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Makes Three

by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)

illustrated by serenity_winner

I heard from someone once it was good etiquette to have someone announce your presence before going in to meet with a lady, so that’s why I made sure to bounce one of Aveshi Karaen’s guards off her door real hard before going in to make introductions. Trevor wasn’t so much hung up on etiquette, though, so his guy just got a punch in the nose and went down in a big puddle of swishy purple fabric. Fuckin’ purple on these guys.

I picked up my guy again with one hand and gave him another good bowl right into Aveshi’s door. His helmet made a real nice ‘thok’ sound against it and he groaned. He’d be real purple himself tomorrow. So I was doing him a favor. Trevor got their dumb purple guns off them and I swiped the keycard I’d nabbed earlier through the lock. We were pretty well announced, I figured.

Aveshi was just sitting in her fluffy chair with her hands folded on her lap when we came in. She picked up a long thin pipe off the table next to her and brought it up to her mouth, resting the tip between the split in her lower lip as she took a draw. She leaned her head back and let the smoke curl out of her nostrils. She was supposed to be the real scandalous type with how she wore her veil to show her mouth and nose, but I wasn’t impressed. You see one salaari under their veils and you seen them all, and I’d seen more than one. I’d seen three.

“I realize I should have had a drink ready for you,” she said, and crossed and uncrossed her legs somewhere underneath all that fabric. “I knew eventually someone would send someone after me.” She pointed her pipe at Trevor. “You’re going to tell me you’re here to negotiate, you’re going to give me your employer’s offer, I’m going to say no.” She gestured to me, then, tracing up and down with the pipe. “And then your big baqq friend here is going to start smashing and crashing through things until I decide I’m ready to discuss terms of payment.”

“Not a bad plan,” I said, and I saw those saucy nostrils of hers flare when I spoke. Never got old. “But I’m the one here to talk negotiations. I’m the one that’s got the offer. He‘s the one you’re going to have to deal with if you feel like making this a fun day.”

She pursed her lips together and was probably glaring at Trevor through her veil. “Him? The scrawny little human?”

“Yeah,” I said, and smiled. I did it nice and slow and let her see all of my teeth. “He’s the muscle.” Trevor came up to the middle of my chest and weighed about as much as one of my more substantial shits. And I didn’t even need to look at him to know he was staring at Aveshi, right into her, and down under all those veils and robes it was making her squirm.

She just snorted, though, very ostentatious about all that nose business, and waved her pipe dismissively. “Well, that’s ridiculous,” she said. “And you’re ridiculous. I don’t want to hear your offer because I’m not paying you anything because I don’t believe comedians should be paid for their work. Goodbye, now.” She pressed a button on the console on the table beside her and panels in the wall behind her came open. Oh, more guards. In purple. Cute.

I shook my head. “You’re missing out,” I said, as Trevor pulled the little oblong object he had strapped to his thigh out of its holster. He put his fingers where it wanted his fingers to be and gave it a little shake with his wrist, and it unfolded. “I’m a real good negotiator.” I took a step back. Not for my safety. I just really liked watching him work.

Back in the ship, while I was transferring the sum that Aveshi had so generously eventually decided to give to us to our employer, Trevor kept himself occupied fiddling with her pipe, which she had generously not been paying attention when he took it off the floor where she dropped it. He was quiet and tucked up into his chair, knees practically bumping him in the face.

“What?” I said. “What’s eating you?” I hadn’t been paying the closest attention, but it didn’t seem like he’d gotten any lethal shots off with his boltbow. He never liked any unnecessary body count.

He looked up at me. He had his dumb scraggly hair hanging half in his face. “Am I really scrawny?” he said.

I laughed and reached over to him, working my hand under him to get all three of my fingers right on his bony little ass. “Of course you are,” I said. “It’s why I married you.” He frowned at me, pouting his tiny lower lip out. “Fine, fine, it’s one reason.” I hauled him over by his belt to get him in my lap. “Scrawny little psycho.”

He had his face up in my neck but I knew when he was smiling. “Big dumb dick,” he said.

I gave his whole ass a squeeze. “I’ll buy you a steak,” I said, and he leaned up to kiss the corner of my mouth. Nothing satisfying like a job well done.

—

I woke up to the sound of Trevor bumping and crashing around in the ship’s kitchen. For a guy who could get the drop on a damn malabran night messenger, he didn’t know how to keep it the fuck down when a guy was trying to sleep. But, hell, I was up anyway, so I went to see what he was knocking over.

“You making me breakfast?” I said. He had on just the shorts he slept in. Made it easy for me to put my arm around him and spread my hand out over that soft pink belly of his.

“No,” he said. “I’m making me breakfast.” He was unwrapping one of those packets of vacuum molded sausage things made out of who the fuck knows what. Engine intake filter dust and thunaean scale filings and dog dicks, probably. Absolutely delicious. “Maybe if you’re nice to me I’ll make you breakfast, too.”

I bent down a little to rest my face against the top of his head. His hair smelled weird, but all of him smelled weird. I was into it. “I was nice to you last night,” I said.

I could feel his stomach move when he laughed. “No, you were good to me last night,” he reached up to brush his hand along my neck, rubbing at the ridge just under my ear. “If you were nice to me you wouldn’t put the bottle of eggs up on that shelf I can’t reach.”

“Sorry,” I said into his hair. “I forget how little you are.” I could put his whole head in my mouth if I wanted to. He hated it when I did that.

“You’re a bullshit liar,” he said, and gave me a light swat on my neck. “Get me my eggs.” I let go of him to open the cabinet and get the eggs. It wasn’t too clear what kind of eggs they thought they were, but whatever. They cooked up decent and tasted good with hot sauce. I handed them to Trevor and went back to looming on him. “And I’m not little. You’re just a big freak.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “A nice one, too.”

Trevor reached back to try to pinch my flank, but he never could get a good grip on my skin with those soft fingers of his. “I’ll make you breakfast, you dick.” He was a real sweet talker. “Go find us some money.”

“Sure thing, boss,” I said, low and slow and dumb. I didn’t do the big dumb baqq stereotype much anymore. At least not professionally. Always made Trevor laugh, though. I left him to hit the info console and find a fresh job.

I flipped through the offers with the back of my knuckle. Lots of junk stuff, scams, jobs I knew by now wouldn’t pan out to anything. Couple of requests for hits, which we tried to avoid if at possible. Well, I avoided them entirely. I’d completely botched my last hit job, after all.

Couple of shakedown jobs like our last one. Decent prices, those could be a maybe. A few good straight-up bounties. One was a guy who’d run out deadbeat on his kids and stolen his wife’s shit, so I put that in the maybe. Trevor always had a good time with those.

Courier job. Shit, those went really hot and cold. Either nothing happened and you were bored as stale piss, or you had assholes on your tail the whole way. This one, though, it had one hell of a nice price tag on it. A hell of a nice price tag. Kind of thing you might be able to get some property with, the kind that was attached to some ground that orbited around something.

The recycled ship air was starting to smell good. I transferred the job info from the console to handheld and went back to the kitchen. He was stirring at something in the pan. Made his ass jiggle a little. I liked that. I put my arm around him again, hand back on his stomach, and put the handheld where he could see it. “How about this?”

Trevor narrowed his eyes a little and leaned his head back. He had shit vision close up but wouldn’t admit it. Didn’t matter. He was a long-range man. “Courier?”

“Don’t say it like that,” I said. “Look at the pay.”

Trevor sucked in a little breath. I felt his stomach go in. “Shit,” he said, and then shook his head. “Shit, that’s something else. Must be something good.”

I laughed a little and reached over him to get some of that sausage crap out of the pan and into my mouth. “Must be. Bet we’ll never know.”

Trevor smacked my hand when I went for another bite, so I grabbed his ass. “I can live with that.”

“Yeah, I hope so,” I said. “How about on the other side?” I went for a pinch of the other cheek.

“Ah, shut up,” he said, but he wiggled right back in to me. Made me almost want to skip breakfast. “I can live without knowing the cargo. Take the job.”

I rested the handheld on the top of his head and tapped on the screen. “We’re employed,” I said. “Feed me.”

“You ask politely and I will,” he said, and looked up at me over his shoulder. He had his eyes all squinted and flinty, like he would do on the job, but his lips were all curled up like he had to sneeze. Not intimidating. “Who taught you manners, anyway?”

“I think it was one of my broodmates,” I said, and grinned wide. “Before I ate him.”

Trevor shook his head and was laughing, but also putting food on to a plate. “Bullshit liar,” he said, and turned around to offer me breakfast. “No one ever taught you manners.” I reached for the plate, and he tugged it right out of reach. “Say please.”

Married life, huh? Got you into real routines, games you played every day. “Please give me food so I don’t eat your leg off,” I said, and Trevor nodded and handed over the plate.

“You’re welcome,” he said, and dished up the rest for himself. He put the bottle of hot sauce next to me and sat down at the little kitchen counter. “Mama was crazier than a bird flying through fireworks, but she always made sure that if someone was gonna feed us, we’d better be polite about it.” Trevor laughed a little and ate a big sloppy mouthful of eggs. “‘Cause if we didn’t she’d whoop us until all we could say was ‘thank you.'”

I hadn’t met the in-laws yet. “You think your mother could whoop me?”

Trevor leaned back a little to give me a head to toe, acting like he hadn’t seen every damn part of me before. “Well, all I’ll say is,” he said, his little mouth all crooked and crinkled, “she’s the one who raised me into being me.”

I leaned my head back to laugh. “Well, fuck,” I said, and tossed the last of breakfast down my gullet. “Thank you, Mrs. Mingus.”

—

I let Trevor handle the pickup, since the agent turned out to be a naharian, and they tended to get all their weird tentacle arms in a knot the minute a baqq showed up on the scene. You get into one interplanetary war a dozen generations back and everyone’s all jumpy forever. The payout on this was too good for me to risk screwing it up. Even if I really did like seeing those wiggly little fuckers get antsy.

Trevor brought the shipment in on a grav cart, right in to the main deck. He saw me scowling and shrugged. “Part of the contract,” he said. “They don’t want it in cargo. Real specific that we keep it where we can keep an eye on it.”

He had the cart hovering at about hip height. It had a box on it in dark blue, wider and longer than it was tall, shiny as all hell, and with no obvious latch or seam to open it. “I think we can handle that.”

He gave it a good look. “Seems like it’d be a good place to set a drink up in the cockpit.”

I leaned my head back and laughed and took hold of the cart with one hooked finger. “Just use a fucking coaster.”

“Yes, Mama,” he said, snickering.

“‘Mama,'” I said as I got into the cockpit, settling into my seat. I snorted and shook my head. “I always knew you had issues, but if you’re calling me ‘Mama’….”

Trevor got tucked up into his seat and started transferring coordinates from our employers into the navigation system. Wasn’t going to be too long of a haul, it looked like, and they hadn’t requested any sneaky routes. “I got all kinds of issues,” he said, and looked over at me. “You’re a lot prettier than my mama.”

Trevor’d once described me as a seven-foot tall turtle that someone had dropped in a boat engine. In our vows. I reached over and gave his hair a tug. “Fuckin’ weirdo.”

He kicked the ship into gear and put his feet up on the dashboard. “That’s me,” he said. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against my hand. Well, guess I was keeping that there for a while.

Neither of us were the type of guy who needed to fill up a long silence. And if you weren’t one of those types of guys, being with someone who was on long-haul space flight could make you want to go outside for a breath of fresh vacuum. Or if you were me, send them out for a little walk without a coat on. But Trevor, he could just sit there and not say a damn thing for hours. Days. A week once, and by then I got bored and started poking him. It was good enough to just to be breathing the same stale air together.

But even he got chatty from time to time. “Hey,” he said, somewhere in some long boring hour of the extremely uneventful trip. “Rarks.”

“Yeah?” I said.

“What do you think’s in there?” he said.

“Uh-uh,” I said. “Not a good game to play.”

“Man, you know I don’t really care,” Trevor said. “You know I ain’t gonna open it.”

“Just bored, huh?” I said.

“Just bored,” he said.

“Shit, if you’re bored,” I said, and reached over to brush the back of my finger down the side of his neck. He closed his eyes and shivered, a little smile tugging at his lips.

“That would make me less bored, yeah,” he said. “But job order said we’ve got to keep an eye on this thing at all times, and the last time we got up to anything up here you broke the gravity controls.”

“Heh, yeah,” I said. “I did. That was fun.” That made Trevor laugh. I gave him another little pet and took my hand back. “But fine, yeah. That paycheck’s gonna be a lot more fun.”

“A lot,” Trevor said. “So, what do you think is in there?”

“Eggs?” I said. “Shit like this, it always ends up being some big stash of eggs of some rare endangered thing.”

“Okay, I could see eggs,” Trevor said. “You think for eating or hatching?”

“Eating,” I said, and Trevor laughed.

“That’s always your answer,” he said.

“You asked,” I said. “What do you think is in it?”

“It’s a real fancy box,” he said. “Probably some kind of gift for some important asshole.”

“Full of dildos, then,” I said, and Trevor let out a loud, sharp laugh. “You said asshole…”

“Pervert,” he said. He tapped the info screen at his seat with the bottom of his shoe. “The recipient is someone named ‘Coco Roos.'” He let his head flop sideways on his headrest to look over at me. “That name sound like anything familiar?”

I snorted. “Yeah. Half of the rocliar I ever met or heard of are named Roos.”

“Huh,” Trevor said, and squinted at the job order. “Delivery’s not going anywhere in their space.”

“Who knows about them,” I said. “Half of them are churched up ridiculous and the other half of them got kicked out of the church and are even more ridiculous.”

Trevor got a dumb grin on his face. “Maybe it’s some kinda holy thing. Sacred piece of junk.” He snapped his fingers. “Artifact!”

“Blessed dildos,” I said, and that got Trevor laughing good. When he’d got his giggles out he looked at the box for a while, and reached out to put his hand on it.

“It’s humming,” he said. “Feel it.”

“Probably just the cart,” I said, but touched it anyway. “Huh, yeah. Humming.”

“Warm, too,” he said. I’d trust him on that. He was thin skinned and too damn sensitive to temperatures. Felt just like anything else to me. Trevor looked up at me with a kind of wicked smile. “Hey, you remember that rocliar bounty we brought in last year?”

“Shit, how could I forget?” The guy was bigger than me and all Trevor had to do was just point the boltbow at him and he was on his big fat knees shaking and praying for mercy.

“Always heard those guys got weird, all berserk and shit. I was ready for a real time.” He put his hand on the center of the box and raised his eyebrows. “You remember that shit he kept saying? Those fuckers church up weird.”

I put my hand on top of Trevor’s. The humming felt stronger there, even through his hand. “KTISTA, LEAPING FROM ETERNITY INTO TIME,” I said, in a pretty offensive rocliar impression, but one that got Trevor giggling, “IN THE WOMB OF EERI, HAVE MERCY ON US.”

The humming underneath our hands suddenly went from hum to buzz and I yanked Trevor’s hand off of the box before the damn thing blew up. A seam formed just beneath the top of the box and a hiss of steam and a yellow light came out before the vibration got bad enough to make the grav cart rattle against our seats. And then the lid blew off.

“Son of a bitch,” Trevor said, and he had his face right over the thing before the steam even cleared. “That is a baby.”

—

A lot of yelling after that. A lot of “don’t touch it” and “fuck” and “what the fuck” and “what the fuck?” and “fuck you.” That last one from Trevor, more than once, after I told him to not touch the thing in the box. He said it was a baby. Looked like a little pink mole to me.

“That is a baby,” he said, pointing at the box. “That is a human goddamn baby, in a box.” He put his hands into his hair and tugged at it a little. “Shit, is it even alive? Why would someone send a dead baby box?” He looked up at me. “Why would someone send an alive baby box?”

I shrugged. “Fucked if I know,” I said. I just wanted to get the lid back on and finish the job so I could get paid and buy Trevor a damn house. “Something for their weird church, probably.”

Trevor started shaking his head. “Oh no, oh hell no,” he said. “We are not taking a baby to get done up in some weird church thing.” He reached his hands towards the box and I just shook my head. I wasn’t winning this one. He picked up the baby under its weird fat little arms and held it up. It wiggled.

“Guess it’s not dead, then.” I said, and Trevor glared at me.

He shifted the baby so he was cradling it in his arms. I’d only ever seen him do that with high explosives before. “Not dead,” he said. The baby’s eyes were closed but all ten of its gross stumpy little worm fingers were wiggling, right up to try to grab on to Trevor. He seemed hypnotized for a bit, and then gave me another dirty look. “And not an it, either.”

I snorted. “Sorry,” I said. “He’s not dead? She?”

Trevor’s mouth hung open for a moment. “You know I’d figured you might know what a boy human looks like!” He tilted the baby towards me a little. “He! A boy! With a pecker!”

I covered my face with my hand before gesturing to the wiggling thing in his arms. “It all looks the same to me when it’s that small!” Trevor rolled his eyes at me and got back into his seat, still clutching the baby to his chest.

“I do not give a shit about the money,” he said, and he was tapping things on the console. “I am not letting weird shit aliens do anything to a baby.”

I sighed. I sat down. “You don’t know they were gonna do something bad,” I said. “That’s just racist.”

He gave me a look. “Baby,” he said. Now that he had an actual baby in his arms, I realized how weird it was he called me that. “Can you think of a good thing that would be a reason to put a baby in some crazy box and pay two people like us to take it across the galaxy?”

“No,” I said. “But it’s so weird I can’t think of what bad thing you’d do either!”

Trevor thumped his thumb on the console, and that was it. Coordinates changed. We’d gone fucking rogue on this job. Goodbye, house. It was going to be on a lake, damn it. “Well, I don’t care. I’m not letting it happen.”

I watched him for a while. He had the baby curled up on his chest and it’d grabbed on to a bit of his shirt with its freaky little fingers. It made a little sound, like a sigh or a sneeze or something, and that had Trevor brushing his fingers of its bald pink head and going ‘shhh.’ It stopped making the noise, and Trevor smiled.

“We can’t keep it, you know,” I said.

He looked up at me quick, but long enough that I knew I was right. He’d been thinking it. “No,” he said. “I know.” He brushed his hand over the baby’s head again and it just snuggled right up in to him. Trevor nodded to the console. “I know a guy. Takes in kids in bad situations. That’s where we’re going.”

This was going to be a huge fucking mess. “If you say so.” I watched him for a while, watching the baby. Never seen anything like it. Fucking weird. “Can I hold it?” Trevor looked up at me with sharp eyes. “Uh. Him?”

It took him a while to answer. Tallying up all the times I’d managed delicate work, many of which had literally saved his stupid ass, probably. “Okay,” he said. “Be careful.”

“Yeah,” I said, and he handed the baby over to me. He was weird and warm and I could hold him almost just with one hand. How the hell did any humans ever live to adulthood if they started out so soft and helpless like this? I glanced sidelong at Trevor. “I could probably fit this whole thing in my mouth.”

“You dumb shit, you give me that back right this instant,” he said, and I did. He looked mad, sure, but I also saw him laugh.

—

The only thing in the box other than the baby was a little book, and that just had a couple of drawings of a baby and a shitload of words I couldn’t read. None of the drawings were of the baby on a plate. That was a good sign, at least.

The baby didn’t cry. That was good, too, in my opinion. He made soft sounds and sighed and hiccuped while Trevor held him, but never started in on wailing. “When do your babies open their eyes?”

“Hm?” Trevor said. He was fucking fixated on that thing. Hadn’t put it down once, even when he went to piss. “Oh, ours our open when we’re born. Dunno why this little guy hasn’t taken a look around yet. Being in some church box might’ve made him a little weird, though.”

“Weirder than he already is.” Trevor rolled his eyes. “Listen. When I was born I had a full mouth of teeth and my skin was an inch thicker than it is now. This kid will die if you put him down and he crapped in one of your shirts.”

“He won’t die if I put him down,” Trevor said. “He’ll die if I drop him.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I just don’t get it.”

“Yeah, I know. It doesn’t make sense,” Trevor said. The baby was sucking reconstituted fruit paste off of the end of Trevor’s finger. We didn’t have much in the way of milk or whatever it was that babies ate, and Trevor’d been pretty pissed when I asked if he lactated. You ask me, it was a lot of attitude for someone with apparently vestigial nipples to take. “We’re born really, really helpless. And we stay that way a long time. That’s why we need each other.” He gave the baby more fruit goop. Seemed to like it, at least. “Like, the only reason we have a society is basically so you can get someone else to hold the baby for a while.”

“You know, if baby me had met baby you?” I said, and Trevor raised his eyebrows at me. “I’d’ve eaten you. Whole.”

He grinned, laughing silently. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “You’re sweet like that.”

I’d barely gotten half a laugh out when I felt the ship jostle. Our ship was small and pretty shitty, but the inertial dampeners had just been replaced a while back. Fuck, someone was on us. I hit my seat in the cockpit right as the comm system started screeching.

“YOU ARE IN POSSESSION OF ROOS FAMILY PROPERTY,” came the syrupy rocliar voice over our comm lines. “YOU ARE IN VIOLATION OF YOUR CONTRACT. PREPARE THE PROPERTY FOR TRANSFER. YOU WILL BE BOARDED.”

Trevor tucked the baby up in one arm and had his boltbow already out. “Oh, I just dare you, fuckers,” he said, shouting even though the comm wasn’t transferring two-way. “Let ’em on, Rarks, I’m ready for it.”

“Sure, fine, like I’ve got a fucking choice,” I said. They’d docked with us, big fat ugly rocliar ship clamping right on to our airlock. The damn box had to have some tracking device on it. The baby hadn’t cried when we took it out, but the box had to have been transmitting some kind of signal. Courier jobs always went one of two ways.

We were likely fucked. Their ship was big and probably well-staffed. Me and Trevor were good, but there was only so long we could hold out when penned in in tight quarters. If they just took the baby by force and didn’t kill us, our professional reputations were going to be garbage. If we gave it over now, make it look like we were just incompetent, well, that might be something. I put my hand on Trevor’s shoulder and started to lean down to tell him what we should do.

He looked at me. He just fucking looked at me. Damn it. I straightened back up and bellowed at the opening airlock, “Come in and get it, assholes!”

“Him,” Trevor said.

“Come in and get him!” I said.

The thing about rocliar is that they’re big. Like mountains with big thick knees and fat fists. And unless you’re coming up against one in the wrong kind of gravity, they’re slow. So the one coming through our door was big enough to get stuck in it for a while. Trevor was ready to pepper him with bolts, but I put my hand back on his shoulder to steady him. The rocliar had his hands up.

“He’s unarmed,” I said.

“I kinda don’t give a shit, baby,” Trevor said, but he didn’t fire.

“I WILL NOT HARM YOU,” the rocliar said. “IN EERI’S NAME I COME BEARING NO WEAPONS AND ASKING ONLY FOR PEACEFUL TALK.”

Trevor looked up at me, and back to the rocliar. He kept his weapon trained. “Okay,” he said. “So talk.”

“I AM VANI ROOS, A MEMBER OF THE ROOS FAMILY,” he said. “WE WERE ALERTED TO DISRUPTION OF THE TRANSFER OF OUR PROPERTY. WE ONLY WISH TO ASSURE THAT OUR PROPERTY MAKES IT TO ITS FINAL DESTINATION.”

“Property?” Trevor said. “You keep saying ‘property,’ but this is a fucking baby. A human baby and I am not letting you do any weird shit to it in anyone’s name.”

Vani Roos looked slowly from Trevor to the baby tucked up in his armpit. “YOU WERE NOT SUPPOSED TO OPEN THE BOX,” he said. “OPENING THE BOX HAS VIOLATED YOUR CONTRACT.”

“Fuck my contract,” Trevor said. “And fuck you for putting a baby in a box!”

“THAT IS NOT A BABY,” Vani Roos said.

Trevor was gripping his weapon so hard his hand was shaking a little. Fuck, I never saw him like this. “Yeah, I guess it’s not to you!” he said. “I guess it’s dinner or a sacrifice or some sick shit.”

Vani Roos was quiet for a long time, staring at Trevor. He shifted his big, milky green eye towards the baby and said, “RESET CODE 93-289, AUTHORIZATION VANI ROOS. RESTORE TO DEFAULT SETTINGS.”

The baby started making a noise. And it wasn’t any of the regular baby noises it’d been making. The baby was whirring. Then it opened its eyes. I didn’t know a lot about baby humans but I was pretty fucking sure their eyes weren’t supposed to look like that.

And it looked like Trevor agreed with me. He dropped his weapon. I had never seen him drop his weapon. He held the baby out at arm’s length with both hands as it looked at him with its glowing metallic eyes. It opened its mouth and a deep, cheerful human male voice came out of it.

“Unit KTST is restored to factory settings!” the baby… said. “Please insert transfer cable into rear port to begin calibration!”

Trevor stared at the baby in pure horror, and then looked to Vani Roos. “What… the… FUCK?”

“MY MOTHER COCO ROOS IS DEVOUT. SHE HAS SPENT HER LIFE IN SERVICE. SHE HAS LONG BEEN AN ACOLYTE OF THE HOLY CHILD KTISTA.” Trevor just kept staring at him, mouth hanging open. “THIS ROBOTIC SIMULACRA WAS TO BE A GIFT ON THE ANNIVERSARY OF HER BIRTH.”

The baby’s eyes were still glowing. I hadn’t thought it could look weirder, but I guess that was dumb. “You got your mama a little robot baby Jesus for her birthday?”

Vani Roos was silent for a long while, his eye drifting from Trevor, to the baby, to me. “…YES,” he said. “I WOULD LIKE IT BACK NOW. I MUST RECALIBRATE IT AND FIND ANOTHER COURIER. IT IS TO BE A SURPRISE GIFT.”

Trevor stared at the baby. It wasn’t cooing or wiggling now. Just glowing. He looked back to Vani Roos. “You need the box, too?”

“YES,” Vani Roos said. “THANK YOU.”

—

“I liked that shirt, too,” Trevor said into my shoulder, for about the fifth time.

“I’ll get you a better shirt,” I said. The whole mess had ended cleaner than I’d thought. I’d have to reconsider what I thought of rocliar. Vani Roos had somehow ended up apologizing for the misunderstanding and giving us one-eighth pay. Probably because Trevor had looked so damn heartbroken. I’d gotten him in bed with me to sulk it out.

“I mean, that looked like real baby shit, too,” he said. “Smelled like real baby shit. I have been around babies, I know this.” He lifted his head to look at me. “You don’t think I’m stupid now, do you?”

I shook my head. “Nah, I don’t,” I said, and I wouldn’t lie about that. “I mean, they make those robots pretty fucking well these days. And…” I rubbed my hand down his back. “Shit, like you said. You got it in your damn genetics. Human nature.”

Trevor sighed and put his face back in my neck, wriggling up to be a little more on top of me. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said, and laughed. “Bet you didn’t know I could be such a mama bear.”

“I don’t even know what a bear is,” I said, and I knew he was smiling. I hugged him around the waist. “But you’re full of surprises. Figure it’s not gonna be the last time, either.” I nudged him to look up at me. “It’s what I signed up for.”

He gave me a grin, all crooked and dumb while his hair fell in his face. “When you took the hit job on me?” he asked. “Or when you married me?”

I shrugged. “Whatever. Same thing.” He smiled and scooted up to kiss the corner of my mouth. We’d found a lot of ways for our anatomies to be compatible, but kissing wasn’t one of them. What we’d worked out, though, was pretty damn nice. I stroked my fingers down his back, over scars I couldn’t even feel. “We’re gonna take some good jobs,” I said. “And we’re gonna make a lot of money. And then we’re gonna settle down somewhere.” He was smiling, and I grinned at him with all my teeth. “And if you want to be a mama whatever then, you can be.”

He kissed along my chin and jaw for a while, and when he looked at me again he didn’t look near as sad. “You just gotta promise not to eat the baby,” he said.

I snorted. “What, we gotta have one of your little pink worm babies?”

He tried to pinch my side again, to no avail, as usual. “You spent all day telling me how baqq babies don’t need any parenting.”

“Don’t need it,” I said, and got both hands on him, easily spanning his whole back. “Probably couldn’t hurt, though.”

Trevor grinned and resettled himself astride my waist. “We’ll figure it out later,” he said. He brushed those little hands over my chest. He knew right where all my soft spots were. And I liked it. “We gotta make the money first.”

“First the money, then the settling down” I said, and slipped one of my thumbs underneath his shorts. I watched his chest rise and fall as I brushed my nail over his hip. “I mean, unless one of us gets knocked up accidentally.”

Trevor leaned his head back and laughed. I took the opportunity to spread my hand out on his chest, stretching from vestigial nipple to vestigial nipple. He sighed and squirmed a little when I did. Not so useless after all. “Wait,” he said, and his brows were furrowed even though he was still smiling. “That’s not, like… actually possible, is it?”

“Fucked if I know,” I said. “I still don’t know what half the shit on your weird body is even for.”

“My body’s not weird,” Trevor said, and he was wiggling out of his shorts now. “My body’s awesome.”

“Sure,” I said. “But still weird.” I looped my finger around his cock and gave it a tug. “I mean, come on, this thing? You got it dangling out just all the time. Anyone could grab on to it.” My dick only came out when I needed it.

“Oh, yeah, sure, they could,” he said. He sounded damn happy now. “They could grab it. And I’d say, sorry, ma’am. Or sir. I’m taken.”

I laughed and gave him a swat on the ass. “Damn right you are. Roll over.” He grinned at me, gave me a kiss on the center of my chest, and rolled right the hell over.

We’d found ways to make it work. And more than that, we’d found ways to make it work good. Trevor stretched out on his back on top of my chest. His head fit right under my chin. And his thighs, his soft, warm, fuzzy thighs, could close right around my cock. Made me a huge pervert, but I didn’t want it any other way anymore.

I stretched my hand across Trevor’s hips. When I settled my palm right on his dick he made that sound I liked, happy and low. He just fucked right in to it while I touched him everywhere I could reach with my other hand. I knew just what a lot of his weird body was for, and it was for touching until he started yowling.
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Trevor tightened his thighs around me and started to really squirm. “Hey,” I said, mouth right against his hair. It smelled good. “Who said you had to do all the work?”

He laughed and leaned his head way back to actually kiss me on the lips. “You think this is work?” I laughed. He grabbed onto my hip, I kept hold of his, and we worked. The head of my cock popped out from between his thighs with each roll of hips we did together. Just soft and warm and tight going to the shock of nothing, right until his hand was there waiting for it. He had such good little hands. He could make me yowl, too.

He pressed his other hand down on top of mine and I knew. He was all sweat on top of me and his cock had made my palm slick. I just pressed it down tighter, pinning him to me at the hips. He rutted into my hand hard and stupid until he came, splattering a mess on his soft belly.

When he was done he reached his arms up behind him, wrapping them around my neck. There was a little spot back there, a little sensitive spot just underneath a ridge of bone and scale. No one else had ever found it, even me. But he had. He brushed my gentle spot with his gentle fingers and hung the hell on while I fucked his thighs until I came growling. Nothing got me off so hard or so good. And lucky me, I got to do it for the rest of my life.

After a good long while, Trevor rolled over on top of me again. It was his nice way of making sure he wasn’t the only one covered in spunk. Fair was fair. He folded his arms on my chest and rested his chin on top of them. “I figured it out,” he said. “We’ll get two. A you kid and a me kid.”

I let my arms settle around his waist. “And you’re gonna keep the me kid from eating the you kid?”

He put one finger up to my mouth, over my lips. “We are,” he said. “It’s called parenting, you big dumb dick.”

“Whatever,” I said, and closed my eyes, but I was smiling. With a good partner, the stupidest shit could sound like a fun job.
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Venadan had hoped that he could at least pull the stranger’s shoulder back into alignment without waking him up, but no such luck; the stranger woke at the pressure of Venadan’s foot on his chest, so that Venadan’s first word to him was “Motherfucker,” and the stranger’s to him was a miserable yowl. The stranger didn’t pass back out at this either. He bit down on his second scream and sat up halfway, sweating, pulling his arm out of Venadan’s grip and getting his long hair in Venadan’s eyes. Venadan reared back. “You were out when I found you,” he said. “You were attacked. Do you remember?”

“Do I…?” the stranger said, and looked blearily out at the corpses littering the clearing. “Oh. I really don’t know why I thought ‘giant spiders’ was an exaggeration. The villagers were so insistent about it. How much leg do I have left?”

“Right ankle’s broken,” Venadan said. “You’ve got a hole in your neck, too– keep your hand off it!”

The stranger dropped his hand. His eyes were huge, tracking poorly, and he kept taking these deep, shuddering breaths that Venadan could only hope were panic and not a collapsed lung. “Who are you? Not that I want to sound ungrateful,” a pause for breath, “when you’ve been so friendly. Did you leave out my left leg because it isn’t there any more?”

“Your left leg is fine. I was just passing through.” He had enough water to spill some out against his handkerchief, and he pressed it into the stranger’s wound, eliciting another yell. Too much blood. “You’re a wizard, aren’t you? Can you close your own wounds?”

“I’m no good at physiology.” The stranger laughed, tipping his head back and creasing the wound, which was angry and red at the edges. “No, I– Let go of me,” and after a moment’s panting concentration he lifted two flaming fingers to the wound.
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It was a good thing the whole situation had already shut down Venadan’s nose or he would have been sick. “There,” the stranger said, when he was done yelling again, “they told me — hah, they told me to — spend less time on–”

“Arson has its uses,” Venadan said. A messy cauterization was an invitation for infection, he’d learnt that the hard way at Digranaquierdi, but he didn’t think the stranger could take another attempt to clean it.

“Are they dead?”

Venadan started. “Who?”

“The spiders. Are they dead? How did you–?” The stranger looked him over. “You’re a mercenary,” he realized, touching Venadan’s armor, and then his earring. “You must be faster than I am. That’s the hard part, with spiders. They move like they’ve been greased. Or so I’ve found. It’s been a long couple of weeks. Thank you for saving me,” the stranger said. “I take it I am saved? I’d give thanks to a god but I don’t have one handy.”

There was a moment where Venadan took this for a poor joke, and then, raking a glance over the man’s ears and wrists, realized that there was no jewelry there, no sign of allegiance at all. He turned over one of the man’s hands. No tattoo on his wrist.

The godless stranger was still talking. Venadan was no longer listening. He was going to have to purify himself after he disinfected his hands, burn the handkerchief, wash the armor. Toss the damn earring. He couldn’t leave the man here, either, especially since in addition to being godless, the stranger also appeared to have left any kind of stopping mechanism behind him in his academy.

He disengaged himself, carefully, from the stranger, and laid him flat. “Good idea,” the stranger said. “I didn’t know mercenaries were so noted for it. I’m Arruén Chanaven Afuecoli. And you?”

They couldn’t move tonight. They needed a tent. The stranger’s pack would have one. He didn’t seem the type to travel light.

“Your name,” the stranger said. He sounded nothing worse than confused. “I’m sure you have one. At least one. I’d take a nickname.”

Venadan opened the pack, fumbling past three, four notebooks, six different colors of ink. The tent was buried under the remains of a food supply. There was a hole through it, and it would have to be patched, another piece of unnecessary labor.

The stranger tried and failed to sit up again. “Those are my things, mercenary,” he said. “In case you didn’t notice? I’ll trade you access to them for your initials. Anything. Your birthday. The town you were born in. The god you’re–” and a long, slow intake of breath as he caught on. “You’re kidding me!”

A fire, that was the start; once they had a fire, he could consider the other obstacles.

“Excuse me!” the stranger yelled, hoarse and furious. “You are not going to give me the silent treatment from here to Keisarya because I’m godless!”

But that was where the stranger was reasoning from a poor understanding of the facts. Venadan would take him from here to Aiha if he had to with his lips sewn shut. The goddess Adiena asked it. Adiena didn’t ask much, but she only asked once.



*

The trouble was, he was already late for the muster. He’d taken too long in Agalil. The job had been easy, as pleasant as any bounty job got, a herd of wild bulls destroying the pasture in a town dedicated to Medu and unwilling to get on her bad side by moving them. Medu didn’t hold a grudge, and the judge had paid so well.

But after two sweet weeks of high clifftops and roast beef he’d come back to town to find a frightened courier and a message from General Devuera about some two-bit war in Sairenaica, and that was that. Devuera kept good records, and wouldn’t take kindly to a corps of three hundred and ninety-nine, especially if that four hundredth man was late because he’d been drying jerky. He’d left in a hurry. It was the wizard’s good luck that he’d slowed for lunch just as the wizard began to yell.

And now what? Was he supposed to — he slung his sack onto his bedroll — was he a nurse? The wizard was, even in the spirit of charity, not going to be much help. He had peppered Venadan with abuse as he’d cleared the camp and had evidently worn himself out with it. Now he was lying down, his attention fixed on the trees. Venadan glanced at him and hoped he was not bleeding again.

“I would like my pens,” Arruén said, without taking his eyes off the trees.

Venadan had put them aside when he was uniting their food stores. He tossed them to the wizard, who made no move to catch them.

“Thank you,” the wizard said, as they fell around his head. “What a helpful contribution to a man with a dislocated shoulder. I am in your debt.”

You have two hands, Venadan didn’t say. Thanks to me you no longer have a dislocated shoulder, he didn’t add, placing the bottles of ink one by one at Arruén’s side. The wizard had opened the journal and was thumbing past pages of mushrooms to find one with a grotesque cluster of circles on it.

Venadan went off to split firewood.

It all depended on how bad the ankle was. Arruén looked like he’d been put together in a hurry by someone who’d forgotten to buy enough clay. It was possible he could come apart at any minute. How long had it taken Venadan to cross the forest the first time? He hadn’t been paying attention. Things were so loose between wars. Maybe the wizard had tinder, and he went back over to the packs again, fishing aimlessly through them for something useful.

You could say this for the wizard: he’d planned to eat well. Rosemary dried, a little sack of beans, a head of garlic. Easily twenty ovoli’s worth of salt, in a well-warded tin. The bottle of olive oil was miraculously unbroken, and the size of Venadan’s forearm, raising the question of how Arruén carried the damned pack in the first place.

“They’re samples,” Arruén said. It took Venadan a moment before he realized that Arruén was referring to the folded slips of linen, each sealed with a faintly humming spark of power. “I’m a botanist.”

That made Arruén the first botanist Venadan had ever met who could turn a spider inside out.

Arruén said, rather stiffly, “The magic is not professional.”

Venadan chose not to press this one. He picked up his bow and went to hunt before the daylight died completely.

The game was good. He took down a couple of rabbits with the slingshot, and the quail he shot leapt, fell, and died without breaking the arrow in its breast. It had been nesting, which was a stroke of luck, and perhaps it was the eggs in his pocket that kept him wary when the white deer broke from cover just as he was turning back and stopped to graze.

His bow was still strung. He had an arrow to it before he remembered that the god of this forest might have any kind of a sense of humor. He lowered the bow, and took a step forward, then another. The deer didn’t bolt. It was no longer even pretending to graze.

“Well?” Venadan said under his breath. “Are you going to tell me what you want?”

The deer sidled back, then turned, apparently uninterested, towards a gap in the trees. It paused in the opening.

Well, that was an easy enough offer to turn down. “I can’t leave my companion. Thank you.” And, he added, internally, before he followed a strange god’s avatar into a strange forest, he would rather spit on a church and spill blood in a crossroads; but he let himself enjoy the image of Arruén fending for himself as Venadan was courted by, perhaps, a half-dozen beautiful green boys, before he turned away.

It was dark when he came back. Arruén had put out some of the bread. He had evidently not been able to convince himself to eat, and Venadan dressed his wounds and ignored his half-hearted attempts at sarcasm and took himself off to sleep.



*

Venadan woke to the earth-shattering sound of combustion. For a moment he was back in Digranaquierdi, and then he was in his mother’s house with his sister frozen guiltily in front of the oven, and then he sat upright and stared at Arruén, who was forging water.

“It takes a lot of energy,” Arruén said. He cupped his hands together again over the water jug. The air above them burst into flames. “And I was bored. It’s amazing how little sleep you get when your ankle is broken, mercenary. Have you ever tried it?”

Still sleep-addled, Venadan opened his mouth on the answer before he caught himself. Arruén smiled, a brief and unhappy look.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I haven’t spent all night laying traps for you, just the one. I can make us enough water for a day or two. Do you want it?”

Venadan hesitated with his hand out for the water.

“Oh– damn me,” Arruén said, and then, inexplicably, laughed. “Fine. You can’t sully your golden tongue to speak to me. Can we at least work out a system of signs? Since I am injured and you’re not leaving me here to die?”

It was better than the heavy breathing, or the sarcasm. Venadan nodded, and Arruén passed him the water. It was still warm from its creation, and it made him long for coffee — weeks, hell, a month and a half since the last time he’d been in a town with coffee of the actual variety and not just chicory root tarted up. He inhaled the steam and braced himself for another question.

But Arruén only said, “Thank you for the civility,” and put out a hand again to take it back.

The man was extremely disconcerting.



*

The rain began by noon, and Venadan helped Arruén into the tent, discovering as he did so that the man could put a little weight on the foot, enough that he began to wonder if it might not be only strained. He tried not to take it personally. It helped that Arruén had other talents, besides forging water and setting fire to his own neck. He said, for example, that he could cook the quail without need for the firepit. “They give you your own room up at the top of a tower,” Arruén said, when Venadan raised an eyebrow at him. “They present you with the key to the kitchens, and then they tell you that they do not have the money or time to employ a full-time cook for such a ragged assortment of individuals, thank you very much, and you may enjoy the service of the house if you are invited to dine with your professors. And of course you are not invited to dine with your professors very often if you are constantly running off at the mouth when Zeravat is lecturing about physics. Not that I’m familiar with anyone so rude. No, you’ve got to really douse the thing, that’s why I brought the whole bottle of oil. Here–” He took hold of Venadan’s hand with the bottle in it and upended it firmly, sending oil sluicing into the pot. “Otherwise it doesn’t keep. Pass me the pot and I’ll begin to heat it.”

Another of his talents appeared to be speaking without pause for breath.

The roast quail took two hours more than Venadan had spent on any field meal in his life. It was incredible. Venadan wolfed it down, which Arruén said was defeating the purpose — “these are rations, mercenary,” Arruén said, picking at his thigh, proving that he had never met a ration — and began skinning the rabbit immediately to make the evening meal.

Even Arruén ran out of topics eventually, once he’d canvassed his research, the surrounding towns, Venadan’s lack of skill with the herbs, and the love life of two of his fellow researchers, who had been running around each other for years now and had left everyone else at their wits’ end for ways to bang them together until they paid attention. The last one dried up when the pot of rabbit was still an hour from giving them their next distraction.

The rain pounded on the tent, loud as the cavalry. Venadan got an idea.

He pulled open his bag, looking through the meager supply of materials. The cadurrán box was at the very bottom, battered almost to death, and he took it out with care, unlatching the little gold hook and folding it open. It was real gold, real ebony, and real ivory inside, not that the wizard would probably believe it. Arruén looked to be having enough trouble believing in the fact that it was a cadurrán box in the first place.

“You play–?” he began, and then winced. “All right, don’t look at me like that. Are you bringing it out for a reason? Are you offering me a game?”

Venadan rolled his eyes, and held out the kings to Arruén: red or white?

Arruén took white, and settled back against the tree. “I have to warn you,” he said, his voice suddenly cheerful. “I am absolutely atrocious.”

It wasn’t a joke. The first game took half an hour, but that was only counting all the times Arruén had to ask him to mime the motion of the various pieces. He seemed particularly bad at remembering how the bull went. The second game took fifteen minutes. The third was interminable. Arruén insisted that baring the king was a coward’s way to win a game, and refused to forfeit merely because Venadan had ten pieces left on the board and Arruén only the one. Each time he moved his king he took longer about it, until Venadan at last threw a soldier at his head. Arruén claimed this as a moral victory, and Venadan, of course, could not argue about it.

The fourth game, Arruén said, “It’s obvious I will have to give you a handicap.”

Venadan lifted an eyebrow.

Arruén grinned. “I’ll ask questions,” he explained, setting up the board more or less correctly. Venadan reached over him to fix the red counselor. “Thank you. Then I will guess your answer. If I guess right, you lose a piece. If I’m wrong, I do. Now you are going to roll your eyes at me.”

Venadan rolled his eyes again, and Arruén crowed and pocketed the stray soldier.

The opening gambits began. Venadan was shaping something he’d learnt off Amidai back in the Amroque, and Arruén was, as usual, scattering soldiers like they were whole platoons. With his cavalry in place, Venadan saw an chance to take a bull. He was lifting his rider when Arruén spoke in a hurry. “Are you from Allauca?”

His mother’s house had been two miles out, in the settlements around it, but that was quibbling. He tossed Arruén the rider instead with good grace.

“Revenge,” Arruén said, satisfied. “Ha! I’m from up the road. Adlada. I recognized the accent.” He moved the bull straight into the line of Venadan’s chariot.

Venadan took it in a single, decisive motion, before there could be any more surprises, and ignored Arruén’s groan. He’d been to Adlada’s library before; there wasn’t much else in Adlada, except a few olive trees and a judge who had been sweet on his mother. He couldn’t remember much about the people.

He countered Arruén’s other bull with a soldier, and then sat back to consider the board. Arruén frowned. “I know you can read,” he says. “Don’t think I didn’t catch you looking over my shoulder. Do you care for it? No, that isn’t a fair guess.” He squinted hard at Venadan, taking his measure. “You read novels,” he said, triumphantly.

This was more impressive, and Venadan swept a hand over the board, to indicate that Arruén should take his choice. He tried not to flush as well, a task made easier by the fact that Arruén, with an air of great confidence, took a soldier that Venadan had forgotten was still in play. “I won’t insist on the point,” Arruén added, “but I could take a whole suite of them by guessing titles. I’m sure you love the Mirror for Misers. Everyone ought to. –Do you know, this is the ideal venue for a discussion of literature, since you can’t contest my claims.”

Venadan took the opportunity to threaten his king.

They went several harried, literary rounds before Arruén remembered his cheat again. Venadan was in mid-move once more. “Do you,” he said. For a moment Venadan was sure he was going to renege and ask about his thoughts on Hellagan. Then he brightened. “Are you married?”

Venadan knocked over his king in surprise, then, righting the king, knocked it over again laughing. Arruén folded his arms. “That means you forfeit, I understand– you may take a breath any time you please. I’m serious. I wish you could explain the joke.”

Venadan wiped the tears from his eyes, and gave him a look.

Arruén turned brick red and moved his rider backwards. “Well!” he said, when he’d composed himself. “Soldier’s luck.”

Was that a proposition?

“Me too,” Arruén added, tucking his hair behind his ear. “Or rather, I take what I can get. But I’m partial to men. Is that why you joined up? For the pickings?”

This was an old joke, and not worth laughing at. Venadan moved a soldier, rather pointedly.

“No, really. No one’s a soldier nowadays,” Arruén said. “After a war it’s unfashionable. You would have to have joined, oh, five years ago to….” Chagrin swept over Arruén’s face. “You were a conscript.”

Obviously. Venadan considered miming manacles, to lighten the tone, and discarded it. He pointed at Arruén.

Arruén shook his head. “I was already at school,” he said. His face was pinched. “Not a good year for me.” Venadan’s silence seemed to make him confessional, as he added, “I spent the first half under house arrest and the second half drunk. But! I did pass.”

When you came to it, Venadan thought, taking a chariot, that wasn’t a bad description of his first year in the service.

The questions became more obvious as Arruén retreated, until Venadan had admitted that he did have a sister and liked olives and drank and Arruén, faced with a denuded board, began to win. Venadan alternated moves between a repetitive threat block and the advance of one soldier towards the end of the board. It was a silly thing to do. Arruén’s king was still pinned down to the left side of the board by a couple of well-placed soldiers, but his own bull stood between the king and whatever Venadan’s moving soldier would become.

Arruén pushed forward his counselor, rubbing his neck, and said, “You could always forfeit.”

Venadan set his soldier down in the final rank, swapping it for his counselor, and pointed to Arruén. He made a sympathetic face, putting his hand on his neck: it still hurts?

“Unfortunately,” Arruén said. He smiled. “You won’t distract me that easily. I–” and then squawked like an angry chicken as Venadan removed Arruén’s bull from the board as the forfeit for his guess and mated Arruén’s king.

Behind them, the pot let out an ominous crackle.

From the look of total dismay on Arruén’s face, he’d forgotten the rabbit as completely as Venadan, who leapt up, cursing under his breath. The pot hadn’t broken, for which he was profoundly thankful, but there was only a little coating of water left in the bottom and the vegetables had burnt to the side. Venadan groaned and scooped out the remains of the rabbit, which had a texture which didn’t bode well for its taste, into their bowls, and came back to the cadurrán board, hoping that Arruén could be imposed on for some of the ruinous salt.

Arruén could be. Arruén, in fact, added so much salt to his rabbit that Venadan suspected his goal was to remove all other flavors entirely, and he took only occasional poker-faced mouthfuls even then. He made a desultory attempt to make fun of them both, but he seemed to have most of his attention on assembling some strange piece of artwork with the cadurrán board, the white pieces curving across the bottom squares where the red king stood and then leaping up to meet a red bull on the far left. The light was fading. Venadan set down his bowl for a closer look.

“It’s the Vessi,” Arruén explained. “That’s Keisarya” — the red king — “and Aiha, and the sea.” Presumably the sea was Arruén’s foot. That made the barren space in front of Arruén the Amroque. Arruén followed his gaze, and pushed a finger forward into one of the squares a little northeast. “Digranaquierdi,” he said. To his credit, he did not say it with pleasure. “I assume you were there.” He moved the king a quarter inch to the right. “Or you’ll tell me that you were there, anyway.”

Venadan knew what was coming next. He picked up a rider, looking for the mountains and Adlada, but he wasn’t in time to forestall Arruén’s lazy, curious voice. “Your goddess had a taste for drama in that one. Some member of the troops and the bloody head of Foloneu. Was that where you were dedicated to her?”

Where he was dedicated to her. It was the method of question that made him answer honestly. Arruén had obviously meant “your goddess” for a barb; it was like him to instead present a kind and easy way for Venadan to lie. Venadan put down the rider, and found a red soldier.

“No, stupid of me. Sorry,” Arruén was saying. His brow had furrowed, and he had moved his finger away from Digranaquierdi. Venadan had no intention of touching the spot. He hefted the soldier, and then touched it to his earring. He closed his fist tight around it.

There was a moment where Arruén thought he was at the outset of an interesting story, and then it connected, his eyes going very wide. “Oh no.”

It really was very close to being funny. Venadan shrugged, and put down the soldier.

“I’m an idiot,” Arruén said. “I– We thought the story wasn’t true. They are always inventing miracles. It was three years ago, I still don’t know if– We heard,” he said, trying to make it sound like an impossibility, “that you– the battle was going to be lost, and she walked through you and took the whole camp?”

Venadan nodded. He watched Arruén pretend not to be afraid to be sitting across from a man who had killed four hundred men and a general of the armies of Jallón. Arruén did it creditably. He said, “Do you remember killing him?”

The old remembered anger closed over him, but he did not know how to say it. The cadurrán board could not tell Arruén about the thirty other prisoners-of-war who had been chained to the same post as he, the ones who had not had a goddess step out of the air and offer them a door, the ones who had been found in the same welter of blood as the rest of Foloneu’s camp. He couldn’t mime the Jallonese soldiers who had died because they stood between his sword and the outcropping where he had become himself again.

Instead Venadan shook his head. He didn’t remember any of it.

“That’s good,” Arruén said. He hesitated. “I’ll clean the pot,” he said, finally, “if you bring it here.”

Venadan got up to get him the pot.



*

The next morning the sky was cloudless, and so was the tent, except for an aura of over-careful politeness that lingered until Arruén stood, and stayed standing, and crowed with delight. It was still a bad strain. He’d need a stick. But they could move, if they went slowly; and Arruén could help him break camp, which assuaged both of their moods.

The day stayed fine for them as Arruén learned again how to walk. Venadan went ahead of him, sometimes moving larger obstacles aside. The path was too rocky to allow for any speed, but they weren’t in a great hurry, and Arruén kept up his store of anecdotes, if a little muted for the effort that it took to place his foot each time.

Around noon, they came to their first crossroads.

Venadan looked at it with deep pleasure. He’d been through here on his way to Agalil. It meant they were closer to Keisarya than he’d thought, and, glancing ahead at their way, it meant the road was going to be much better maintained, easier to drag a man along. They’d have to visit the forest’s shrine first, to make sure they made it out, but that was a half an hour’s walk along the east-west road.

He lay his sword down carefully across the path, and stepped into the roundabout. Someone had even laid pebbles around the center circle, a little fence to call Adiena down and a gate to let her in, to keep Evarda from having all her own way. He turned back to offer Arruén a hand, and saw that the wizard was looking at him with a troubling expression of pity.

“You don’t have to do that,” Arruén said. “There’s no god here.”

Venadan took an instinctive step backwards, towards the fence.

“I’m not joking. There’s no god in the crossroads.” Arruén searched for something in his face, and, not finding it, sighed. He picked up the sword and handed it to Venadan. “You’re always so skeptical, mercenary. Don’t you think I know my own business?” With that he stepped into the roundabout. He stepped over the pebble fence, careful not to let his dragging foot break the circle of stones, and stopped in the center. He waved his arms, then managed a sort of hop, stumbling at the end of it with a laugh. “Damn. Remind me to leave my dramatics to things that don’t strain me. Should I curse her? Evarda? She’s not listening. There is no god in the crossroads.”

Perhaps he had some kind of protection; but he’d said he was godless, and he was godless, dammit, there was no mistaking it, not an amulet or a piece of jewelry or even a tattoo to mark him. It couldn’t be a magic thing. He’d seen wizards hesitate for half an hour at the great junction in Aiha with their heads kept low, just because the rumor was that Evarda was paying attention that day.

Arruén sighed again and clapped his hands. A bolt of light washed over the crossroads, and for a moment everything shone, the forest in the pale blue of its god, a rusty glow for Adiena on his own hands, the pebbles the same color; even the road to Keisarya in the distance picked up a shimmer of gold. Except Arruén, who was the same. And the crossroads.

“She was real,” Arruén said as the colors ebbed. He shrugged. “She isn’t anymore.”

When they turned towards the forest shrine, Venadan hesitated a long time before separating the road from the roundabout anyway. Arruén, for once, made no comment.

The path up to the shrine was well-trod. Not swept; no priests. On his way in, he’d made a small offering, and the god had not shown up to give its opinion of the matter. He wasn’t sure what to offer this time. Arruén was no help, his eyes fixed on the grove, his progress still quiet. Meat would be poorly taken, and the spiders had done an number on most of Venadan’s incense, but at least there was some left. And forest gods could be strange about blood. Perhaps if they simply left coins–

Venadan heard a thud behind him and then a soft curse. He turned to find Arruén in a pile on the ground. Arruén’s stick was still standing a few feet behind him, tangled in roots he’d missed in his abstraction. Venadan offered an arm, and Arruén took it, heavily, using Venadan almost entirely to get himself to his feet. There was a vertiginous moment while they both waited for Arruén’s ankle to hold.

It held. Arruén smiled at him, giddy and too-close, and then, his gaze shifting to the grove behind Venadan’s head, lost it again.

They left the stick behind. Venadan helped Arruén past the two poles that marked the entry, and down the long, sloping path to the gully where the shrine stood. The creek that ran through it picked at their attention, first airy, then musical, then distractingly verbose, so that it took Venadan a long time to realize that it was speaking, that it was, in fact, saying, He is not welcome here.

Arruén’s hand stiffened on Venadan’s arm. “I bring no disrespect,” he said. “I’m sorry, I’m not– I’ll–”

“He’s no enemy,” Venadan said to the stream. They were stopped not two feet from the footbridge, and Venadan risked a cautious step forward.

The water rose, and he backed off in a hurry. He is not welcome here, it said again, and again. He is not welcome here.

Arruén pried Venadan’s fingers out of his bicep. “It’s all right,” he said, looking worriedly into Venadan’s eyes. “You go get us safe passage.”

“He can’t get back up that slope without help,” Venadan protested. The stream made no answer. “He can’t harm you from here.”

Arruén rolled his eyes and took two careful, slow steps back, till his back was resting against the trunk of a tree. “The god also can’t harm me if I don’t provoke it,” he said, his voice equally slow, explaining it for the stupid soldier. “Just go ahead. You’re nothing to the support I get from this– this laurel,” he finished, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Which shouldn’t be in this wood anyway, as it’s coniferous. This is an old place.”

He is not welcome here, the stream said, and Venadan took a hurried step forward before he spoke to Arruén and blasphemed twice in one minute by speaking his mind on the subject of laurels.

Over the footbridge the sound of water was much louder, mingling with and changing the rustle of the trees, rising with the wind, till all Venadan could hear was one uninterrupted murmur that said, as he opened his pack, “Adiena’s son chooses strange companions.”

“No son of hers, just one of her armsmen,” Venandan said. He pulled out the string of cash. “We ask a safe way through the woods.”

“And what good will those do me?” the god said. It hung from the trees above the altar like a creeping vine. It had not been there a moment ago. “Better to leave me your baggage. For him I’d give you the freedom of the forest.”

Venadan discarded a number of responses before settling on, “I don’t come through here very often.” He set the incense in the bowl. “It’s a generous offer.”

“It would be good sense to take it.” The god peered down at him. “I could kill him for you, for nothing at all.”

Venadan’s hand fumbled on the tinderbox, and for a moment, he gaped up at the god, as mute as he’d been for days. He swallowed hard. “What has he done to you?”

“He is safer dead.” The god shivered, and it bent its long neck to bring its face to the bowl. “You are shepherding a wolf, Adiena’s son.”

Over his shoulder, Venadan could see Arruén through the curtain of leaves, blurry and green. He’d pulled out his journal and was scribbling something with great intensity, probably about coniferous forests. He showed no sign of having heard anything at all. Venadan sighed, and turned back, striking a light. “I’ll vouch for him,” he said, feeling ridiculous.

The god took a great deep breath and rose, growing stronger in the smoke. “Safe passage for you on the road,” it said. “Safe passage for him when he is with you.”

Venadan bowed and kept his head bent against the dirt until the wind let him up again.

Arruén snapped his book shut as Venadan approached, trying not to look as though he’d been trying to eavesdrop. He scratched behind his ear with the pen, leaving a trailing line of ink. “I take it we are not totally abandoned by all help,” he said, “judging by your sunny countenance. Might we leave before I’m drowned in the world’s smallest and ferniest flood?”

Against his will, Venadan smiled. He offered the wizard his arm for the path back to the stick. It was strange, he thought, as they made their way up the slope, how they’d both known that the stream was talking about Arruén.



*

The sabbath came on the fourth day. Arruén acknowledged it only with a remark that he’d hoped it might be a day for termination of pointless vows, and then went back to a drawing of a snail which had been making its way across their camp for the last hour and a half.

They made good time in the afternoon, something of the feeling of the shrine chasing them off. Arruén seemed to be walking well. He used the stick on slopes, or to feel for roots, but otherwise was at last putting his feet properly, letting his ankle take his weight and stretch itself back into shape. The monologue hadn’t quite run out but it had slowed to a trickle of tangentially relevant gossip about people Venadan did not know. He was amused to realize he recognized some of the names from Arruén’s early narration, even worse to realize that he was fairly curious about the outcome of Yahari and Sousan’s endless, circular courtship. It was a good thing they were nearly done or he’d end up a fishwife.

They set up camp in a broad clearing with a firepit still recognizable in the center. There were ferns all around the edges. Auspicious. Venadan made sure Arruén had enough food to be going on with, and set out into them to pray.

He paced out the circle and door in the dirt, and settled himself into it cross-legged, and knew within about half a minute that he wasn’t going to have any luck.

He’d learned to pray after the war. His mother had taken him to services, of course, and he’d made offerings like everyone else in the army, but it wasn’t until the army had been disbanded and he was a free man again that he found out how little he knew about it. It had been a hard time for everyone, his brother surly, his sister impatient, him fidgeting like a child, and at last she’d dragged him away from their altar, hauled him halfway through town, and put him to work at the inn cleaning up after the drunks. And when he came home, exhausted for the first time in weeks, it had been easy to fold his knees and say something. If not thank you.

His sister had never really believed him. Then again, his sister didn’t believe in earthquakes, foreigners, or giant spiders, either.

But you needed to have a clear mind, even if you couldn’t have a calm heart, and all he could think about was the sound of the mosquitoes, coming out from cover. He opened his eyes.

“You are very good at the letter of the law,” Adiena said.

The mosquitoes had not stopped. She wasn’t even fully there, just a shadow in the shape of a woman, and Venadan met her eyes without trouble. “Difficult problems take complicated solutions.”

She lifted an eyebrow at that, but put out a hand for him to kiss, which he did, acutely aware of the fact that he still hadn’t purified or even washed the earring. “I didn’t know soldiers found it difficult to retreat.”

“When we don’t have anywhere to retreat to.”

“That is specious,” she said, severely, and he ducked his head in acknowledgement. “He is not a lost child.”

You are shepherding a wolf, Adiena’s son. “Should I leave him in the forest?”

“It would please me if he died,” she said. Her voice was distant. “You’ve earned time. I will give you three days of it. Then I will tell you what exactly he has earned from me, and you will do it.”

Gods’ faces were different, even hers, which he knew so well. But he’d seen this expression before, the first time he saw her; when he woke in the royal camp, his hands still chained behind him. He had said yes to her then. He hadn’t looked back.

“Three days,” he said. He closed his eyes.

“You’d better hurry,” she said. “I know you’re squeamish.”

It was hard to guess when she might be gone, but when at last he opened his eyes, it was on an empty copse and a scuffed symbol in the dirt. He still hadn’t prayed, he thought ruefully, and got to his feet.

He took the long way back, to pick up a rabbit on the off chance he could wheedle the wizard into more of his roast. There were deer again. He was beginning to be angry about the deer, the more so for the white one that loped across his path and stared for a long moment at his ragged face before vanishing again into the woods. There were omens, and then there was bait. Still pondering over this, he rounded a corner in the path and saw the camp.

The wizard was asleep, and two feet from him was a manticore crouched to spring.



*

Venadan yelled something inarticulate and flung himself across the clearing. The manticore reared, its tail going up in warning, and Venadan rolled just as it loosed the stinger from its tail, into the firepit. The ash that clouded around his face made it hard to breathe, and he fought to hold still in it as the manticore tried to sniff him out. He could just make out the way it was whipping its head from side to side, the way it readjusted its tail to ready the next sting.
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