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TAPERS OF A WEIRD, red wax fluttered from candelabras fashioned from onyx into likenesses of skulls. As they burned down, rivulets of melt flowed crimson over these, bloody-seeming as they drooled around jaws stretched open in silent screams. The stink of the flames bit the nostrils with an indescribable, infernal odor and their greasy smoke bunched in the corners of the large tent.

More candles glowed from the hands of the men standing in a circle—not a circle; the five points of an unseen pentagram, as described by one of their number. All wore hooded cloaks of white, trimmed with inscriptions woven into the fabric, script of a hateful speech, long-dead. None moved. None spoke, until...

“Enough of this mummery,” Duke Eddar Urius snarled from his spot and raised a hand to pull back his cowl. “We’ve stood here for an hour.”

“Silence!” one of the others hissed. “Do not speak and do not move, on your life!”

Urius bared his teeth, but the chill in the other man’s voice filled his blood, froze him in place. There was something happening now, finally, in the stagnant air of his personal pavilion. Hairs twitched across his neck, his scalp. The candles fluttered again, furiously, as though blown by a breeze that stirred nothing else.

A clicking drew Urius’ attention to the middle of the room, to the object placed with painstaking care at the exact center of their formation.

The sarcophagus appeared to be made of some hardwood, long blackened by age. The gold foil plastered over this had also darkened with tarnish, but the tiny jewels worked into its top still held a faint, wicked shine. A pair of these formed the eyes of a face carved into the head of the case and they caught the candlelight now, flared almost, as the whole thing twitched.

Sweat drew an acidy streak down Urius’ spine.

The man who’d scolded him pulled back his hood, too. He was a small, darkly handsome man with the eye-liner fashionable amongst Xyxia’s fallen, debased nobility. These accentuated the mad light in his eyes as thin lips peeled away from ivory teeth. “See, I told you.”

The sarcophagus twitched again.

Urius’ flesh began to crawl in earnest. Not for the first time did he note that the dimensions of the casket more fitted a child’s size than an adult. And as shuffling and scraping from within it intensified, he recalled shreds of the strange, wild story the Xyxian had told, of an expedition south to the headwaters of the Neelax River, of a raid on some depraved cult’s fastness, of the theft of the sarcophagus—

—and of the slow, wasting deaths of every one of the expedition’s survivors, as though from some curse. All except the Xyxian who’d brought it here, Xass Kham, one of many claimants to the Deathless Throne, but the only one desperate enough to play for keeps.

The sarcophagus rustled from within, a sound like pawing from the other side of a door. A blow shook the whole thing, jarred it an inch from its place. Another skipped it back the other way, caused moldy splinters to spiral off. The rustling became a steady scrape-scrape of fingers and the blows the impact of knees, elbows, feet.

Urius licked his lips.

A Strategos of the Scintallan Empire, he’d seen endless battles and crossed blades with barbarians and slayers of every nation. A councilor high in the court, he’d schemed and betrayed and—aye—murdered to maintain his station. A cousin to the Emperor, he’d marshalled resources and grasping men for a chance at the Throne, knowing each breath could bring his discovery and immediate execution.

But damned if he didn’t want to run screaming from the tent in this moment!

The lid of the sarcophagus popped open a sliver of an inch as a particularly savage strike from within broke its seals. Wisps of vaguely purplish dust puffed away and were gone. After a moment, Urius wasn’t certain he’d seen them. Wood crackled as the force inside pressed, bulged the lid further. Gold paneling crumbled or peeled back. A bead of onyx affixed to the side dropped free.

Tiny fingers, darkened by centuries, trailing tags of funerary wrapping, wormed free of the gap and scrambled for purchase.

A breath sucked in from the opposite point of the pentagram. Urius looked up and across at the man there, a monster barely hidden in his robes, golden-red beard spilling out of his cowl. Harald Hegruum had the tree-trunk height and build of his people, the Vothans, brutes of the wintry north who migrated to the warmer climes of the Scintallan Empire and took its pay in exchange for their swords and oaths. And, like all his folk, he had the simpleton’s fear of sorcery, which glimmered in his blue eyes, shown in sweat tracks streaking his pale flesh.

“Don’t,” Xass snapped.

The sarcophagus lid groaned open as another set of fingers clawed out from under it, joined the first set in peeling it aside. A crackle broke the last bit of resistance and the whole thing slid off. Every candle in the room fluttered. The thing in the casket slowly sat up.

It was—had been—a child!

Terror more than any false courage kept Urius planted to his spot. Nerves writhed within him. Nausea balled at the base of his gut and knees shivered, nearly gave out. He blinked sweat sting from his eyes and, for the first time, began to doubt the sanity of their small cabal’s scheme.

The child-thing looked around and Urius realized his complaints of mummery had been quite accurate. Linen strips stained by time shrouded its little form, the discolorations not quite hiding cross-hatched script inked into them, hateful characters that hurt to look at—vague cousins of those woven into his ritual robes. Movement caused the brittle fabric to tear and flake and powder. A weird miasma seemed to hang about it as the wrapped form of its face turned to the Duke.

Empty eye sockets looked back at him. Despite that, Urius felt a presence in those cavities, drilling forth, a malice that couldn’t be denied. His guts liquified as the linens peeled back with the motion of its jaw, curving its decrepit face into what seemed almost a smile—something the bearing of sparse, fang-like teeth confirmed an instant later.

What sounded like breath wheezed out between them.

“The words,” Xass Kham ordered. “Now! As I taught you all! Speak them!”

The five men arrayed around the unholy, writhing bundle began to chant, words that shook with each’s fear, but grew stronger with repetition. Urius had no idea their meaning, but they pushed out as though forced from him. He felt like boulder, shoved down the hill and gaining speed. So, too, did the energies that seemed to build with each utterance of the Xyxian’s phrase.

Ee-Ech-Molod-Goz. Ee-Ech-Molod-Goz.

Xass Kham began to trace something in the air with his candle. The motions left a filmy trail of crimson that lingered like some lighting-strike afterimage in the eyes. Each left a character not unlike the script on the child-corpse’s wrappings.

The desiccated little form wheezed again, and there was no mistaking the rage in its voice. It began to pull itself upright, joints crunching as they flexed and straightened. Linens popped free, exposed winkled, papery dry flesh that split and spilled whisps of dust. The haze about it thickened as it stood and a smell of mold and something older, fouler caught in Urius’ throat. It took work to keep the words coming.

Ee-Ech-Molod-Goz.

The creature stepped free of the casket. Each motion seemed to take more work, though. A second step to drag its other foot free snapped and popped. Planting the foot caused it to stagger. It looked up with its empty sockets at Xass Kham, sweating profusely as he continued his chant, drawing his air letters. The sharp, little teeth gleamed in the candle’s infernal light.

Ee-Ech-Molod-Goz.

The child thing screamed.

Urius gasped and dropped his candle, cupped hands to his ears. Xass did the same at his side. The others flinched or writhed in various, similar states. The thing’s cry rent the eardrums. But more, it pierced marrow and nerve, went deeper, slivered into the soul and left jags that cut and bled out terror of a sort unknown to Urius before. Death held no such dread, murder no such strain.

The scream protested the violation of reality.

And then ceased.

A breeze puffed against the panels of the tent, shook the whole thing. The candle flames shivered wildly. A second gust boomed, ripped open the front flaps of the pavilion and sand from the wastes beyond swirled in. The air rasped and moaned, drowned out the airy hiss of the upright corpse, which turned and flinched as the current whipped about it.

Sand swirled in the flung-open entrance of the tent, a funnel that drew further vortices to it, grew in size, bulged at the middle and began to take form. Urius had long-since stopped chanting, though his sweat-slick lips still moved mindlessly. Twin pricks of fire that gleamed momentarily from the little storm brought even this to a halt. His palate tasted of the ash that whirled and materialized before him.

A figure formed for an instant. Sand eddies became twists of burial linens, inscribed like those of the child-thing. Half-rotten claws curled, and time-eaten limbs bent. The thing swayed with the wobble of the dust-devil forming it. A face more skull than the flesh peeling away from it sneered out at the five men. Sockets deprived of eyes turned to the split-open casket and its animated contents.

Even Xass Kham no longer bothered to continue the chant.

The sands hissed with a fury like fat boiling as they twined up into the form. The linens disintegrated, reformed as flesh, smooth and lifelike. Limbs straightened, hands rose with fingers flexing, and the face seemed to un-melt, skin flowing back over bones. Eyelids slipped over empty cavities, extended out as lashes painted to an ancient, yet familiar style. When they opened again, eyes flared ember-like before cooling to a dark, limpid brown.

A womanly shape of tilted hips and haughty posture glowered at the men. Attire of bejeweled finery hung off her curvaceous form, concealing little, a lewd echo of a freer, yet more terrible age. Painted lips crooked and a tongue flicked over them, wetted them, gave a glimpse of teeth ivory and almost sharp within.

“It has taken millennia,” the woman said in cruel, throaty voice, “but finally you have woken Thyss-Ulea.”

“My lady!” Xass Kham exclaimed and folded to one knee. A desperate side glance at Urius guided him to do the same, and quickly. The others followed suite, Harald practically collapsing. The giant had dropped his candle, let it gutter out at his side as he folded his arms over his face and blubbered quietly into them.

The child-corpse turned stiffly to her and folded at the waist. She stepped into the tent, past the men, and regarded it with a slight flinch. “You found one of my children. Few have escaped.” She glanced down at Xass. “You are Khemite?”

“There are no more Khemites, Exalted One,” Xass replied without looking up. “All that remain of them are degraded cults, worshipping trinkets of your great era.”

“Worshipping the dead,” she finished for him with a scowl of disdain. “They do not understand.”

“No,” Xass replied. “But I did. I read the ancient Texts of Thyssus in the Forbidden Library. I studied the hieroglyphs on the walls of Tuthardem. I took the child from the Temple of Zet and killed the cultists who’d stolen it. I have dedicated my life to this moment. Highness!” Now he looked up. “Please, command me.”

“Command you,” the thing called Thyss-Ulea mused. Slowly, she turned and regarded the others, pausing for a moment to chortle at Harald’s shivering form before setting her terrible, dark gaze upon Urius.

The Duke—devils and mummery be damned—refused to look away. 

“What of these?” she asked.

“They come to serve you, as well,” Xass insisted.

“Oh?” 

“How is it that I understand you?” Urius demanded. “You are of an age thousands of years past and half a world away, and yet I hear words that would be at home in the royal court of my homeland.”

Her smile chilled his blood. “The dead all share the same language.”

“I am not dead.”

“You’re not,” she replied softly, but with a smirk that sent unease spidering down his spine. “Who are you?”

“Eddar, Duke of Dareasia, of the Empire of Scintallos.”

“Scintallos...” she murmured thoughtfully. “The pestering cult that thought to supplant Osis as the god of the sunrise.”

“He is the Sun!” Urius rumbled, driven by fear to piety he didn’t normally bother to feign.

“He is immaterial,” Thyss-Ulea snapped. “But you...what do you want of me, Duke Eddar of the Scintallans?”

“Alliance,” Urius replied. “This man” he nodded at Xass “seeks the Deathless Throne over his dozens of older brothers. But he has few followers and a small army. Mostly he has the devilry that summoned you here tonight. But my Emperor seeks a foothold in the Nightmare Lands, has delusions of purifying them, and needs a buffer state. So, we come with our own forces to aid Xass Kham’s rebellion.”

“I asked what you want.”

“The Emperor is my cousin, but more to the point, a buffoon. His crusades have drained our coffers and destabilized our state. Yet he ventures forth once more! His religiosity inspires the people, still, but they are fickle. An accident of war would be all that it takes to send them seeking elsewhere.”

“So, two fools in search of two thrones.”

“Exalted One,” Xass said with fervor, “our joint campaign has brought us near the ruins of Zadam! We expect to engage the army of my brothers within sight of its pyramids.”

“Ruins...” the phantom noblewoman again mused, this time with a faint wince. “The sands of time slip so easily. I hardly feel their passage, anymore. Is that Oblivion? To feel nothing, care not at all?” She seemed to stare off into some horrid distance, a hand drifting to her breast. It tensed and she blinked away the reverie, looked at Xass with a flare to her gaze. “I was Queen over the Nightmare Land, over all that your brutish hordes now trample.”

“I would have you be Queen again,” Xass replied with a shiver.

“In exchange for your own seat?”

“When we defeat the Xyxian Loyalists,” Urius growled, “we will be at the ruins’ outskirts, as Xass says. The wealth buried beneath is known throughout the world. There will be the curious, of course, as well as the less-principled who might explore in their leisure. Who knows what they might stir up?”

Thyss-Ulea chortled. “You speak of My Children.” She regarded the child-corpse still bowed stiffly before her pityingly. “And you suggest the Dead Guard, butchered to accompany our family into the Afterlife.” Her chortled became a cackle, manic and bitter. “Oh, the Afterlife! What fools we were, to believe the promises of the Dark!”

“Fat and tired with victory,” Urius pressed on, despite her rattling proclamation, “the Scintallan army would be vulnerable to an attack from an unexpected direction.”

“You would feed your own men to the Damned to gain a throne,” Thyss-Ulea said with a sparkle to her spectral eyes. “I see time has not made men any wiser.”

“I would take what is mine!” Urius barked, clenching his fist before him, fear forgotten. “My cousin pisses away the greatest realm ever to stride the Mid Sea Basin! He squanders wealth and men on his endless whimsies! He is a slobbering dunce, the last scion of a bled-out line that would rather pray than rule!”

Thyss-Ulea regarded him without words, with only that red smile and those witch-light eyes. The otherworldliness about her seemed to fade a moment, the veil between planes parted and her presence becoming warm, material. The curves of her form called with human familiarity, the rich acres of her darkly olive-tan flesh inviting. He felt a surge within him, but not of fear or rage.

“What you plan is complicated,” she said at last, and turned to Xass Kham, “and you know we cannot leave the city. I am but a shadow, projecting myself even this far.”

“We would free you, Exalted One!”

What might have been a hint of fear played about her phantom features. “You have learned much, to have gotten this far. Do you then know what you must do? Do you know Who rules still within the crumbling walls of the Dead City?”

Xass Kham looked up at her. “Thyss-Mallik.”

Candle flames fluttered. One went out, left an inky tendril of smoke to stain the air as the name stained the mind.

“The Chosen of the Gods, till He rejected Them,” she said sneeringly. “The Undying atop his Dead Throne. Our Lord, Our Lover, Our Violator and Doom. He rules, still, from His Crypt, deep below the city, far from my vengeance and that of His peoples, guarded against the slavering hate of Our Children. None can leave. None can escape His madness, not even Him.”

“We will destroy him!” Xam Kham proclaimed.

The dead queen regarded him with disdain. “By what sorcery will you accomplish this?”

“No sorcery!” Urius growled. “By brute force.”

“Ha!” Thyss-Ulea’s scorn bit the air. “His sarcophagus is etched with the most hellish characters. Merely seeing them would melt your feeble minds! His burial chamber lies within an underground complex riddled with traps and false ends. Even I know not its layout and I am interred there! He is guarded by the Sleepless Dead, and worse—demons He consorted with in his insatiable thirst for dark knowledge and His desperation to find everlasting life.”

“We will succeed,” Urius insisted.

“To do so, you will require either the slipperiest of thieves,” she said, “or the most tried of wizards” she chuckled coldly “or the most brutishly ignorant of thugs.”

Urius glanced at Harald, still cowering behind his folded arms, and smiled back at the unliving queen. “I have just the thing.”

She glowered at him, eldritch light scathing behind her eyes. “We shall see.” She turned that gaze back on Xass Kham. “You have come further and with greater knowledge than any who have preceded you. Perhaps we can be of use to one another. If you can somehow slay the Violator, I will help you.”

“You help us first,” Urius said.

The queen flicked her glare back at him. “You take me for a fool?”

“I take nothing for granted. First, you must kill Emperor Bazul II of Scintallos. And you must do it in such a way that the rest of us are not implicated.”

She seemed to consider, lip curling ever so slightly in derision. “He is well-guarded I presume?”

“By warriors and wizards.”

The derision formed fully into a sneer. “Which is why you require me.”

Urius shrugged. “Do it and my men will clear out the Violator’s Crypt. They’ll burn up every trace of the bastard!”

“Such confidence,” she snorted. “But it won’t be enough. I’ve heard the crazed promises of mortals before.” She turned away.

“Highness, wait!” Xass squeaked.

Urius glared at the Xyxian noble. What does the snake play at now? But the ghost-queen was turning back to him with spectral eyebrows raised.

“Certainly, we can offer some token of our dedication?” he asked.

She considered him. “The outer wards. You know of which I speak?”

“They encircled the city, when it still lived as the seat of Thyss-Mallick’s realm. Any army intending to lay siege to it would find provisions spoiled, water poisoned, and disease rampant. Or so the ancient works suggest.”

“They also hold My Children and I in,” she replied. “With those broken I might at least cast my voice further, might draw another supplicant, should you all fail.” She shrugged. “You can at least offer me some future hope” a contemptuous gesture indicated the still-kneeling child-corpse “beyond a few trinkets pilfered from the dust.”

Xass glanced at Urius. “We will do it.”

“You know where to do it? And how?”

He nodded and licked sweat from his lips. “The Dome of Patar. And the Plaque of Law.”

She smiled and Urius’ flesh quivered as he saw her teeth fully, the sharp incisors, the fangs. He’d seen much of magic—too much—and knew some myths had a rotten core of truth to them. The myths of the Nightmare Lands of Old Xyxia spoke of blood-drinkers who took the essence of the young to remain so, themselves.

“Truly,” she purred at Xass, “you are knowledgeable. The wards endure, still, but are not strong. Read the final lines in reverse.” She winked. “And beware the Guardians. They are no longer strong, either, having gone long without much food. But they are still there.”

“And then you will kill Bazul?” Urius demanded.

She looked at him coldly. “You must lure him into the ruins. But, yes, once there, he will be meat for us.” Her eyes flared. “And Thyss-Mallik will burn for you!”

“He will,” Xass agreed.

She looked down her nose at him, as though not truly believing, but willing to see this most recent game through. “We have an agreement.”

The dead queen turned again and strode for the exit. Sand slithered up her calves with each step, and the muscles melted into it, leaving bones and tags of desiccated flesh. This dissolution continued as she reached the still-fluttering tent flaps and the slash of night sky beyond. Curves crumbled away as dust, left the skeletal mummy-thing.

But it paused, turned sharply, and partially-reformed—enough for the echo of Thyss-Ulea’s terrible beauty to flow back across bony crags and empty eye sockets. The dark, dark stare glimmered again and she pointed a finger towards the mummy-child. A purplish flame sputtered to life at her fingertip. She hissed a syllable of command. The dead thing straightened and turned to face her, seemed to sway in confusion.

With a twitch of the finger, the flame leapt the span to splash across the mummy-child’s chest. It stumbled back a step as the blaze spread to an inferno enveloping its whole body, scathing higher to ignite tentpoles and canvas roof. Hellish stink scoured Urius’ nostrils and eyes. The others coughed and gagged.

The child-thing screamed, not as it had in summoning its unholy mother, but in some existential, timeless agony.

“Win or lose,” Thyss-Ulea called over the boom of immolation, “you will not call on me again against my will!”

She puffed away in whorls of dust.

And the flames spread, filling the tent as the mummy-child’s scream warbled out with a final, fiery collapse and the candles burst in sprays of hot wax and purple light.

The conspirators fled with pain and fear into the night beyond.

***
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URIUS LOOKED UPHILL to where his pavilion still smoldered and a handful of grooms still fought to smother the flames. The fire had spread alarm through the whole army camp, but the confusion allowed the Duke to play it off as revelry gone awry. And he had little fear those sifting through the embers would find much.

He’d felt the conflagration’s otherworldly, all-consuming heat.

“We can’t seriously be considering still dealing with this...thing,” a voice said from the tent in which Urius now stood.

He turned, fingering a nearly empty wine goblet and regarded the man, a Scintallan noble such as he. But the resemblance stopped there. The other man—in whose private encampment they now sought refuge—was a corpulent plug, barely fitting in a blue and gold-trimmed tunic tailored to hide that bulk. Double chins shined with grease as he took a bite out of a leg of mutton, shook again as he wiped drooping mustaches clean with the back of a pudgy hand.

“I suppose you have a better idea, Vynn?” Urius asked.

“Win the battle that’s coming!” Baron Vynncenzio Kleve of Perialus huffed. “Win the one after that, and seize the rest of Xyxia by force.”

“And allow Bazul to become even more popular?” groaned another man, the fifth of their group that’d participated in the summoning. Where Kleve was blubber, this one, Baron Artem Ech of Rawenna, was bone, sinew, and little else, a cadaverous, humorless man of liver-spots and sparse, white hair. “He’s already led a successful campaign, seizing the coastal settlements. He could retire now and claim victory.”

“He won’t,” Urius said, turning away from the open tent flaps and the view of the starry night over the fitfully-slumbering Scintallan army. “This isn’t just a military consideration; this is obsession.”

“We can’t give up!” Xass Kham insisted from where he sat, leaned against a table littered with plates and half-eaten food, looking drained by the evening’s ordeal. With sudden zeal, he straightened up and pointed a hunk of chewed bread at the others. “I didn’t sacrifice dozens of my followers and a sliver of my very soul in summoning Thyss-Ulea only to not use Her!”

“We can secure for you the Deathless Throne on the field of battle,” Kleve replied.

“Only some of my brothers come with this host that approaches from the interior,” Xass countered. “Destroy them and others will rise quickly. No, I must appear to have the favor of the Old Way, the Dead God-Kings. Then, the common folk will rise in my support.”

Urius smiled in seeming agreement. But he knew from listening to his Imperial cousin’s scheming that the will of Xyxia’s commons would matter less than a damn once the Scintallan legions reached the heartland. Xass might survive as a puppet, but the law and religion of the land would be that of Scintallos the Resplendent One.

“This thing,” Kleve said with a shiver. “This witch-ghost...it will consume us. We can’t trust it. I thought we could ride this particular tiger, but after seeing Her myself...” He shivered again. “No, I’m sorry, I can’t concede to this anymore.”

“Agreed,” Ech proclaimed, lifting his own mug of wine. “We’ve been lucky to not have attracted the attention of Bazul’s spies, as it is, let alone the White Guard.”

Mention of the last group sent an involuntary flinch through Urius.

The White Guard, the Empire’s secret service of wizard-priests, prowled the kingdom and this camp, alert for even the hint of influence from the Outer Dark. They couldn’t have missed the plotters’ supernatural antics on the hill, any more than the camp provosts were drawn to the fire that destroyed his pavilion. But events of the last six months had left them depleted, divided, and distracted as they rarely were. Urius had had a hand in that, a conspiracy with the Guard’s previous, late Master and an ancient artifact of particularly foul properties.

He could only hope they remained distracted.

“We’ve come too far!” Xass said, standing with his fervor. “You can’t be serious!”

“I am sorry, my prince,” Ech was saying, “but we cannot—”

“We will continue with the plan,” Urius cut him off with a voice as mild as it was commanding. He took a sip of wine as the others looked at him in shock. “We will go through with what we’ve started.”

“My Lord—”

“This is decided,” he said with more force. “It was decided when we first agreed to go along with it. There’s no turning back.”

Kleve’s chins wiggled as he fumbled for a response. “But the risk—”

“Is no more than it was when we embarked on this path. You’re merely realizing it now, really realizing it.” He finished the wine with a lusty swig and set the goblet aside. “It’s like the chill before battle, that last-second hope that maybe you can just flee, find some excuse for it.” A little smirk accompanied his words; Ech hadn’t seen a real fight in decades and Kleve could barely mount a horse, let alone get near a shield wall. “And like that, we must push through these hesitations. We are committed.”

“What of the White Guard?” Ech persisted.

“You let me worry about the Guard!” Urius snapped. “I’d remind you both, my lords, that while I appreciate your support in this, I also command it.” He met Ech’s quivering stare. “Baron, you’d be decorating a gibbet with your sparse bones by now if I hadn’t crushed your son’s little conspiracy and occupied your keep with my own troops.” He turned to Kleve. “And you, my friend, by Scintallos, you’d be a mess, by now. Gambling debts and murdered wives.”

“You’d know a thing or two about that, my lord,” Kleve grumbled with a hint of blubbery defiance.

“And I’d know a thing or two about covering it up,” Urius replied without showing annoyance. “Which you didn’t. The High Inquisitor had taken an interest your case and even my cousin still pesters me about my patronage of you.” He glanced back and forth between the pair. “You both owe me. More, I am your Duke.” He clenched his fist before them till the knuckles crackled. “And before long I will be your Emperor.”

Both looked down or away, not exactly bowing, more avoiding his fury.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Xass Kham spoke hesitantly into the ensuing quiet. “My good Duke Urius, we must dispel the wards around Zadam soon.”

“They will have to wait.”

“My Lord—”

“They have to!” Urius shook his head. Truly, he was allied with fools! “The armies of your brothers approach rapidly.”

He turned back to the open tent flaps, looked out across the glittered, red-jewel pattern of the Scintallan army’s thousand campfires. Night kept details of the terrain from him, but he knew from memory the sparsely-grassed hills upon which they now perched, and the long, dusty valley that stretched down into the wastes beyond them.

Bazul intended to debouch into those and array before the Xyxian multitudes, in the very shadow of Zadam. The valley at their back, then, would protect their line of retreat, and the ruins on one side, the hills on the other would protect his flanks against numbers rumored to be five times their own.

“If we don’t win this battle that’s coming, first, Prince Kham, that sliver of your soul you fret over will be joined by the rest in hell!” Urius smiled in gratification at the viperous Xyxian’s flinch. “No, we’ve got to focus on victory for now.”

“But after?” Kleve bleated. “If—when we win, how do we ago about the task? I mean, Bazul’s spies and the White Guard know the stories of Zadam. Certainly, it’ll be watched. How do we start the scheme in motion? Who does it?”

A belch broke the tension in the tent. Four of the conspirators winced and turned their collective gaze on the fifth of their number.

Harald Hegruum guzzled from a full trencher of wine, red rivulets spilling down his whiskers to stain the front of his gold-trimmed red tunic. A stream splashed over the sun-ball of the medallion dangling at his chest, the Sign of the Emperor’s Favor and the signifier of his rank as Commander of the Vothan Guard. Leaning back in his chair, he belched again, into the drink, sent droplets spraying, and gave it a shake as it emptied. With contempt, he cast it aside and wiped the mess away with the back of a beefy forearm. Blinking, the brute realized the others’ attention, and disgust.

Neither seemed to bother him.

“You know what we need,” Urius said to the giant. “Sneak-thieves and spies will be noticed by the very act of attempting to avoid notice. But a pack of drunken Vothans, plundering and carousing in ruins known to contain treasure will arouse only annoyance.”

The Vothan guffawed, but there was an edge of menace to it. “Of course! What else would the Emperor’s Dogs be doing—other than winning His wars for Him?”

Urius narrowed his eyes at the man. “It’s my wars you’ll be winning, soon, Harald.” The chilliness in his voice had the desired effect and the barbarian cringed. “I presume you can find a pack of reprobates to accomplish this?”

Hegruum snorted. “I know just the fool to lead them.”

“The troublemaker from your Fifth Cohort?”

“Exactly,” the Vothan replied.

“I’ll need to accompany them,” Xass spoke up. “I’ll be the one to intone the key phrases and dissolve the wards.” He glanced back and forth between Urius and Harald. “Can you trust this man?”

Harald exploded in a belly laugh that shook not only his monstrous form but the tentpoles and canvas they held up. “Trust him? Oh, certainly! You can trust Strayden of Starad to make an utter mess of anything he’s involved in!”

Urius chortled quietly and favored the perplexed Xyxian prince with a smile.

“Which is exactly what the task calls for.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE BERBER CAVALRY erupted from the haze of the wastes into the light of morning, sun flashing off bridles and tulwars. A ululating howl rose into the shimmering air, but was lost in the thunder of their mounts’ hooves. They stretched out into a full gallop, kaftans fluttering wildly white, arrowheads glittering as the riders—horse archers renowned throughout the Mid Sea world—knocked missiles to short bows while gripping their reins in foaming teeth.

“Shield wall!” Strayden of Starad roared. “Gruzh bite all your lazy asses! Form the thrice-damned shield wall!”

The rumble of onrushing cavalry throbbed only slightly less than his skull and the jostle of his Vothan comrades into line of battle jarred loose the previous night’s drinking and excesses. He snarled as neighbors’ shields locked together, a rim catching his fingers before he got them withdrawn. He put the stinging hand to the grip of his sword, thought of drawing it, then paused.

The next moments would be decided by nerve, not steel.

“I will gut the first mewling bitch of you who so much as moves a heel backwards!”

The Fifth Cohort of the Vothan Guard tightened around him, sword brothers fused together in a mass of conical helms, sand-dulled chainmail, and iron-bossed circles of elmwood. They cringed, too, anticipating not the charge—no pack of waste wolves could break a Vothan line—but the swarm of stings they knew now to expect.

They’d been enduring them since dawn.

Strayden had known something had gone wrong the moment the Imperial outriders started falling back through their lines, pezenek scout-mercenaries hired to foil the very surprise sprung upon them. Bloody, drooping men on bloodier horses had bolted by and were suddenly replaced by these berber curs, who wheeled just shy of contact, loosing one-two arrows from those infernal short bows, and, kicking away, fired a last shot over their shoulder. Men in full mail had gone down as though their sinews had been cut, dead before they hit the dirt. Dead before anyone knew what in the Nine Hells was happening!

“Hold the gods-damned line!” Strayden repeated hoarsely as the berbers drew near the point when they’d wheel and fire again.

“Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t you?” Durrak whispered from behind his shield rim, clenched close on Strayden’s left.

The brute stood half a head taller than the tallest Vothan but, unlike his comrades, he shared not their pale, sunburnt features or beards of chestnut or red. He was a Nuburran, ebon-skinned and craggy with scars from a hundred campaigns, a joyful slayer who’d drifted into the Vothan Guard at a time when the rolls were rather more sparse. In truth, a lot of the Guard was like that, anymore, many nationalities not of the Guard’s Vothan name filling in as constant campaigning thinned the ranks of the Emperor’s favorite killers.

Not that Strayden cared. Durrak was also one of his oldest comrades, one of the few that remembered better times.

“We’ve got a lot of recruits standing in, this time,” Strayden growled back at the dark giant.

“Aye, that we do,” he replied, “newbies like young Aelren, over there, fresh off his mother’s teat.”

“Didn’t know my mother,” the younger Vothan crowding in to Strayden’s right replied. “Had to make due with yours, Durrak.”

Nervous laughter percolated through the packed, waiting ranks. The banter between Durrak and Aelren had become legendary in a short time. Despite the jibe, the latter was not so young that he hadn’t seen his share of action. Strayden had long-mocked the kid for his blue-eyed, blonde-haired good looks. But a vague menace had hardened them in the last year, which had seen all three of them enlisted in a foul scheme to retrieve an even fouler magical leftover. The scars of that still sometimes pestered Strayden’s sleep.

Of course, with these berber bastards riding down on them, he would almost prefer a similar task.

“Here we go,” Durrak snarled and hunched low behind his shield.

The horse archers were slowing, turning individually, not as any unit, motion that made it look like the whole mass of them churned in disorder. But that churn spewed an uneven, yet heavy storm of arrows. The air buzzed with their passage, glinted with wicked steel heads, slashed in upon the Vothans at nearly flat trajectories, so powerful was the force behind them.

Wood, mail, and flesh thocked with impact.

Strayden grunted as an arrowhead dimpled the elmwood of his inner shield, right next to the arm strap, grunted a second time as another punched clean through, blunted steel point protruding an inch from his eye. Someone screeched to his left and he felt the jolt as a body bounced off him. A Vothan curse drew his glance momentarily to the right, where a pitifully young Guardsman was staring dumbly at the arrow gone cleanly through his forearm.

Everywhere he looked, Vothans cringed or crumpled and the clatter of arrow strikes spread. But their wall, which formed the center of the quickly-building Imperial line, held steady. No wasteland dogs were going to cut through here!

The rapid fluttering-out of the arrow rain confirmed that. A great cry rose from out beyond the shield wall, the unearthly voices of the berbers taunting, cackling as they loosed their last and began to withdraw. Strayden chanced a look over his shield rim, was rewarded with the streak of a berber’s parting shot, the arrow glancing off the side off his helm with a ring and jerking his head back hard enough that the chin strap bit skin.

“Gruzh’s balls!”

“You’re all right?” Durrak demanded, not risking his own head to look back. “Strayden?”

“Fine, ack!” Strayden spat bloody, salty taste from a bitten tongue. “Just got my braincase rattled, is all!”

“There was something in there to rattle?” Aelren quipped.

Hard laughter echoed now, from men happy to have anything to cut their fear.

“You’ve got your bow with you?” Strayden asked the youth.

“Aye.” The kid was unusual among Vothans, in that he excelled as much with a missile weapon as a sword.

“Then maybe you could do something about this” Strayden fingered the dent left on crest of his helmet “rather than flapping your gums!”

A thrum in the air told him there was no need. A quick glance skyward caught the rippling shadows of hundreds of arrows darkening the air. Squalling, the berbers hastened their retreat as Imperial archery arched over the Vothan’s lines to fall in their midst. Fear went shrill with pain as arrowheads found marks, scything riders from the saddle, cutting their scrawny desert mounts down in the dirt. The rest crumbled away.

The Vothan Guard urged them along with a deep-throated roar.

The Scintallan army was started to get its thumbs out of its ass. What had begun as a scouts’ skirmish amongst dust devils on the plains, and had swelled to a near-rout as the Vothan Guard formed desperately to stem the raiders’ slashing attack, was now concentrating into what looked like would be a real fight. Archers behind them meant the regular infantry was up, would be sliding in on their flanks. And though he could not see it, Strayden knew that would mean Imperial cavalry even further out on the wings.

But in front of him, he could see even less. The dust continued its twine, almost lifelike in its phantom dance and unbroken by a sluggish breeze that barely cooled the face. The dead littered the sand. The living had receded into that miasma, were barely shadows, writhing beyond a gritty brown curtain. Distant flutters of steel suggested more.

Strayden let his gaze rise over the false mist, to the escarpments rising battlement-like on their left and the toothy outlines of a wall, half-collapsed down rocky slopes into the valley below. Fragments of domes, like bits of eggshells stomped upon, huddle beyond those, joined by the crooked points of sagging obelisks and, looming above it all, the scrawling heights of pyramids.

Zadam. The Dead Capitol of Old Xyxia.

They’d all heard the stories—and Strayden had heard more from Lyssa, the dark-skinned sorceress knowledgeable of the aged and eldritch as all Adepts of the White Guard were. Curses and dark, bloody history haunted those ruined crags. Just looking at them sent a thrill of fear through Strayden that even the clawing of berber arrows hadn’t birthed. But his teeth didn’t just grit in apprehension; they bore into a smile of avarice. Necromancy and mummery there were, aye, but legendary wealth, too!

“Bastards are coming again!” Durrak snarled.

Vothans hunched once more behind their shields, but Strayden didn’t see anything in the haze. The Scintallan army had debouched into the wastes from the long, winding valley of the Khayaz River, a feeble tributary of the Great Neelax. Rumor was, the combined Xyxian armies had mustered at the Oasis of Shamir and were crossing the plain to meet them. With the ruins of Zadam on their left and another, lesser escarpment clawing to the wastes on their right, the Scintallan flanks were covered and their view of the approaches clear.

Should have been—but this hell-sent fog choked all sight, lingering even as the morning sun rose withering and yellow above it. And Strayden was beginning to suspect, with that instinctive worming of the flesh common to all his superstitious, magic-loathing kind, if the haze wasn’t literally hell-sent.

“I don’t see them,” Aelren began to growl.

The berbers erupted from the haze again, and their proximity to the battle line jolted Strayden with both its nearness and the fact that the fumes were, in fact, creeping closer. He had little time to ponder that further, as the waste dogs were already right on them, some already loosing their shafts and lunging into their turns. One wheeled so close his mount’s hooves kicked debris into the Vothan faces.

A warrior three files to Strayden’s left jerked back with a meaty smack, staggered, and dropped with arrow fletching in his eye socket. The break in the shield wall allowed a flutter of follow-up shafts to slice through before the next Vothan in rank got his into place. A kid in poorly-matched mail dropped, squealing with an arrow in his thigh.

To Strayden’s left, old Gerbrecht, a towering, pot-bellied Vothan, bawled a challenge and lurched from the line as a rider whipped especially close. Gaze flared with green mania through the eye-guards of his helm. Teeth showed yellow-white against foaming lips. The berserker fury had gripped the man, a frenzy of rage and anguish that he couldn’t get to grips. His charge a brought him no closer, the desert-bred pony skipping its rider just out of the berserker’s frantic axe swing.

Gerbrecht stumbled backwards. Black fletching vibrated in his chest as he looked down dumbly. He started reach for it with his left hand. A second arrow slapped into him, pinning the hand to his breast. Shrieking with more outrage than pain, the berserker dropped his axe to fumble with his right, but a half dozen more missiles punched into him in the space of a second. He fell like a sawn-down tree, struck the sand with the weight of the instantly dead.

The desert raiders cackled and yowled like hyenas as they peeled away from their kill, shaking their terrible short bows into the faces of the seething, utterly helpless Vothans. Another man started forward after then, screaming a challenge.

“Back into line!” Strayden bawled. Now he stalked forth, half-turned, and glared until the challenger recoiled between overlapping shields. Strayden turned the other way, snarling. “I’ll kill the next jackass who leaves the line, myself!”

“Watch out!”

Strayden realized the voice was Durrak’s in the same instant he turned to see a berber wheel back with bow bent. He heard the twang of its chord, saw the slashing blur of the missile. Somehow, he’d turned with his shield up and the arrow cracked into it, bounced off the iron boss. Impact jolted feeling from his arm, but the motion gave the appearance of him slapping the shot aside, as though in contempt.

Behind him, the Vothan Guardsmen roared their approval.

But the desert raider was knocking another arrow and, this time, Strayden didn’t see how he’d get lucky again; the berbers had proved too accurate with their weapons. Rather than fall back and risk taking an arrow in the spine, he drew his sword and clacked it against the rim of his shield. If this was his moment to face Gruzh in the Hall of Heroes, Strayden would do it, blade at hand!

“Come and get some!”

Instead, the raider again wheeled his mount with a violent sawing of the reins and started back for the obscuring haze. The Vothans cheered again, but it cut out in cries of alarm and the insect flutter filling the sky above. Strayden hissed a curse and didn’t need to look up at the descending cloud. He bolted back for the line with his shield held over him.

Imperial arrows rained into the wastes and cries both human and animal rent the air as they slashed through fleeing desert riders. Men flopped from the saddle, pin-cushioned with shafts. Horses writhed with agony, kicked, fell, rolled over their masters. Horse archers fallen to the dust were hit again, again, some of them pinned to the ground with a dozen missiles.

But the Imperial archers had altered their angle at some inexplicable order, perhaps to cover the closeness of the weird mist, and the projectiles slashed down into the front of the Guard. Strayden felt the crash of one off his upheld shield, the moment before he crossed through a gap in the shield wall. But others clanged off his comrades’. Someone screeched in pain—he hoped it wasn’t from the misguided volley. He jostled amongst the mass of his fellows, tried to secure a spot, but still keep the shield up.

A blow to the shoulder felt like a boulder and knocked him as assuredly to the ground. Down on his side, pain like lighting, with Vothan shins and boots writhing and kicking all around him, a wave of disorientation overwhelmed him. A wave of nausea followed, from the blow, from the jugs of wine the previous night, rising in a green wave with the shock of his injury.

Strayden rolled onto all fours and vomited.

Cries of annoyance and outrage sounded from above him. Someone kicked dust in his face. The shoulder still throbbed, but a glance showed him only chainmail—the arrow must have struck indirectly, a ricochet. He spat once and started to get up. The kid with the arrow through his forearm was on his backside, clutching his wound, but watching Strayden with impossibly wide eyes.

A hand grabbed Strayden’s shoulder, hoisted him back to his feet.

“Wouldn’t be the start of a fight without our glorious Captain emptying his guts!” Durrak said with a laugh.

“Did he get any on himself?” Aelren asked from the other side.

Durrak brushed off Strayden’s chest. “Not this time.”

“Damn. The wager goes to you.”

“You’re both hilarious!” Strayden snarled pushing Durrak back. His guts still quivered and he wasn’t sure if another convulsion wasn’t coming. If it did, Durrak was going to get it in the face.

His surroundings wobbled and settled. The Imperial volley had ebbed out quickly, left curses of rage from the Vothan front, as well as the cries of the wounded. Strayden turned to the youth, stricken and down behind them. “Your lucky day, kid! Get back to the rear and tell those primped Scintallan bastards to check their fire!” He swallowed back bile taste. “And find yourself a surgeon.”

To his credit, the youth didn’t protest in some eruption of wounded pride. Cradling his arm, he scampered back through the ranks.

“Speaking of lucky days,” Durrak said, pointing out beyond the lines, “look at this devil.”

Out on the arrow-studded waste, the rider who’d menaced Strayden was down, half-pinned by the mass of his horse. With an agonized babble, he was attempting to drag a leg free. Shafts in his back added to his woes. The task looked more than hopeless, and his screams rose to a pitiful warble.

“Gods,” Aelren cursed. “Listen to that.”

“Not going to do the lads any good,” Durrak agreed.

Strayden ground his teeth. Pathetic cries sounded from around and behind as their own wounded were dragged from the line, but they faded—and could hope for some succor. The pinned bastard was doomed, broken and trapped, bleeding and baking to death on that frying pan flat of waste. For all that he was a desert-dog and a godless bastard, he’d been a brave one.

And Gruzh loved the Brave.

“Looks like unfinished business,” Strayden growled and scooped up his sword from where he’d dropped it, shouldered his way clear of the shield wall once more.

Stepping out in the open, the sounds of the fully-gathered Scintallan host echoed around him. Glances to either side showed the glitter of the full battle line, with the Vothan Guard a block at the center. But the racket had a weird, disembodied tone to it, dulled by the waste fumes. Strayden’s nostrils caught the infernal stink of them, now, an almost charnel bite that unmistakably hinted at sorcery. They bunched barely fifty yards away, purling with what almost looked like eagerness, but held at bay by some unseen force.

The desert dog was pulling frantically at his pinned, ruined leg, teeth snapping in a mouth foamed pinkish-white. That the devil wanted to reach the sanctuary of the mist seemed clear. His eyes flared at seeing Strayden’s approach, terror and hate mixing. His struggle changed, no longer seeking escape, stretching out first for his dropped bow—well out of reach—then becoming a fumble to draw a long, curved knife.

Better that way, Strayden thought, nodding in salute of grit and giving his sword a testing swing. Throat-cutting the helpless is better left to Scintallan fops...

A shout split the mist from behind the fallen man. Gold, bronze, and steel caught the sun and flared as fumes peeled away from them and a new rider emerged. More armor than man, the cavalryman bore a knobbed-headed mace in a gauntleted fist and hissed with the movement of lovingly-crafted lamellar plates, each the size of a gold-chased thumb. Eyes glared out from holes fashioned with false, bunching eyebrows and mail hid the newcomer’s face.

That he was some Xyxian noble seemed clear from his glittering kit. The haughty notes of his challenge to Strayden confirmed it, full of the arrogance of a class trained to the horse, raised to rule, and bred to generations of casual cruelty. The rider led his destrier past the fallen berber without acknowledgement and pointed the mace, shouted again, mockingly now.

Strayden grinned and spread his feet, gave his sword another slash and shook his shoulders to adjust the weight of his mail and the grip on his shield.

“Now that’s more like it!”

***

[image: ]


THE MASSIVE OBELISKS that flanked the entrance to the ruins of Zadam had once been called the Spires of Zet, raised late in the reign of Thyss-Mallik when he ostensibly renounced all Xyxia’s deities, save the Serpentine God of Lies. One of the pair had collapsed into the valley across which the Scintallan army now arrayed. The other clung to the escarpment by mere feet of stone, held there only so long as fickle erosion or angry wind didn’t eat its support further.

Asyra et Mathala et Fahldan tried to keep that last part out of mind as she climbed the remaining Spire.

Unlike the obelisks that festooned the dead city across the crags of the escarpment, the Spire had a weird corkscrew shape winding all the way up its length and bulging at the top. The feature had made her climb far easier than it might have otherwise been, but each leg up had revealed details the ages hadn’t gnawed away—scales carved into the stone, each loop a snake’s coil. The obelisk of Xyxian might had been strangled in the lengths of the Dark God that’d come to dominate the land and its ruler.

Her skin would’ve crawled, were not the rest of her straining every sinew to do the same up the time-eaten stone.

Because the Spire was the highest point in a hundred miles, stabbing higher even than the pyramids that crowned the Dead City, atop its reddish cliff face. From its vantage, the whole valley carved by the shrunken Khayaz River could be seen. So, too, could the still-present outline of that river’s once-mighty flow, emptying into a sea that had dried down into the wastes stretching yellowy into the distance.

All dried up, wasted away, eaten by desolation and—if she believed Lyssa’s fearful story-telling—the contempt of the Gods.

Lyssa.

Asyra couldn’t think on her more than seconds, not with the waste winds moaning out of the southwest and the sun throbbing brassy and unforgiving against her back. No. Distraction, thinking of the ebony-skinned Adept of the White Guard, those haunted green eyes, was not something Asyra could afford.

Stone crackled away as she planted her left foot and its spiked sole into a curve of stone coil. Shit! Weight gave way and, for a terrible, dizzying instant, Asyra hung only by her hand spikes, shoulders roaring with effort as she swung. With a grunt of effort, she kicked out her right foot, caught, and wedged its ball into a crevasse. So snared, she brought her momentary crisis to an end and perched like a beetle, breathing hard with the wastes—and an army—hundreds of feet below.

“Watch that!” a voice squawked.

Asyra looked down at her companion, a slender woman, clad as she in leathers, with spikes and tools and spare rope. She wasn’t sure if the words had been a belated warning or a curse at the rubble kicked loose by her near-plummet. The former was as possible as the latter; there was little love lost between Asyra and the other spy, the improbably-named Clover—fellow Eye of the Emperor, Scintallos’ secret service.

“Sorry!” Asyra replied, meaning it. For all that she couldn’t stand the woman, she was glad to have company and a second set of eyes—or Eye, as the case would be—on this lonely, perilous task.

“Is that a self-description?” Clover snapped back.

Asyra decided against a retort, refocused upon her climb.

She felt like she’d always been climbing. Life had started with a climb, over the benighted walls of a Pasha’s compound in Ybbasid, after a bloody night in the harem when she decided she’d had enough. She’d climbed through the cities and slums of the Inner Sea basin, through the windows of the high and mighty and out their front gates, undetected, the most notorious burglar in ten nations. She’d climbed to the highest jobs, her notoriety bringing her at last to Scintillard, the Golden City of the Resplendent One, and the fattest purses in the world.

The climb had changed there, brought her into a wizard’s web and the terrible intrigues of an Order supposedly tasked with protecting the world from the horrors of the Outer Dark. The climb had nearly become a fall, Asyra pulled into the weirdest heist imaginable, crossing the sea, plundering another dead city, and bringing out a foul artifact of that very netherworld. Only the family she’d found along the way made any of it seem worthwhile—Strayden and his Vothan louts, the Eyes and their spy network among whom she felt almost a part...

...Lyssa. Always, Lyssa.

A flap of stone popped away as Asyra gripped and she nearly lost it again. Focus or you’ll never see her or anything again! A gust of hot wind muffled Clover’s curse from below. Asyra gripped close to the Spire, waited it out, closed her eyes against the scrawl of dust. When the current fell once more to a murmur, she resumed her climb.

The Dead City spread out below and to her left as she scaled. The ruins poked out from sand and rock in patterns that gave the hint of the metropolis it had been, faint outline of streets, squares, and temples—always the temples. Xyxia had worshipped a pantheon as varied and vast as Scintallard’s was singular. But both had ended at One. Of course, Xyxia’s choice had been reverence not of a deity, in the end, but of a Tyrant who refused to die for centuries.

The wind shimmied down amongst the broken domes and fallen columns and pyramids, whipped up towards Asyra with a moan that could have come from a living throat, almost could’ve spoken her name. She froze and looked to the crest of the city, the highest structure, the great Pyramid of Thyss-Mallik, himself. Stories abounded of its contents, jewels and plunder beyond the wildest avarice of her former life—but tales of horror, too.

Even in the scathing sunlight of a wasteland morning, her blood chilled. She was glad for a fresh racket rising up to her.

Clank of metal, neigh of horses, rumble of feet and hooves; the cacophony of thousands rolled across the plains below and beyond the valley. She halted her climb and looked down. This was the real reason for her strange scramble to the top:  reconnaissance. From the heights of the Spire, she had a panoramic view of the battlefield.

The Scintallan army arrayed to her right, at the mouth of the Khayaz Valley. By the churn of their formations, she could tell they were still shaking themselves out. There’d been skirmishing since dawn, sounds of it rising to her as she’d begun her climb. These preliminaries seemed to be over now, though. The Emperor’s standard, the Sun and the Crown on a field of crimson, was up, his glittering block of elite super-heavy cavalry, the cataphracts formed around him. It had to be hell for those men and horses, sheathed in mail and plate, roasting as the sun rose and scorched them.

Directly in front of the Emperor’s personal guard detachment a far less resplendent formation stood. Asyra smiled, knew these men, even from a distance. Up close, they’d be giants in mismatched mail and helmets, mixing gear brought from their far-off hinterland homeland with the finest from Scintallan armories. They’d growl and brawl and stink, drinking too much, jostling and joking and seeming not at all like the Emperor’s personal weapon—barbarian foreigners with no loyalty to Scintallos, but to the Emperor, himself.

The Vothan Guard.

Asyra wondered what Strayden of Starad was doing. Judging by the dust stirred in front of their formation, it was his usual; trouble.

She hoped he’d survive what was coming.

To left and right of the Guard, units of Scintallan regular infantry settled into place, professional spearmen in mail, conscripts in lighter, leather armor, and mercenaries raised by local lords. The forces on the left came mostly from the north and west of the Empire, poorer nobles raising levies of shepherds and hardscrabble farmers who had to be armed at their expense—and, therefore, poorly. But they were numerous. The right came from the wealthier southern and eastern realms, less numerous, but in far better kit, men raised and trained under the frosty gaze of the Emperor’s cousin, Urius.

A darker, more subdued force settled beyond Urius’ right flank. While impossible to catch details from the opposite side of the valley, Asyra had seen these up close on the march, the Xyxian traitors of the rebel prince, Xass Kham. Many were poor, desperate men, clad in boiled leather caps, hardened linens, and rags, bearing spears, if they were lucky, staves if they weren’t. Only their numbers made them formidable. The prince, himself, rode at the head of a hard knot of real soldiery, Xyxian noblemen in shimmering gold plate, lured to his cause by the promise of Scintallan support.

And out beyond the wings of either side, more steel flowed, the rest of the Emperor’s heavy cavalry, not the metal men of his bodyguards, but hard, fast riders, long-accustomed to the charge and the flanking maneuver. These gathered in quivering anticipation, waiting for the dust to clear, waiting for the order to slash.

The wait wouldn’t be long, Asyra saw with an indrawn breath of shock.

Beyond the dust, which seemed to form its own ranks of brownish swirl between the foes, the Xyxian horde rumbled out of the wastes. At its heart came the gold and steel wedge of the Deathless Throne’s savran—elite cavalry to match against Bazul’s cataphracts. An insect swarm of outriders buzzed ahead of these, was already plunged in and out of the dust, stinging at the Imperial lines as they formed.

To either side of the savran came the dread Sons of Arr, noblemen pledged to the Deathless Throne through terrible rites of blood and sacrifice, trained to the long bow and the chariots they now rode, tearing up fresh plumes of haze as they trundled into position. All reputedly selected for height and strength, they fought as easily from their speeding charges, loosing missiles that could pierce plate, as they did on foot, wielding huge, two-handed swords.

Behind the Sons seethed masses of Xyxian commoners, contingents raised by each, whipped into religious frenzy, drunk on fermented goats’ milk. The most affluent had armor and steel weapons; the rest bore the armor of their numbers and wild courage, dirty, club- and cudgel-armed hill folk looking for an excuse to plunder.

And barely in sight in the haze, but darkly-steeled and numerous, blocks of professional infantry formed behind them all, at the center-rear. These would be the Immortals, the Royal Family’s elite footmen, supposedly ten thousand in number, crack slayers tasked to follow the savran in and exploit the breaks the cavalry charges would leave.

These sent a thrill of fear through Asyra. The Xyxian aristocracy would wait behind these, the coolest, most professional killers on the field.

“Look at that!” Clover exclaimed from below.

A second surge of fear cut its way through Arya’s nerves. The weird dust, clotting and billowing with almost conscious-seeming intent, was moving up into the valley. Its march seemed slow, but seen from their height, steady. No wind moved a dust storm with such uniformity; no natural gust propelled it without stirring it into wild vortices and eddies. But this weird fog held together, dense as a thunderhead, billowing up into the faces of the Scintallans, choking and obscuring.

The berber outriders had been taking advantage of it since sunrise. That couldn’t be a coincidence, and Asyra’s guts tingled with the certainty that magic was somehow in play. In the shadows of a dead wizard-kingdom’s ruins, nothing could be more fitting.

“They can’t see it!” Clover called up. “The mist is blinding them!”

“But not us,” Asyra replied.

She secured herself with one hand hooked on a crack and with the other searched around into the flaps of her backpack. It took but moments to find what she sought and draw it dazzling out into the morning air.

Lyssa had given her the item with careful instructions; use it like a mirror and angle the sunlight back towards the heart of the Scintallan line. Asyra had gasped at the sight of it, crystal cut to such precision, such smooth, angular facets, that it had to be magical. Lyssa had laughed, insisted its sorcery was only its exorbitant cost—but she’d better bring it back!

“Don’t look up,” Asyra warned Clover as she wedged the mirror into a crease of stone for support and pivoted it. Light of a pure, dazzling character flashed out instantly, but it still took her a minute or more of struggle to position the crystal.

“No way anyone will miss that,” Clover said from below.

A fresh roar echoed from the wastes. A glance out into them showed Asyra the cause and her guts shriveled. The horde was on the move, thousands, tens of thousands surging forward as a single beast. The Scintallans might hear them, but there was no way they were seeing them. That jagged, slavering tide would roll out of those mists largely unharried by Imperial archery and slam into unprepared ranks like a tidal wave.

“Let’s pray they see it,” Asyra replied.

“You’ve gotten religion all of a sudden?”

Watching the Xyxian multitudes pick up speed, cavalry shivering from a walk into a trot, chariots breaking into a trundle while their infantry lesser jogged through the kicked-up dust, Asyra swallowed once and worked the mirror as Lyssa had instructed.

“Today,” she answered Clover, “I’m making an exception.”

***

[image: ]


THE NEARLY CYAN SPARK of the mirror’s reflection wasn’t exactly a surprise. Lyssa had been expecting it ever since the mists rolled out of the wastes. In fact, she’d fretted. She’d seen Asyra scale walls as treacherous as the Tower of the White Guard, a sheer, magically-guarded stone face that would’ve ended anyone else. But the Spire of Zet, atop which the mirror now flared into the morning sky, had seemed a particularly dangerous challenge.

Of course, she’d made it. But the fact that her worrying had distracted her sent a twinge through Lyssa. An Adept of the White Guard, defenders of the realm against the menace of the Outer Dark, couldn’t afford distraction. They faced things of the mind and the soul and the dark corners of the human heart.

She couldn’t afford frailty in her own.

“There it is,” the young man at Lyssa’s side said, pointing needlessly at the glare. He wore the white vestments trimmed in silver that she did, though far less ornate, as befitted a lesser Acolyte of their Order. Shaved-headed, skinny, and nervous in motion, Olvan was not that much younger than Asyra.

But the difference in the short years between them—the hellish experiences—made them as far apart as a baby from a parent.

“Quiet for a moment,” Lyssa ordered, not meaning to sound harsh, but knowing she always did when there was work at hand. “Let’s see what the Emperor’s Eyes have to say.”

Lyssa hadn’t exactly lied when she presented the device to Asyra, but the mirror did hold some sorcery. While its hypnotic shine was simply a product of craftsmanship, it also had the ability to convey the meaning of its wielder with perfect clarity. She’d given Asyra a series of signals, flash patterns she could make by angling the mirror. But mostly these were ciphers to focus her mind. The crystal would pick up on that focus and translate it. Someone watching—properly attuned—would see.

And Lyssa did. With an indrawn breath, she saw through the other woman’s eyes, saw the frightful heights and the endless drop below her. She nearly wobbled, herself, already uncertain in the saddle of the grouchy roan she’d appropriated. But the image sharpened and moved, scanned over the mists and into the wastes...and...

“Damn,” she swore and turned to Olvan. The pair of them sat astride horses to the rear of the Emperor’s contingent, well behind the raucous mass of the Vothan Guard and the lesser clatter of archers and bodyguards. They were alone, save the pair of Church Militants, glittering-armored men-at-arms of the White Guard who served the wizard-priests as guards and enforcers. And these would repeat nothing that passed between their sorcerous betters.

“Ride to the Emperor,” she told the Acolyte. “You won’t get close, but you will get one of his seneschals. Pass on the word that the mist is, as we believed, masking the Xyxian approach and they’re coming on now. He should prepare accordingly.”

“Yes, Adeptus!” The youth spurred his horse clumsily and lurched off.

His zeal for recognition, for circulating amongst the high and mighty of Scintallan society worried Lyssa. Olvan did have the gift—curse, however you wanted to see it. The White Guard didn’t have time to fully teach its secrets, needed those already born to the caress of magic. But the youngest son of low aristocracy who couldn’t give him an inheritance, he still craved the recognition his older siblings got by way of the order of their birth.

He couldn’t afford that distraction—any more than Lyssa could afford hers.

Distraction.

Lyssa followed Olvan’s course with her gaze, couldn’t help it when doing so let her sight drift over the Emperor’s retinue, over the man, himself. Bazul II wore a cloak of luxurious purple, the color of his station, draped over lamellar and plate chased in gold and likely burnished to blinding sheen that dawn, right before he donned it. He sat astride a black destrier of the highest breeding, bare-headed and silent. A page held his helmet for him, mounted a few paces to his rear, but a thin gold band adorned the Emperor’s brow.

Olvan’s arrival at the fore of the group sent a ripple through the clutch of courtiers and runners and officers. The motion caused Bazul to glance to his right and Lyssa had a glimpse of his profile. He’d grown in a short beard, the bristles nearly white with his age and a contrast to features darkened to olive by the sun. That same white streaked his dark, similarly short-cut hair. Hawk nose flared once at something one of his hangers-on said, and crinkles about blue-gray eyes deepened.
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