have responsibility for anyone but myself. And barely that.”

“Do you wish you could return to that?” Miner asked quietly.

“No. I wasn’t happy, Mine.”

“And you’re happy now?” Miner gestured down the hill, where only the gods knew what awaited them.

“Not at this exact minute.” Ennek grinned to himself. “I was pretty happy this morning, though, when we woke up and you—”

Miner punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Not what I meant.”

“I’ve… since I’ve met you I’ve had glimpses of happiness. In between the parts where we’ve been getting captured and bashed about, I’ve had peeks at happiness. Like when the sun’s rays cut through a quick break in the clouds.”

Miner nodded, and they walked in silence, even their footfalls muffled by the damp fallen leaves. Eventually the slope became flatter and the trees thinned; just ahead the woods stopped altogether. Ennek knew from their previous travels that many miles of fields lay ahead of them, the land flat and dusty. Akilina had thrown a curse on the local villagers years earlier when they had angered her, and now their soil was poor and unthrifty, requiring backbreaking labor to produce scant harvests. When Miner and Ennek had walked this way before, they had seen bent-backed people toiling with heavy tools, their thin faces weathered by the sun and their eyes flat from years of sorrow.

But today the fields were empty, and as Ennek stood next to Miner under the last of the trees, he could see the smoke rising thick and noxious from what had once been the cluster of village houses. Perhaps a hundred paces from the men, a body was crumpled on the ground, prone and unmoving.

“Who do you suppose did this?” Miner asked softly.

“I don’t know.”

It could have been travelers from Donghe, the city to the north where less than two weeks earlier Ennek had destroyed the king—palace and all. Or maybe word of Donghe’s plight had reached Chengnan, the jealous city to the south, all too happy to take advantage of the disorder. Maybe the damage had been done by some of Akilina’s own people, searching for revenge or profit or the gods knew what now that they were free of her despotic rule. The only confident conclusion Ennek could draw was that whoever had attacked this village was unlikely to be friendly to a pair of foreigners.

As Ennek considered their options, Miner stepped out and continued down the path, which widened as it left the forest. Ennek followed just behind, scanning for signs of trouble. But they saw no one except for the body in the road. They paused when they came to the small pile of ragged clothing, but it was immediately clear that the person was dead. A wide pool of blood had darkened the pale soil of the roadway, and flies were already busily exploring. Ennek couldn’t tell whether the emaciated person was a man or woman, only that the body was dressed in sturdy but much-mended clothing.

“It feels wrong to just leave them here,” said Miner.

Ennek gave him a grim look. “There are likely more corpses ahead.”

Miner sighed and gripped his sword hilt.

The smoke grew thicker as they approached the still-burning houses. Ennek ripped two strips of cloth from the hem of his tunic and poured a little liquid from a waterskin to dampen them; each man tied one around his nose and mouth, but the smoke made their unprotected eyes sting.

They did indeed find more bodies—a dozen in all—each very still and small upon the earth. If any of the victims had been armed, their weapons were gone. One old man had been nearly decapitated; his filmy eyes stared sightlessly at the sky, and a small handcart lay overturned at his side. Fabric and grains had been trampled into the blood-soaked dirt, and a pottery bowl lay broken near the man’s hand.

Nothing remained of the houses except for smoldering ruins. A few chickens strutted and pecked at the ground, slightly skittish as a result of the mayhem.

“At least there were no children,” Miner said as if to himself. Akilina had wanted the population of her little kingdom to remain small and had limited the number of offspring her subjects could bear. She had forbidden the inhabitants of this particular village from having any children at all.

Miner’s shoulders were stiff as he walked past the remaining corpses—a man and woman in their fifties, seemingly killed in each other’s arms—and began the gradual climb out of the valley. This hillside was also forested, and they both moved carefully, knowing that whoever had attacked the village was probably close by, along with any surviving villagers. The village had been at a crossroads, with the other road running north-south, but even an inexperienced tracker like Ennek could read the disturbed ground of their own eastbound path, the leaves pulverized into dust by passing feet.

The track had not been created for swift transport: it meandered through the trees this way and that, seemingly at random. For a short time it followed a streambed that had dried to a mere trickle, but then it cut through a dense copse of ginkgoes before wandering through a meadow and rising to the crown of a hill, then plunging down the other side.

“Oh no,” Miner whispered. He’d been walking a few strides in front of Ennek, his hand still on his sword.

Ennek hurried to his side and followed Miner’s gaze.

A group of people were making their way down the hill—perhaps twenty of them, dressed like the corpses Miner and Ennek had just passed, in work-worn clothing the colors of dirt and dung. A series of ropes were tied from neck to neck, connecting them in a long line, and each had his or her hands bound in front. Two men walked at the head of this unhappy assemblage and three at the rear. These five men were not trussed up, and their clothing was brighter and in better condition. Their long black hair was intricately braided and beaded, and each had a sheathed sword fastened to a hip belt.

Ennek tugged Miner out of sight lest any members of the group glance back. “Can you tell who they are?” Miner asked in a low voice.

Ennek could understand the men’s speech—a dialect of the same tongue Luli and her people spoke—but wasn’t certain where they were from. “Does it matter?”

Miner sighed. “I guess not. They’ve taken only the younger villagers, it looks like.”

“I know.” Ennek shook his head. “I could bring the whole mountain down if I wanted, but that would kill all of them.”

“And us. So we’ll have to use more mundane methods, I expect.” Miner chewed on his lower lip, considering. “We’ve an advantage if we attack now. It’ll be tricky for us—that path is steep—but the two men at the head of the line will have trouble reaching us quickly with the captives in the way.”

“I don’t think we can protect the villagers while we’re fighting the people who took them.”

“No. But whatever awaits them where they’re being taken…. Well, sometimes death’s not the worst fate.” Miner rubbed absently at his neck, where the marks of a heavy iron collar were still visible. Then he seemed to reach a decision and drew his sword from its scabbard. The weapon looked unwieldy and unreliable to Ennek, but then a scythe wouldn’t have been his first choice for battle either. He was right at Miner’s heels as they started down the hill.

The captors were talking loudly amongst themselves—the three men in back bragging to each other about their sexual prowess—and they didn’t hear Miner and Ennek approaching. They weren’t professional soldiers, Ennek concluded, or if they were, they were very badly trained. Consequently, Miner was almost on top of the nearest man before he realized he was being followed.

Ennek always assumed Miner had a gentle nature. His voice was usually quiet, and despite his height and striking looks, he tended to fade into the background in crowds. He smiled fondly at children and would hunker down to play with Luli’s grandchildren’s kitten. But he had been a member of the guard, as had his father and grandfather before him, and Ennek had already seen for himself that his lover did not hesitate to use force if the circumstances required it. This was one of those occasions.

As the man turned, shouted, and reached for his sword, Miner was already upon him. The man’s cries became choked gurgles as Miner plunged his blade deeply into his chest and he crumpled to the ground. When Miner yanked his weapon free of the man’s body, a great tumult erupted. The prisoners tried to run forward, but they fell over one another in their haste, creating obstacles to the men at the front, who were trying to force their way back to assist their comrades. Meanwhile, the two uninjured men at the rear were advancing on Miner, who had backed away slightly. Ennek was trying to find footing at Miner’s side. Everyone was yelling.

One of the men hopped over the body of his fallen comrade and swung his sword at Miner, but since his balance was uneasy due to the terrain, he missed by several inches. Miner’s weapon was shorter, and he had to move in to return the attack. The point of his blade cut into the man’s shoulder, raising a spray of blood, but the man jerked away and parried. Miner barely blocked the subsequent blow, and the sound of steel on steel seemed very loud even above the commotion.

Ennek wanted to protect Miner from harm, but he had his own fight to engage: the third man had jumped over the corpse and onto a small, flat boulder and was waving his sword at Ennek. But like the others, he seemed to be an unseasoned fighter. His assault was a clumsy one, and his bearded face was more terrified than ferocious.

Ennek let his bag drop from his shoulders. He didn’t have much room to swing his scythe, a weapon he’d never used before, but due to the long wooden handle, the blade connected with the man’s arm. Ennek experienced a sickening sensation as metal cut through flesh and bone, completely severing the man’s forearm. The man shrieked and fell back, clutching his spurting limb.

“Ennek!” Miner shouted. Ennek spun and jumped just in time to avoid a sword point through the back. Apparently the two men leading the procession had made their way past the captives, and while one of them advanced on Miner, the other came at Ennek. “Filthy scum!” the man yelled as he swung his sword. “I’ll have your guts!” He had blood on his face, and little flecks of spittle flew from his lips.

It seemed to Ennek as if time suddenly slowed. He raised his scythe and had plenty of opportunity to examine his enemy’s face, to notice that the man was hardly more than a boy and would be very handsome if he weren’t wearing a grimace of hatred and fear. He had a fine gold chain around his neck, a necklace with a stone pendant of some kind, and Ennek wondered whether the man had stolen it or whether it was rightfully his, perhaps a gift from loving parents or from a girl who admired him.

The man’s sword was already dripping with dark red blood. It took him many minutes to thrust it at Ennek’s chest. Ennek sidestepped it as easily as he might avoid a swinging boom aboard a ship. He swung his scythe to the side and the curved blade met the young man’s neck.

The man’s eyes went wide with shock as the metal sliced cleanly through him. His body collapsed at once. The sound his head made when it bounced onto the stones of the path made Ennek feel ill.

But he had no time to be sick. He turned his attention to Miner and was enormously relieved to find his lover still standing, breathing heavily, three corpses scattered near his feet. Ignoring the man with the severed arm, who was wailing as he tried to scramble back up the trail, Ennek carefully made his way to Miner.

“You’re hurt,” he said, placing a hand on Miner’s shoulder. There were several bloody slices in Miner’s tunic over his chest and in his right sleeve; his face was very pale.

Miner didn’t even glance at his own wounds. “Nothing serious. You?”

“Fine.” The expression on the decapitated head was going to haunt his dreams for a long time, but physically he was unscathed. “Let me heal you.”

“You don’t have to. I’ll—”

“End up with nasty infections. Hang on.” Ennek focused his will and imagined the damaged flesh knitting closed. It wasn’t such a hard thing to do now that he’d had a bit of practice. After all, a human body was composed mostly of water, and water was his most obedient servant.

“There,” he said a moment or two later. “I expect you’ll have a few new scars to add to your collection.”

Miner finally looked down ruefully at his tunic. “And I seem to have ruined more clothing.”

“We ought to just keep you naked,” Ennek replied with a forced grin.

Then they turned their attentions to the prisoners. The villagers were still tied together and were trying to make their way down the hill. But it appeared as if at least some of them had been wounded, and Ennek thought that the whole lot was in imminent danger of going tumbling down the rocky path. “Wait!” he called out to them in their tongue. “Let us help you.”

The faces that looked back at him and Miner were drawn with fear and grief, and for a moment it looked as if the villagers were going to continue to flee. But then one of them, a broad man in his early thirties, raised his chin. “I remember you,” he said. “You came through our village before.”

“We did,” Ennek replied. Miner just looked on, uncomprehending. He never had managed to pick up more than a few mispronounced words.

“Who are you?”

“We’re… it’s a long story. But we won’t harm you.”

The man gestured at the nearest corpse. “They told us the wizard is dead. Is that true?”

“Yes.”

“It’s your doing?”

Ennek nodded.

“Then you’ve already harmed us. Our village….”

“I know. We saw. I’m sorry.”

“They killed my wife and my mother. Just struck them down as if they were nothing.” The man’s voice cracked as he spoke.

“I’m sorry,” Ennek repeated, knowing it wasn’t enough. “We had no choice but to kill the wizard. She was murdering my friend.”

The man didn’t reply, so Miner and Ennek glanced at each other and moved forward. Miner had wiped his sword on his trouser leg and replaced it in the scabbard, and now he pulled the knife from its hiding place near his waist. He sawed at the rope near the neck of the closest prisoner. When the woman was freed, he cut the rope from her wrists as well.

Ennek didn’t have a knife, so instead he dropped his scythe and grabbed the sword of one of the fallen men. The weapon was much superior to Miner’s, and it took very little effort for Ennek to free more of the villagers.

When Ennek worked his way to the speaker, the big man held up his wrists, but his scowl remained. “What will you do with us now?” he asked gruffly.

“Do? Nothing. Go home.”

“We have no home.”

Ennek shrugged. “Nor have we. We can’t help you.”

“You brought this on us! The witch was cruel to us, but at least we had homes, family!”

“But Akilina had already doomed you. With no children, who would take care of you when you got old? What would happen to your village when there was nothing left but a few creaking ancients?” Ennek realized he was shouting and tried to modulate his tone. “She was trying to increase her power. She was cruel already, and if we hadn’t stopped her, she would have been terrible.”

“She was cruel, but she protected us. How much longer until the next bandits set upon us?”

“I don’t know,” Ennek said with a sigh and turned away. He had no solutions for these people, no ways to ease their plight.

But Miner called him. “En? Come here.” He was kneeling next to a thin man who was holding his hands against his bleeding head, keening softly. A dead woman lay on the ground beside them, her torso run through with a blade.

“I think he fell and hit his head on a rock when those men were trying to get to us,” Miner said. “Can you help him?”

Ennek nodded and concentrated again. The man’s skull was fractured, his brain swelling, and it took some effort for Ennek to repair the damage; when he was finished, he felt weak and tired. But the man, slumped unconscious in Miner’s grip, would be fine. At least this was one small pain Ennek could alleviate.

The other villagers had no idea what was going on, and Ennek didn’t want to advertise to them that he was a wizard. As soon as he was through with the healing, he nodded to Miner, who gently settled the man onto the ground. Ennek turned back to address the others. “Can you carry him?”

After a brief pause, the big man grunted affirmatively. He began to order the others about until they’d constructed a makeshift litter from pieces of the dead bandits’ clothing. Ennek gave them the scythe to serve as a carrying handle. The villagers gently wrapped the sleeping man and began to carry him away, back in the direction of their homes. A few remained, however, looking down at the dead woman. Finally the big man shook his head. “She’s gone to the gods. We can burn the body here.”

The bandits’ corpses were ransacked until matches were found. A few of the survivors carried the body back up the hill toward the wooded bit near the top. The big man gave Ennek and Miner a final glare and followed his neighbors, leaving the two men alone except for the dead bandits.

Miner put a hand on Ennek’s shoulder and looked at him worriedly. “Do you need to rest?”

Ennek did—the healing had taken quite a bit out of him and he was still a bit shaky from the aftereffects of the fight. But he shook his head. “There are probably more bandits about. I want to get to Luli’s village quickly.”

“We won’t make it there today in any case.”

“I know.” Swallowing an exhausted moan, Ennek climbed the slope to retrieve his bag, which he heaved back over his shoulder. It seemed to have tripled in weight. Before he rejoined Miner, he stopped to unbuckle a dead man’s scabbard belt; he had to pry the sword from a tightly clenched hand.

He glanced downslope at Miner, who was simply standing there. “Replace your sword with this one, Mine.”

“Okay.”

But even after they had wiped down their newly acquired blades and adjusted the scabbards, they remained standing in the pathway, looking down at the people they had killed.

“I murdered plenty more men than this,” Ennek mused, almost to himself. “I sank that pirate ship. I must have killed hundreds in Donghe between the earthquake and the wave. I would have wiped out the entire city if you hadn’t stopped me.”

“It’s not the same, though, is it? Not the same as striking someone and seeing him die at your feet.”

Ennek nodded and then squeezed his eyes tightly shut. “What have I done to these people? I’ve destroyed one kingdom, brought death and sorrow to how many people?”

“But you didn’t demolish Donghe, and you’ve stopped a horrible wizard. Besides, I’m the one who actually killed Akilina, remember?”

And for some reason, that statement eased the burden on Ennek’s heart. Not because he deemed himself blameless, even if Miner had wielded the actual blade. But because Miner’s words reminded him how strong his lover was, how brave, how far he had come from the traumatized specter who’d been tortured for centuries.

He began to walk down the hill again. “Let’s go see if we can help Luli.”




chapter two

 

 

THE AFTERNOON was growing late by the time Ennek and Miner made their way to the last of the hills. The route was familiar to Miner by now, although it seemed a little strange not to have a bird flapping from tree to tree, urging them to hurry. The scenery was pleasant—lush and green with colorful flowers everywhere—but Miner was far too distracted to enjoy it. He was troubled by the deaths he had caused, both today and several days earlier, even though he knew his actions had been necessary. More than that, though, he didn’t like the uneasy silence that had settled over Ennek, nor the slight stoop to his lover’s shoulders. He wanted to assure Ennek that none of the disasters had been his fault, that he had done the best anyone could expect of a mortal man, but he knew the words would be disregarded. So Miner had to satisfy himself with walking close at Ennek’s side, sometimes deliberately bumping into him and earning at least a slight softening of Ennek’s unhappy features.

As the sky grew dark, Ennek wanted to keep walking. But Miner was exhausted, and Ennek seemed almost dead on his feet. When they came to an especially thick stand of trees, Miner grabbed Ennek’s arm and dragged him off the road. Ennek resisted, but Miner held him firmly, hauling him farther under the green canopy until they were well out of sight of the path. Miner finally let him go only to push him down onto a fallen log. “Stay here,” Miner ordered. “I’ll find us something to eat.”

“But we have to—”

“Stay here.”

It was probably a testament to the extent of Ennek’s fatigue that he shut his mouth instead of arguing. He shrugged the bag off his shoulder—it fell onto the ground with a muted thunk—and let his arms hang down between his knees. Miner gave him a worried frown and stepped deeper into the forest.

They had spent enough time traveling in this land that Miner had begun to get an idea of which of the strange plants were edible. He poked at the underbrush, hoping to find some of the bright red berries that he liked so much, but all he found were mushrooms and something pale and orangish and warty; he didn’t know if either could be eaten. He was about to return to Ennek in defeat when he caught sight of some long, slightly hairy leaves. He tugged at the base of one of these plants and was rewarded with a thick white root. He had once helped Luli prepare some of these roots for a meal. They were sort of mealy and bland, but they would fill a stomach. He gathered double handfuls and made his way back to Ennek.

His tired companion was sitting exactly as Miner had left him. Ennek’s head was bowed so that his dark curls obscured his face. He did not look like a powerful wizard who had overcome enemies and freed a man from torment and slavery. He looked defeated.

“Hey,” Miner said softly. “I found us a feast.”

Ennek didn’t look up. “Not hungry.”

“We still have a long walk tomorrow, En. You need to keep your strength—”

“I know.”

Miner decided to ignore the sharpness in Ennek’s tone. He set the roots down, gathered some deadwood, and fished the matches from Ennek’s bag. The wood was a bit damp and it took him a few tries to get the fire started, but eventually cheery licks of flame brought comfort in the growing dark. There was a pot in Ennek’s pack as well, and Miner cradled it in his palms. “I’m going to find some water,” he announced to his lover’s inert form.

Ennek slowly raised his head. He frowned a little, and Miner almost dropped the pot when it suddenly grew much heavier. He looked down and discovered it was full almost to the brim with clear liquid. “How’d you do that?” he asked with the wonder that Ennek’s magic always engendered.

But Ennek only shrugged one shoulder. “There’s… moisture in the air. Lots of it here. I just gathered it.” He said it as nonchalantly as if he’d picked up a leaf from the forest floor.

Miner nodded and set the pot atop the flames. While he waited for the water to heat, he used his knife to chop the leaves off the roots, scrape away the tough skin, and slice the remainder into chunks. He was well aware that this was the same blade that had recently killed a woman, but then it had also freed the captives. Like any tool, a weapon could be used in a great many ways.

With the pieces of root submerged in the bubbling water, there was little to do but wipe the knife clean and put it away. They had escaped Akilina’s village with only a single blanket. Miner took the blanket from the bag and spread it on the smoothest spot of ground he could find. They might be a bit chilly overnight, but they could huddle close together. Miner took a moment to mourn the beautiful sweater Ennek had bought him in Praesidium, which had gone through so many adventures with him before Akilina finally destroyed it.

So many adventures. It was hard to believe they had left Praesidium only a few months earlier. Hardly the blink of an eye compared to the three centuries Miner had spent in Stasis.

Miner had no idea how long the roots were supposed to cook. But his belly was empty and he was fighting to keep his eyes open, so he took off his shirt and wrapped it around the pot handle to avoid burning his hand, and then removed the pot from the fire. He carefully spilled the steaming water onto the ground. “Dinner’s ready. I think.”

Ennek didn’t move from his spot on the log.

Miner collapsed onto the soft ground, crossing his legs in front of him. “Come here and eat or I’ll drag you over by your ear.”

His lover glared at him from under lowered brows, but at least he stood—slowly, as if he were very old and arthritic—and plodded over. His descent to the ground was even more graceless than Miner’s had been.

Miner grabbed a stick and used it to pierce one of the bigger chunks of root, which he handed to Ennek. Ennek looked at it doubtfully, blew on it, and took a small bite. “This is awful.”

“I never said cookery was one of my skills.” Miner took a nibble of his own and couldn’t help but make a face. “Yum.”

“I can’t eat this.”

Miner tried to duplicate the look his mother had given him when he was being obstinate. She very rarely had to raise her voice—the look alone was enough to make him compliant. “Eat it.”

“But—”

“I’m your rudder, remember? I’m steering you to food.”

“Doesn’t mean you can bloody order me about all the time,” Ennek grumbled, but he took another bite and chewed and swallowed.

They finished their meal in silence. It was fully dark by the time they were done. Ennek filled the pot again so they could wash up, Miner pulled his ruined tunic back on, and they unbuckled their swords and lay down together on the blanket. It was now a habit: Ennek twisted around until his back was to Miner’s front, and Miner wrapped an arm around him. They had to put their heads close together to share the bag as a pillow.

Miner buried his nose in the curls at the back of Ennek’s neck. As always, his lover smelled of the sea, briny and alive.

“You’re my only unqualified success,” Ennek whispered.

Miner didn’t know how to answer that.

 

 

HE WOKE up hungry and cold and sore, his right arm asleep where it was trapped under Ennek’s body. He didn’t mind; he’d certainly awakened in worse situations. Birds twittered and cheeped overhead but never settled long enough to be more than flashes of color.

“I am not letting you find us breakfast,” Ennek said.

“But I know where there are more of those roots.”

Ennek groaned. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

Miner laughed and tickled him, then rolled out of reach. He was relieved to find Ennek’s mood so improved over the previous evening, and he smiled as Ennek rose and stretched. Ennek’s hair was standing up wildly, his face darkened with stubble. He looked nothing like the civilized son of a Chief, a son Miner had seen in gold-braided suits and polished black boots.

Ennek gave him a crooked grin and disappeared into the trees. Miner lolled in his makeshift bed only a few more minutes before rising and bending a bit to work the kinks from his body. He emptied his bladder and used the last of the water in the pot to rinse his mouth and wash his hands. He grinned to himself, wondering if he looked half as disreputable as Ennek. His own white-blond hair had finally grown long enough to run his fingers through, but it was straight, and his beard always grew much more slowly than Ennek’s. The sunburn he’d received while he was held in the slave pen in Donghe had long since faded, leaving his skin pale as milk, unlike his lover’s olive-skinned body. Gods, he wanted to paint again, to sketch Ennek with sleep-tousled hair and heavy lidded eyes, to use a pencil to recreate Ennek’s square jaw and slightly bent nose. Miner wasn’t very good with words—never had been—but put a brush in his fingers and he could begin to convey how much he loved Ennek.

“Are you trying to turn into a tree?” Ennek’s voice was low and amused.

Miner turned to look at him, feeling a bit guilty at having been caught woolgathering when they had urgent matters to attend to. “I was thinking,” he said with manufactured dignity.

Ennek just cocked an eyebrow and emptied the contents of his pockets onto the blanket. He had found fruit: small red globes with tough skin but soft and tender insides. Miner took out his knife and began slicing the fruits in half. They both had sticky hands and faces when they were finished eating, but their stomachs were full and the meal was considerably more appetizing than the previous night’s roots. “All right,” Miner said, rinsing with more conjured water. “You get to be the cook from now on.”

The small fire had gone out during the night. Miner buried the remains with soil, carefully making their visit less obvious, although it seemed unlikely that anyone would pass this way. Meanwhile, Ennek stuffed the blanket and pot back into his bag, which he hefted onto his shoulder. They both hung their swords around their hips and headed back to the road.

The sky was the color of pencil lead and the air seemed very heavy, but it had not yet begun to rain. As they walked along the path, Miner wondered if Ennek would be able to somehow direct the raindrops around them so they wouldn’t get soaked. Perhaps that would take too much effort. Maybe it was better to just hope the storm didn’t break until after they reached their destination.

They didn’t pass anyone else as they walked. Akilina’s domain was lightly populated to begin with, and especially so near the coast. But yesterday’s bandits must have been taking their captives somewhere, so it was possible more of their kind were up ahead. Perhaps the bandits had already reached Luli’s village. Miner remembered the kindness of Luli and her family, the way her grandchildren loved to tease at his hair and call him the star god, the friendly way the other villagers had accepted him and Ennek even though they were strangers, even though Miner had worn a slave collar.

He realized he had picked up his pace, causing Ennek to hurry to keep up with Miner’s longer legs, but Ennek didn’t complain and Miner didn’t slow. The first fat raindrops were just beginning to spatter in the dust when Luli’s small village came into sight.

Nobody was working the fields, but they might have fled indoors before the storm. At least the houses were intact and there were no corpses on the road. Ennek and Miner were almost running as they passed the little hut where the shoemaker lived; bright flags still flapped outside the door, and a black-and-white cat sat under the eaves, watching them.

The rain came heavier, quickly turning the road to slippery mud. Ennek had to keep pushing his wet hair out of his face, and Miner began shivering as his thin clothing soaked through.

But then they reached Luli’s courtyard, and the gate looked more welcoming than ever, carved into the shapes of plants and animals and painted bright green and yellow. Ennek pushed the gate open and they entered the courtyard, the paving stones shiny and slick. From somewhere inside the house came a shout, and suddenly people were racing out at them.

Miner and Ennek stiffened and reached for their swords but relaxed when they recognized the people. There was Luli and her husband, Hai-Shui, along with their daughter Yuening and her two young children—and then all five of them were simultaneously embracing the newcomers and drawing them to the house, laughing and asking questions and poking inquisitively at Miner’s tattered shirt.

Miner didn’t understand what their hosts were saying, but he surely comprehended the welcoming smiles. And when Luli commanded the two men, dripping and grinning and blushing, to stand just inside the house entrance and to strip off their soaked clothing, Miner understood that as well. Wrapped in warm blankets, the two were led to the center of the house by the chattering family. Hai-Shui poked at the fire until it roared, the children brought them pillows to sit on, and Yuening gave them bowls full of hot, spicy tea that immediately warmed Miner from the inside out.

Once everyone was settled, Ennek spoke with them as rapidly as his command of their language allowed, sometimes pausing briefly to translate for Miner. “They know about Akilina,” Ennek said, his face grim. “Some bandits came through here the other day from the sea. But there were only a few, and the villagers killed them before the bandits did any damage. Sank their boat too.” His mouth twitched into a bleak smile. “Luli’s people are tougher than they look.”

“Do they know where the bandits were from?” Miner asked.

“Yes. From a village up the coast, halfway to Donghe, right near the border of Akilina’s lands. Smugglers and thieves even in better times apparently, and now taking advantage of the situation.”

Miner watched as the little boy chased a ball across the wooden floor. “There will be more of them. Maybe not from that village, but—”

“But from somewhere. I know. They know too.”

“Next time the villagers might not be able to fight them off.”
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