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Chapter 1 – The Hospitality of Wolves

 


He felt them approaching across the softened
snow: a dozen separate heartbeats, stealthy paw-steps muffled by
the fur between their toes, muscles tight with predatory intent.
They came from all sides, and as he sat with his fingers sunk in
the dirt, he caught a dim echo of their interactions through the
Guardian's senses—the flick of an ear, the whisk of a tail, a shift
of rough-furred shoulders. In his mind's eye, he could almost see
the scene. Hunters and prey.

As they stepped into his territory, he smiled
and reached out through the earth.

Not much grew here in the Garnet Mountain
highlands, especially not in winter, but he had been urging the
ground to life since he first sensed them, and now they were in his
trap. He heard yelps as his grasses unfurled through the snow to
snag at paws and lowered tails. The more wary ones skittered away
from the green sprouts, only to tread on the gnarled roots that
riddled the landscape—now repurposed as snares. Most were too slow
to do more than startle his hunters, but that was enough.

Teeth snapped against old wood and new grass.
In response, he drew his senses up from the dark soil to the
muddied snow and ice. Harnessing water—even frozen—took less effort
than moving rock or growing plants, letting him keep part of his
attention on the skittering wolves as he bent it to his will. The
soft snow shifted beneath one set of paws, then surged upward,
locking hard around furry limbs and eliciting a whine of terror. He
moved on to the next.

Easy enough. He had done this before, outside
the Mist Forest and again at Akarridi, and a third time in the
courtyard of the ruined manor...

Another wolf in his icy grip. Another yelp,
another scrape of teeth against cold shackles. The others rounded
on him, their fear of the heaving plant-life ebbing, and in
response he pushed his attention into the soil again to try to snag
unguarded limbs as they skulked closer.

Too late, he realized his mistake. They were
fast learners; teeth sheared through grabbing grasses and paws
danced aside from roiling roots, and when he switched back to ice,
they continued dancing, too many and too agile to catch. And as
their advancing ring tightened around him, he lost track of which
footfalls belonged to which wolf—the sense of pack suddenly so
strong that he saw them as one entity. A great red-mawed beast.

He grimaced and raised a circular ridge in
the snow, then shoved it outward. It broke into chunks as it spread
but still forced several wolves back and knocked one off its feet
in surprise. The pack-sensation snapped, allowing him to sense them
all again, and he took the opportunity to bind the fallen one to
the ground then grab at the others.

Still not fast enough. Paws moved an instant
before his ice-traps closed; bodies blurred in his tactile vision;
older snares shattered as he tried to form new ones. And then the
wolves were upon him, all claws and teeth.

Soil tore from his black armor in long
gouges, but he had more: an inch-thick layer of it plus bark below.
The impact of their furry bodies felt like being tackled by
toddlers. Still, it annoyed him that he couldn't keep up with
them—not with snow, not with grass, not even with the muddy
tendrils he extruded to grab at their paws when they clawed. Too
reactionary, no use against their hit-and-run tactics.

Teeth scored enthusiastically at the mud and
bark on his scalp, and he grabbed after the offender but caught
only thin air. Another wolf clamped jaws on his antlers and yanked
his head to the side, and when he reached for it, it danced away to
let the opposite wolf bite for his shoulder. His retaliatory swipe
hit nothing, then yet another wolf tried to chew on his neck.

He had to be missing something.

By this point in the exercise, he would have
expected the former Guardians—particularly Erosei—to be haranguing
him about his technique, but they had been quiet since the breaking
of the bonds two days ago. He didn't want to dwell on his last
glimpse of them, staring down inscrutably at him as he hung from a
broken beam, but their absence made it impossible.

They hadn't abandoned him. But what in pike's
name were they up to?

A tooth pierced the bark layer to score his
skin, and he cursed and flung the offending wolf away like a
feather pillow. Concentrate, he thought. Don't get
distracted.

Another tooth punctured his shin. His return
strike hit only air—then snow, then dirt as it plowed four inches
into the ground—and as he wrenched his fist free, he sensed a
change in the wolves. A roil in their energy, a sudden edge to
their moves.

Not fear, not quite hunger. But they were
pressing in again.

Shifting on his knees, he sank his thoughts
into the earth. Soil and rock flowed up like liquid to replace the
damaged pieces, and in the sudden swaddle of solid darkness, he
felt secure. Embraced. The scratching of the wolves became dim and
distant, and there were—

—cold arms around him, cold breath
whispering against the back of his neck. No earth but night-black
water and the heaviness in his heart, drawing him down slow and
deep as all the world dissolved into—

Light. Squinting against it, he raised a hand
and saw the mud dripping from his knuckles, bark falling apart
beneath. His solid helm had been breached from nose to brow,
releasing his senses from their self-imposed restriction.

A huge silvery wolfbeast stared down at him
from above, features in shadow. Arik, he tried to say, but
the faceplate still sealed his mouth shut. With a snort, he pulled
it away, and a thick sheet of rock sheared from his throat and
chest along with it.

“Arik. I'm fine,” he managed.

Thick brows furrowed over wolfish blue eyes,
then the muzzle spasmed and crunched backward in its change, teeth
shifting and fur receding to reveal the familiar rough charm of his
friend's face. After stretching his jaw, he gave a grimace of
concern, still-lupine ears tucked tight against his hair.

Cob braced himself for a scolding, but all
the skinchanger said was, “You scared them.”

Glancing aside, Cob found himself in a ring
of naked people, so he fixed his gaze on a tree instead. It was
hard to evaluate the merits of Arik's words like that, but he had
glimpsed the dirt on their faces and hands—not unexpected,
considering how they had been chewing on him.

Except...

Looking down, he realized that the ground
beneath him had gone from rock and snow and grass to a vast, jagged
circle of freezing mud.

Did it again, he thought, his stomach
a lead weight. Did it again and I didn't even reach for it.
Pikes, it's like wetting the bed.

Then he remembered the breath on his neck,
and clamped a hand there to quell the rising hairs. Once before, he
had fallen into that black sea and felt that presence, too
familiar, too painful to forget. He wanted to believe that it was
just a mirage, but when he'd asked his father, Dernyel hadn't
answered. None of the Guardians would.

For the past five years, he'd carried the
fear her death had instilled into him. In that one moment, it had
been rekindled into a horrible certainty:

His mother was in the Dark.

And it's my fault. My actions that drove her
there, my betrayal—

“Cob,” said Arik, very close.

He flinched back, sliding in the mud. The
skinchanger's big hands clamped on his shoulders to steady him, and
for a moment he wanted to grip them, to hang on until the knot of
agony in his heart unwove.

“I'm fine, I'm fine,” he mumbled instead,
jerking from Arik's grip and looking away before the hurt on the
skinchanger's face could register much.

Up the hill that bordered the makeshift
training yard, a small crowd had gathered to spectate. Most were
wolves or wolf-folk, but four oddballs sat in a tight cluster among
them: his friends. He cringed to think that they had seen it
all.

Lark, at least, didn't seem bothered. She
waved Arik's bundled-up chiton like a flag and called, “Another
round! One-on-one!” She was wearing every garment she owned plus
half a dozen borrowed furs, and grinning in a way he found oddly
disconcerting. Maybe it was the red Corvish war-paint she used as
make-up, causing her dark features to look more fearsome. Or maybe
it was the gleam in her eyes and the fact that Arik was naked
again.

Next to her, Fiora tried to swat down the
chiton. “Stop it, can't you see he needs a rest? For the wolves'
sake, at least.” As Lark huffily lowered the garment, Fiora turned
her attention to Cob and called, “Are you all right? You
look...weird.”

Cob stared up at her, then decided to take
the comment in the spirit of concern. Still, he didn't know what to
say. Her expression was easier to read than Lark's: the crinkled
brows, the worried moue, the forward-leaning pose as if she was
unsure if she should come down to comfort him or leave him be. With
her armor off, that slight tilt was enough to show rosy-tanned
curves through the loose neck of her tunic, and the way her curly
dark hair fell across her collar made him want to come up and brush
it back.

And then do away with the tunic, and...

Even in this low mood, he blushed. They
hadn't had any proper alone-time in more than a week, and he
doubted they could steal any here. The wolves never left.

He wasn't even sure what he felt toward her.
Love? She was still basically a stranger. And he was the Guardian
vessel, with a self-imposed mission that he couldn't set aside for
the luxury of intimacy. If she minded that, she hadn't said so—and
she had a mission too, for her Trifold Goddess. It dovetailed with
his right now, but that didn't mean it would forever.

If love was that fierce joy he had felt in
Enkhaelen's nightmare, that all-consuming fire fixated on his
wife... Then no, he didn't love Fiora.

He didn't know if he could.

“Cob?” she said.

“I'm fine, I—“

“Are you done? If so, you should get out of
that armor and come sit with us.”

He blinked, then nodded slowly and dug
fingers into his black Guardian armor. Its teeth-scarred chunks and
plates disintegrated into loose dirt as they separated from his
skin. Before the manor, before the freeing of the Guardian, the
armor would have fallen apart the moment he lost concentration on
it. He supposed its persistence was an improvement.

The wolf-folk crowded past him as he brushed
soil from his sleeves, many in furred forms but some still nakedly
humanoid—with tails. He averted his eyes as they angled for the
pile of leathers and furs by the cave mouth. Being surrounded by
people with little regard for propriety discomfited him, but at
least the humanoid ones wore loin-coverings most of the time. The
women, though, only seemed to wear their vests when they were
anticipating energetic tasks. He wished they would all just stay as
wolves.

As usual, Arik tucked behind him as if he was
a shield against the other skinchangers. Though taller and bulkier,
he had spent their whole time here with shoulders hunched and eyes
averted, tail tucked and ears flat, while the smaller wolf-folk
stared at him fixedly with every pass.

It was some kind of wolf-hierarchy thing, Cob
knew, and it annoyed him. He wished he could ask Haurah—the
wolf-woman Guardian—but she was as silent as the rest of them. So
instead he had made a point of staring back at the wolves every
time he caught them staring at Arik, because they invariably turned
away when they realized he was watching.

He hoped he was doing the right thing. For
the past month and a half, he had bemoaned the Guardian's presence
in his life, but now that it had gone quiet he realized how much
he'd come to rely on it for clues, for context—for grounding in his
weird new reality. He was no longer the boy who had fled the
Crimson Army camp, but he wasn't ready to be free. Not yet.

After all his struggle, the admission stung,
but he'd spent too much time with his fingers stuck in his ears,
refusing to hear the truth. He wasn't going to be that fool
anymore.

Discarding the last handfuls of dirt, he
looked up the hill again. Lark and Fiora were arguing over Arik's
chiton, which Lark was attempting to drape around Fiora's neck like
a delicate scarf. The wolf-folk kept a reasonable distance from
them, but strayed closer to the others: the faint shimmer of
presence that was Ilshenrir under veil, and the pile of furs that
was Dasira.

From within the furs, he caught the gleam of
her eyes. All else was hidden except for the tip of one boot, but
from that evidence he gathered that she was sitting cross-legged,
hunched forward like an old woman, and probably glaring. That had
always been her default expression.

Metal glinted, then he saw her raise a slice
of something toward the shadow of her hood. That was good. If she
was eating, she was mending.

“Food. Right,” he said, and clapped Arik's
arm to draw him from his cower. The skinchanger tensed but did not
shy away, and mustered a strained smile.

It made Cob want to punch some
bully-wolves.

“But first, clothes,” he said.

Arik followed his finger to Lark and Fiora
and the chiton, and wicked glee lit his face. Cob pushed him
onward, and in a few strides he was upon the girls in all his
glory, to a squealed chorus of horror and delight.

He ambled up just as Arik hoisted a kicking,
laughing bundle of Lark over his shoulder and dashed off for the
trees, the chiton unfurling from her hands like a banner. Fiora was
just sitting up, red-faced and snickering, and when he offered his
arm she grabbed it with a grin and let him pull her up. “Dirty
trick,” she said.

“If I have t'deal with that, so does everyone
else.”

Fiora rolled her eyes and stooped to pick up
the furs Lark had left behind. For a moment, Cob just watched her.
Not much bothered by the weather, she wore only the laced tunic
that went under her padding and armor, a pair of close-cut
leggings, and some soft leather slippers.

He managed to look away from the tilt of her
hips, only to find Dasira eyeing him.

From the way she was still cocooned, he
guessed she hadn't been awake for long—reasonable considering it
had only been two days since the stud in her right ear had
exploded, nearly taking her head with it. He couldn't see much
beneath the hood but he remembered her there in the snow, immobile
and barely conscious: ear gone, cheek and scalp scorched, skull
shattered beneath.

That she was alive at all—let alone
moving—was the work of the bracer on her left arm, its hidden
tendrils pervading muscle and bone like a puppet's strings. Her
consciousness was seated there too, the rest of the body just a
stolen shell.

Enkhaelen's work. Like the ear-stud, like the
manor house, like all of Cob's recent difficulties, Dasira's bracer
had been crafted by that necromancer. She was his servant, and even
though he had apparently discarded her—even though she insisted she
had chosen Cob's side—Cob didn't know how much he could trust
her.

His heart wanted to, but his heart was stupid
sometimes.

He held out his hand to her anyway. She
looked at it, looked up at his face, then reached from her
cocoon—one hand holding a small knife, the other a hard sausage.
Both hooked over his forearm, and with a mutual effort, she gained
her feet.

“Thanks,” she mumbled from within the furs,
then pulled them closer, masking everything.

Cob tried to smile, but it was difficult.
“Yeah. Any time.”

The look she gave him was clear: I doubt
that.

“Here, Cob,” said Fiora, and dropped the
bundle of furs into his arms when he turned. Dusting her hands
together, she surveyed their little spectating site, then bent down
to retrieve her new silver sword in its makeshift sheath. “Goddess,
it's like Lark needs to wear a whole wolf-pack to go outside,” she
said as she hooked it over her shoulder by the strap. “Not that I
think any of those are wolf fur. That would be awkward. After
meeting Sogan, I don't know about wearing bears either.”

“Dead is dead,” mumbled Dasira from her
swaddle. “Doesn't matter.”

Fiora opened her mouth, but Cob cut in first.
“Ilshenrir, you doin' all right?”

The shimmer beside them resolved slowly into
the wan form of their wraith companion. Not quite recovered from
Enkhaelen's attack, he still looked inhuman: his eyes crystalline
oblongs without pupil or white, his face stiff as a porcelain mask,
bite-marks flecking his cheeks. The fine filaments of his hair had
regrown from where they'd been torn out, but were as dull as smoked
glass and seemed brittle, like his garments.

“I am well. Do not be concerned,” he said
without moving his mouth, voice seeming to echo up from a great
distance. It was creepy.

“No, be concerned,” said Fiora. “He told me
he spent last night in a tree because the wolves chased him off as
soon as you fell asleep.”

“They what?” said Cob, abruptly furious.

Ilshenrir raised a mollifying hand. Unlike
the rest of him, his grey gloves still looked real. “It is their
right. I am an intruder, one they will not tolerate unless forced.
Without your presence, Guardian, I considered retreat the best
option.”

“But...a tree?”

“In truth, four trees. They climbed the first
three.”

Cob clenched his teeth to avoid a cursing
spree. He'd hoped that hunting Enkhaelen down and breaking the
bonds that held the Guardian would do away with some of his
problems, but they seemed to be multiplying—not just the big issues
but smaller ones. Quiet frustrations, secret conflicts, dark
thoughts. He needed some time to breathe.

But he knew he wouldn't get it, so he packed
the anger back down into the depths. He'd deal with it later.

“I'll talk to them,” he said. “They need to
accept that you're under my protection whether I'm awake or
not.”

“And me?” said Dasira neutrally.

“What, did they bother you too?”

“No, I'm...just asking.”

He opened his mouth to say of course,
but caught himself. Twice she had betrayed him, first as Darilan
and then in this skin, following at his heels as she conspired with
Enkhaelen in secret. She'd said it was for his sake—for his
safety—and he believed her, but her idea of his best interest
didn't match up with his own.

“I can't promise anythin',” he told her, “so
don't make trouble.”

Dasira nodded and straightened as if taking
the warning to heart. He wasn't sure whether to be satisfied or
saddened by that.

“So what was that last thing you did against
the wolves?” said Fiora. She nodded toward the circle of mud. “It
looked strange. Not that your Guardian tricks aren't usually
strange, but you went all black and then sort of...seeped water. We
felt it from up here. It wasn't comfortable.”

He saw the question in her eyes. Was that
what almost drowned us at the manor?

Not wanting to explain, he shrugged. “Jus'
happened.” Which was true enough.

Her eyes narrowed and her full lips
compressed slightly, but she shrugged in return. “As long as you
know what you're doing.”

“Yeah.”

“Well...” A strained moment, then she said,
“Anyway, we think we figured out the sword.”

Cob flicked a look to the sword slung over
her shoulder. Made of Muriae silver, it was the one from the manor
tomb—the one that he'd lifted from Enkhaelen's dead wife's grip,
and that had nearly undone the necromancer's existence. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. While you were doing your wolf thing,
we did some tests.” She unshouldered the sword to hold it by the
top of the sheath, quillons resting against her fingers. Tilting
the hilt toward herself, she said, “Obviously it does nothing to me
when I touch it, sheathed or unsheathed. Didn't do anything to you
either, right?”

“Right.”

“And it doesn't bother Ilshenrir.” She
pointed the hilt at the wraith, who reached out to clasp the pommel
with his gloved hand. “Doesn't do anything to his magic unless he
tries to cast on it. Spells won't stick.”

“As expected,” noted the wraith. “The
metal-folk are hardened against arcane influence.”

“And it doesn't bother her either,” said
Fiora, pointing the hilt at Dasira, “until it gets close to her
bracer. Like this, see...”

She started to reach out with it, but Dasira
hissed and stepped back, turning her left side away, and Cob
stepped between them before Fiora could pursue her. “Stop,” he
said. “If it's dangerous to her...”

“Well, I asked first—“

“And I told you, never again,” snapped
Dasira.

“I just want to demonstrate—“

Cob held up a quelling hand. “It's not
necessary. That thing almost took apart an ancient necromancer. I
don't wanna risk it hurtin' anyone else.”

“But that's my point,” said Fiora, frowning
at him. “It took Enkhaelen apart but it didn't do anything to any
of us except her, and we know she's his servant.” She tried to
point around Cob with the sword but he moved into the way, so she
rapped the hilt against his chest in annoyance. “I saw magic come
off her bracer like it came off his arm when he was unraveling.
That means—“

“We already know he made her. We're not gonna
hold that against her.”

“Would you listen already? It means whatever
this sword does, it might work against Enkhaelen's magic
only.”

He blinked, then looked from the sword to the
stubborn set of her face. If that was true, then... “It's made to
stop him?”

“I think so. It's not like we've had much to
test it against, but—“

“Can he defend against it? Ilshenrir?”

The wraith tilted his head. “Muriae are
particularly hostile toward magic. If this blade is fixated upon
him as its enemy, perhaps not.”

A sword of revenge, Cob thought. At
the manor, he had walked within Enkhaelen's nightmare and seen what
the necromancer had done. That killing spell, refined specifically
to destroy Muriae yet finding the wrong target. The spreading
flames of horror and despair, the smoke that had choked all who
struggled there. The fleeing child...

It was hard to piece together a full picture,
and he couldn't say which parts were real and which delusion. But
he knew that Enkhaelen had shot his wife in the back by accident,
and that she had died. Perhaps that had imbued the sword against
him.

He almost wanted to return it to the tomb.
Enkhaelen and his wife been defending each other—defending their
daughter—and though he didn't know why they'd been attacked, it
still felt like a sad, tragic mess. Raising this blade against that
man would be like spitting in his eye.

Enkhaelen deserved to die. But by this?

Cob shook his head, trying to cast those
thoughts away. He wished he'd never seen the nightmare, never
sympathized. He had enough problems already.

“Unfortunately, he knows we have it,” said
Fiora. “And he's only ever come to us in corpse bodies. We need to
find his real body and kill that, but with this forewarning... Up
until now, he's been toying with us, but we've just made it
serious.”

“We already know where he is,” said Cob,
nodding vaguely north. “The Palace.”

“That's not as helpful as you'd think.”

“It's what we've got.”

She narrowed her eyes at him again and
planted a fist on her hip. “It's what the fragment told you in the
nightmare, right? How do you know it was telling the truth?”

“I jus' do,” he said, even though he didn't.
The ragged monstrosity in the little garret room had claimed to be
the Ravager and spoken of its own vendetta against Enkhaelen—its
desire to be free of him. But the Guardian hadn't trusted it, so
neither could he.

With no other leads, though, the Palace
seemed their only option.

“Generations of my people have been swallowed
up by that piking place,” said Fiora. “Priestesses, templars, sword
maidens. They tried to march right in, and what did they get for
it? Dead. So if that's your plan—“

“Look, I know it's not much yet, but we're
gonna work on it, all right? It's not like this is any crazier than
the rest of the journey.”

“Yes it is! The wraith spire, Haaraka,
Akarridi—they were bad places to be, but we could still get out.
No one comes back from the Palace.”

“That's hog-crap.”

“How is it—“

“He's there, Fiora. So we have to— I have to
go get him. If you don't want to come...”

“You're the important one, Cob. If you want
to walk into a trap, I have to be there to drag you out of it. But
it would be nice if you'd, y'know, not walk into it in the first
place.“

Pinned by her glare, Cob waffled between
wanting to kiss her and wanting to shake her until her teeth
rattled. That forceful flame was what drew him to her, but
sometimes he wished she'd just cooperate.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “But it might not be
possible.”

Her shoulders loosened from their aggressive
hitch, and she shook her head. “I'm just worried. I mean, we're
surrounded by predators. The Ravager's people. So...”

“Speaking of being surrounded,” came Lark's
voice from downhill, “look here.”

Cob half-turned to see Lark and Arik on their
way back up, Arik in his chiton though his legs were still wolfish.
Lark's garments were rumpled, but she returned a scathing glare to
his inquisitive brow-raise, so he guessed it was just from bounding
through the woods.

From the trees beyond came the hunting party
Cob had seen leaving near the crack of dawn, long before his
sparring match.

Even without knowing that mounts and riders
were the same folk, it would have been strange to watch men and
women ride out of the woods on huge dun-colored wolves. The beasts
were bare of tack, yet the riders perched with confidence, swaying
with the motion of their steeds. They wore nearly nothing, leaving
the bulk of their frames covered in fur and their feet in paw-form.
A few had hunting bows or boar-spears, but the rest disdained
weapons.

In their wake came five hulking figures,
bristle-coated and rusty red. They were thick in the chest and
tightly muscled at the shoulders—not broad but dense—with short
necks and wide cheeks and beady little eyes, and the way their
noses sloped down to nearly mask their mouths made him think
of—

Draft-hogs.

Light save me, they're draft-hog kin.

The realization nearly forced a laugh from
him, but he swallowed it. They looked mean, whatever they were, and
unlike the wolves, they wore armor over their copious body-hair:
layers of hardened leather stitched into crude cuirasses and
greaves and brow-guards. None wore a full helm, preferring to show
off crests of quill-like hair, and between the war-paint and the
thigh-thick clubs they carried, they were intimidating enough to
back off an ogre.

Slinking along in their lee, almost
unnoticed, came a single brindle-furred cat-man.

“Honored one,” called the woman-shaped
wolf-rider in the lead, and it took Cob a moment to realize that
she had yapped instead of spoken. The Guardian seemed to
automatically translate. “We bring representatives of Gnashed
Tusk tribe and Shadewalker tribe, to join in war council for your
cause.”

Cob nodded slowly. Though the wolves had only
offered hospitality, he wasn't surprised that they'd take advantage
of his presence. The Empire had treated them badly.

“I welcome them,” he said, figuring he should
be polite, and nearly bit his tongue in surprise when growls and
yips came from his mouth instead of words. Several of the
man-shaped wolves huffed in amusement, and he flushed, wondering if
he had misspoken. The lead wolf inclined her head, though, and the
big hog-folk grunted acknowledgment.

“We find them place to camp,” the wolf
said, and nudged her steed lightly, turning the whole group toward
the thinner woods to the south.

Cob exhaled through his teeth as he watched
them go. A few of the hog-folk dragged sledges full of rolled
leather, lumpy cloth and other necessities of camp. The cat-man had
nothing but a satchel and a few strings of teeth. His long tail
flicked liquidly as he followed the others, unencumbered by even a
stitch of clothing.

“Pike me,” murmured Lark, her tone an amazed
counterpoint to his apprehension. He glanced back to find her
staring after them with an odd half-smile.

“So I guess we're havin' a war council,” he
told his friends, and saw their faces change. None looked happy.
Not Ilshenrir, still wearing his scars; not Dasira, nearly broken;
not Arik, with ears laid back as he watched the other skinchangers
pass. Not Lark, despite her intrigue. Not even Fiora, who wanted
the Empire to burn.

“But that's not what we're after,” she said,
looking up to him for confirmation. “We know what happens to armies
that assault the Palace.”

“I guess they don't. We'll—I'll have to
explain that. If the rest of you wanna sit it out...” He turned to
Ilshenrir. “Maybe you could take Dasira and go into the Grey? I
can't say that you'll be safe at a gathering, and I can't leave you
in a cave.”

“Or up a tree,” said Lark wryly. “Maybe we
should all wait for you in the Grey. I'd love to eavesdrop on this,
but it's not really our place, is it?”

Ilshenrir nodded his acceptance, but Dasira
said, “Bad idea.” Her voice was rough, unsteady, as if it took
effort to piece the words together, but her eyes were pale knives
beneath the hood. “You need me out here. I worked for him. I can't
give my knowledge from the Grey.”

“Nor mine,” said Ilshenrir faintly.
“Skinchangers do not use magic. They will have no perspective on
our enemy except as a spirit vessel.”

Cob grimaced, imagining wolves piling onto
Ilshenrir in the middle of the council, or a hog-man rushing Dasira
with one of those massive clubs. But they were right; he couldn't
just tuck them out of the way when they were inconvenient. If that
meant getting into a fight...

Not like I haven't done dumber things, and
for less reason.

“All right, fine,” he said. “But mind your
tongues, yeah? No startin' trouble.”

“Guardian, our very existences—“

“I know, I know. Jus'... Please. Be
polite.”

Ilshenrir nodded, and Cob glared at Dasira
until she did too.

“If we're staying,” said Fiora, “maybe we
should figure out what not to say. Until now, the only skinchangers
I've ever met were Arik and Sogan, and they don't
seem...typical.”

Cob looked to Arik, who took no notice.
“Arik?” he tried after a moment.

The big skinchanger's ears twitched, and his
gaze slid slowly to Cob. His eyes looked washed-out, pupils wide,
whole mien tight. “I...do not think I can advise,” he said. “They
are not of my breed, and even if they were, I wasn't raised among
wolves. I do not...respond correctly. You, the rest of you, they
understand that you are not wolf and so are not to blame for your
mistakes, but I am...aberrant in their eyes. Unwelcome.”

“I thought your spirit connected you.”

“Yes, but it is like a parent. It does not
treat us all the same.”

Cob stared. He'd been aware of Arik's
edginess since their first contact with the wolves, but had
shrugged it off as nerves or shyness. With his Guardian experience,
he realized he should have known better. A shared spirit did not
mean a hive-mind, and Arik had never behaved quite like a wolf.
Evidently the other wolves took that as an insult.

“So maybe you should stay in the Grey,” he
said, then sighed as the skinchanger shuddered. “All right, never
mind. Jus'...maybe no one should say anythin' directly to the
council. Pikes, I don't even know if they'll speak Imperial, or if
our plan will make them turn on us.”

“We still intend to go to Daecia City like
lunatics, right?” said Lark. “Because if so, I need to get in
contact with my people before we reach the Shadowless Circle. They
still have that robe I won, and our travel papers. You lot dragged
me out of Turo too fast to grab them.”

“Shadowless—?“

“The Empire's heart. Where the Shadow Realm
can't touch. Else we could just drop an army on the Palace's
doorstep, and wouldn't that be fine?” She snorted. “We think it's
got to do with your Light, or some Imperial magic. Anyway, is this
a good time?”

“Well... Yeah, fine,” Cob said, squelching
his questions. They could wait. “If we're havin' this meeting
tonight, then we'll probably move out tomorrow morning, so best to
get all that done.”

“Does anyone have any coins? I used all mine
on the last shadowpath and the eiyets won't come for anything but
sugar or shinies.”

The others shook their heads, then Dasira
muttered, “I have some. And the rest of your winnings.” She fumbled
awkwardly within her cocoon, then cursed as she dropped the
sausage, then the knife. It stuck in the ground by her foot and she
just stared at it.

“Let me help,” said Lark solicitously,
gliding over to feel under the furs. Though Dasira radiated pent-up
fury, she permitted it. “How'd you get my stuff?”

“You were blackout-drunk. Who else was going
to do it?”

“I wasn't that bad.”

“The only reason you didn't puke up your
liver was that Vriene healed you.”

“I wasn't that bad!”

“Whatever you say.”

Watching them bicker, Cob felt a strange ache
in his chest. There was a curve to Dasira's lips that could almost
be called a smile. He'd seen it on her face only once, but
remembered it well from Darilan's.

Stop it, he told himself. It
doesn't matter. We're not friends anymore.

But it still hurt, and when her grey eyes
slanted toward him, they were guarded. The ghostly smile vanished,
her expression once again blank.

I can't run from this. I have to face
it.

“I think Ilshenrir should go with you, Lark.
And Fiora too,” he said, feeling obvious. “In case the shadows give
you trouble. Nobody should go anywhere alone.”

Fiora gave him a narrow look, then said, “I
was planning to, anyway.” She linked her arm with Lark's and they
turned toward the cave mouth, the wraith drifting after them
apprehensively.

Left behind, Arik gazed at him with sad eyes.
Even if Cob had meant to send him away, that might have broken his
resolve, but he'd never intended to; instead, he made scritchy
fingers at the skinchanger and grinned as joy flashed over his
face, followed by fur. In a moment Arik was a wolf again, capering
to Cob's side eagerly.

Settling down on the cold rock, Cob glanced
sidelong to where Dasira still stood. She seemed smaller beneath
the furs, gaze averted.

“So,” he said, then swallowed his next words
as the massive wolf half-collapsed into his lap, quill-less belly
bared for rubbing. Cob complied, and for a long moment there was
nothing but the twitch of paws and loud, contented wolf-groans.

Then Dasira echoed, “So.”

He barely knew where to start. They hadn't
spoken seriously since those few moments outside the
caravan-shelter, where she had approached him all but frozen and
given her unconditional surrender. Her confession.

And now she'd been crippled for his sake.

“I appreciate your help,” he said, digging
fingers into Arik's thick fur. “You told me what to expect from
Enkhaelen, and you did us no harm. If he traced us through you, so
what? Who knows how many other ways he can do it?”

She slumped down beside him, still hidden in
her furs. “I could have done more.”

“Did you know about the manor? What we were
gonna find there?”

“No.”

“Then it's not your fault. You almost died
tryin' to kill him. That's what matters to me.”

She snorted faintly. “Didn't even get close.
I'm only alive because he never actually attacked me. I just...got
within his aura. And now...” The furs shifted in what might have
been a shrug. “I'm useless to you.”

“Y'don't have to fight. That's never why
I—“

“Cob,” she said harshly, “I'm barely alive.
The bracer can only do so much, and this body's brain is seriously
damaged. I can think, speak, move and breathe because of the
bracer, but my balance, my reflexes and coordination... They're all
shot. And I can't fix it.”

“That's why—“ Cob swallowed, remembering
Darilan in the snow, the hilt of the broken sword sticking up from
his eye-socket. “That's why you had me stab you in the head?”

“Yes. Damage the brain and I can keep the
body alive, maybe, but I can't use it. I...” She turned away, and
when she spoke again, her voice was a rasp. “I wanted to sleep. To
forget and be forgotten. But Enkhaelen found me and pushed me into
another body. It's nothing I wanted; I never would have chased you
again, but he said you were in danger. That he had another agent
with you. And I couldn't just...let him have his way.”

“Another agent?”

“When I attacked him, he said he'd made it
up, but...” She shook her head. “He's a habitual liar. I thought it
might be Arik, since he's a predator. Or maybe Ilshenrir. Enkhaelen
could have killed him, but just scarred him a bit. Suspicious.”

In his lap, the wolf stopped wiggling, ears
pricked. Cob sighed. “I don't wanna think about that. Maybe it's
true, but to what end? That piker's had plenty of chances to kill
us, but he hasn't done it. I don't understand.”

“He wants to use you. For what, I don't
know.”

“And you... You're sure you can't repair
yourself?”

“Not enough to be useful. I'm not made to
mend bodies, just to steal them.”

“I can't let you do that.”

She turned to look at him, and he saw for the
first time that her pupils were unequal. The one on the damaged
right side looked normal, but the left was blown wide. “It's why I
haven't.”

Part of him wanted to say, No, wait, I was
wrong. Do what you must. It might have been bigger than the
part that said, You'd better not.

He almost wished he was still the boy who had
fled the Crimson camp: that brick-headed idiot who felt decisively
about everything. He no longer knew where the lines were, or if
they'd even been real. Right and wrong, Light and Dark, wise and
foolish... How was he supposed to know which was which?

“There's nothin' else we can do?”

Dasira sighed. “Rest, I guess. Bodies mend
themselves in time, so I may become stable. But we've kicked the
wasp's nest. Enkhaelen, the Golds and Sapphires, the Akarridi
wraiths... We can't shelter here much longer. And you have a
mission.”

Cob grimaced.

“If I could stab someone with Serindas, it
might help,” she added wryly. “But no such luck.”

“What d'you mean?”

“You don't remember? I've stabbed you I don't
know how many times...”

His side twinged where the scar from the
wraith-arrow still lingered. Her red blade had entered him there,
and he remembered it throbbing like a second heart, dragging at the
blood in his veins as if determined to steal his life. “It fed on
me, yeah, but how does that—“

“It's an akarriden life-drinker, forged from
flesh. My bracer can connect to it and harvest the life it
steals—inject it straight into myself.”

“So you can cut someone and then heal
yourself with it? Does it have to kill them?”

“No, it—“ She shot a look at him. “Don't even
think about it.“

He stuck his arm out to her.

“No. Absolutely not,” she said, and tried to
lurch up only to have her legs crumple beneath her. Cob spilled the
wolf from his lap but couldn't move fast enough to catch her, and
she sprawled across the rock, cursing feverishly.

He tried to help, but she slapped at his
hands, snarling. Her makeshift hood fell back to show the
green-and-gold sash she'd wrapped around her head to cover her
missing ear and ravaged cheek. “Don't interfere!” she snapped. “It
was my fault, my foolishness. Don't you dare try to take it on
yourself.”

“Jus' let me help.”

“Not like this!”

“What else can I do? Look, as long as I have
the Guardian, you can't really hurt me.”

She stared up at him with her broken eyes and
for a moment he thought she might attack, or cry, and had no idea
what he'd do about either. But then a twisted little smile formed
on her mouth, and she said, “You don't know me.”

“Maybe you don't know yourself.”

“Cob, just— This is a bad idea.”

“It's practical. And you don't have to
actually stab me. A little cut would work, right?”

She gave him a look of pure aggravation and
he knew that he had won. As she drew the red-runed black blade from
its hiding place under her furs, though, apprehension banished his
triumph. Beside them, Arik flattened his ears and growled low,
staring at the blade as its runes kindled with hungry light.

“All right, Your Cleverness, roll up your
sleeve,” she said. “Arm is less painful than hand.”

He obeyed, and she shifted closer, careful to
hold the blade at a distance. Hooking her left arm in with his
right, she braced his forearm and steeled her expression, and he
looked away, not wanting to see the cut.

Nothing happened. After a long moment, he
dared to glance back.

She was staring at his arm, fingers tight
around his wrist to keep him from flinching, but had switched her
grip on Serindas to point the blade away. “What's this?” she said,
tapping her thumb against a dark mark on his skin.

“It's...dirt?” he guessed.

“It's not dirt.” She scratched at it with her
thumbnail to no effect. “Guardian residue?”

“Doesn't leave residue.”

“Then what? It's under your skin.”

Eyeing it, Cob tried to think of what it
could be. Straight and narrow, it ran a few inches along the outer
edge of his forearm like a stripe of charcoal, but—

Suddenly he remembered another akarriden
blade, black-on-black, cutting toward him as he raised his arm in
defense. He swallowed. “You, um, remember Erevard from camp?”

“Fendil's lover, with the scars. What—“

“I saw him at Akarridi.”

Her eyes narrowed to steely slits. “And?”

“...And he's one of you now. Not the bracer
people,” he clarified as she opened her mouth, “a different kind.
Scary teeth, looked like he'd been bleached. He had one of those
black swords, almost cut my arm off but Fiora whacked it away.”

Dasira's face clenched, then smoothed. “Glad
she was there,” she said tightly. “The sword was all black? Runes
too?”

“Yeah.”

“And he cut you here?” She tapped the black
smudge.

“Yeah.”

“This is a problem, Cob. Black runes mean
rotblade. It decomposes anything it cuts—flesh, wood, stone,
metal—and you still have its trace on you. The Guardian hasn't
purged it.”

A chill ran up his spine. It had been nine
days since the fight by Akarridi. If the Guardian hadn't managed to
mend it in that time... “Sometimes it itches,” he admitted.

She glared at him, then fumbled Serindas
awkwardly back into its sheath and took his forearm in both hands.
“No way am I stabbing you now,” she said, pressing at the line with
her thumbs as if trying to split it apart. “Flesh is sealed, no
scar, and it doesn't hurt when I do this?”

“Well, now you're diggin' your nails
in...”

“Sorry. By all rights, your arm should have
fallen off days ago, but...”

“So it's fine then,” he said with forced
certainty, trying to pry himself from her grip. “Guardian'll get
rid of it eventually, nothin' to worry about.”

“Maybe. What about Erevard? Did he say
anything?”

Cob remembered the look on Erevard's face:
pure murderous hatred. He shook his head. “No, but he didn't have
to. He knew me, I knew him. He wants me dead.”

“Then he'll be coming.” Dasira tapped the
mark. “The rotblade left a piece of its essence in you. It will be
able to track you. And when he arrives...”

She trailed off questioningly, watching him.
He looked away. Whether she was asking if he would give her up as
Fendil's true killer or if he would kill Erevard, he didn't know,
but he couldn't answer either. Their fates were his fault.

“We'll jus' have to keep an eye out,” he
said.

Dasira's mouth compressed slightly, then
opened.

Before she could speak, a sound of rushing
footsteps came from the cave above.

They both looked over to see Lark striding
out, face clenched with misery, an orange robe slung over her
shoulder and Fiora and Ilshenrir close at her heels. Cob glanced
past them but saw no angry horde of eiyets, and the wolves that
lounged at the cave mouth seemed indifferent. Shaking Dasira's
hands off, he rose and said, “What's wrong?”

Lark halted a few paces away, chest heaving
as she tried to gather words. Her dark eyes glimmered in the fading
light, and the way her lips trembled made him want to hurt whoever
had caused it. At her side, Fiora looked unusually grim.

When the Shadow girl tried and failed to
speak, only managing a weak choking noise, the Trifolder supplied
quietly, “Bahlaer. The Crimsons destroyed its Shadowland. Dropped
some of it into the goblin caverns.”

In his memory, Cob saw domes glowing in the
dark: his one glimpse into that deep place where civilized goblins
like Rian dwelt untroubled by the sunlit realm. He saw the tavern
and the dark-touched faces, some curious, some hostile. And he saw
Lark herself, in the tunnels after the massacre in the tavern,
screaming at him about her friends.

“Pikes. I'm sorry,” he said, stepping closer,
and though she recoiled from his first touch on her shoulder, at
the second she flung herself against him and buried her face into
his chest, sobbing wretchedly.

He hugged her tight and let her cry, biting
back his own emotions, and thought bloody thoughts toward the army
he had fled. As of now, he regretted nothing.


 


 


 


 Chapter 2 – The Plan

 


There was little conversation after the news
of Bahlaer. Instead, they sat together under the cave mouth's
overhang and tried to be there for Lark, who had a hard time
stopping her tears. Fiora did most of the comforting, and
Arik—still in wolf-form—offered his shaggy shoulder to be wept
into; Cob, Ilshenrir and Dasira provided a shield from the other
wolves' prying eyes.

Though he knew there was nothing he could
have done, Cob still felt guilty for drawing attention to the
Bahlaer Shadowland. Lark's accusation in the wraith forest kept
bobbing back up: 'You ruin everything you touch.'

Regarding his dirt-flecked hands, he had to
wonder if she was right. Fendil, Erevard, Weshker and the others.
Paol Cray. Geraad the mage. Rian, still missing. The caravaners he
had traveled with. The Haarakash civilians. His friends.

All innocents swept up in his wake.

Enkhaelen's fault, he told himself,
but the accusation couldn't stick. The necromancer hadn't initiated
anything. Even at the Riftwatch towers, he had been reacting to
Rian's discovery. He was a massacring maniac, but he'd done it to
cover them.

Still, Cob knew what he had to do. As the
hitching sobs turned slowly to sniffles, then to murmurs behind
him, he focused on the snowy forest spread out below and the myriad
figures slowly filtering through the trees.

The wolves had spread their net wide for this
council. In addition to the hogs and the cat-man, he watched a
group of bears amble up and be diverted toward the makeshift
campsite, followed by two large-eyed people in huge white feather
cloaks, a yawning lizard-person, another of copper leaf and wire,
and several dozen bark-covered individuals with knobby feet and
twisted fingers. All looked up the hill to Cob and bowed their
heads in varying degrees of respect, and he made sure to nod
back.

By the time the sun dipped behind the trees,
the snow had been trampled to mud, and Cob's stomach was growling.
He hadn't eaten since his arrival—not inclined toward mystery
sausages—and though the Guardian sustained him, it couldn't quell
his hunger.

He was just starting to consider the shrubs
when he spotted the female from the welcome party loping toward
them from the hogs' camp. Even in humanoid form she moved with a
wild grace, and the sentinel wolves parted for her as if they knew
the import of her business. As she started up the hill, Cob put on
his official Guardian face. Something stern but welcoming, in
command yet not overbearing. Dignified.

He was sure he looked like he had a stick up
his ass, but by the obsequious way she approached, it worked.

“Guardian, I am Ressah,” she said in her
rough, low voice. “We have assembled all those who would come.
Please, join us. ...And your companions, if you wish.”

Cob nodded, then raised a hand. “Before that,
I should... D'you know if those are poisonous?” He gestured toward
a patch of shrubs, some still enticingly leafy.

Furred ears cocking quizzically, she looked
to the shrubs then back to him. “I...do not believe so. Why?”

“Well, your hospitality's been good, but as
the Guardian, I can't, um, eat meat...”

“Oh!” She clapped her hands together, then
gestured toward the hogs' camp. “Yes, of course, Guardian, we know
your needs. We do not keep plant-foods, so we asked Gnashed Tusk to
provide for you. They were happy to oblige. We shall all
feast!”

“Oh. Great,” he said, and looked back to his
friends. Their faces ran the full spectrum from amusement to fear,
but Arik helped Dasira to her feet and Fiora kept an arm hooked
around Lark, and together they all followed Ressah down into the
trees.

As they passed through the thin forest, Cob
began to catch glimpses of firelight and figures ahead, and his gut
tightened with apprehension. He willed up the Guardian's antlers,
then the whole of its armor: black bark and stone that covered him
from hooves to collarbones, a semi-fluid encasement that felt at
once embracing and suffocating.

Right now, both feelings were welcome. They
reminded him that this was temporary—that he didn't want the spirit
to stay. As soon as the hunt was done, he would be free.

'If you insist,' said Haurah.

He flinched, and glanced sideways to find the
wolf-woman Guardian ambling casually at his elbow. Her
chestnut-brown hair hung loose about her shoulders and her pale
eyes gleamed with reflected light. Catching his gaze, she smiled
broadly.

So you finally show up, he thought at
her, knowing she was just a vision. One of the Guardian's many
fragments. I thought you'd stopped talking to me.

'We've been conferring amongst
ourselves,' she said, and turned her gaze ahead. He looked her
over briefly, marking how similar her garb was to that of the
wolf-folk: rough leather and fur, cut close but tied loosely,
allowing for protection from thorns and rocks but easily removed.
She seemed bigger than her kin, but as a hallucination he imagined
she could look like anything. Perhaps why she hadn't furred up to
compensate for the minimal coverage of her vest.

She made a warning sound and he looked
forward just in time to avoid breaking his nose on a tree. Behind
him, one of the girls snickered.

'We thought you might need some time
alone,' she continued calmly. 'Our partnership has been
stormy, and we did not wish to seem overbearing.'

So instead you let me get paranoid.

'That was not our intent, little bird. We
have never had a vessel we did not fully mesh with, and while we
want what you want, we remain concerned about the distance between
us.'

He meant to ask why, but the trees ended in a
fire-lit clearing and he halted, surprised.

It was not a small space but, bordered on two
sides by rock and the rest by trees, it had an insulated feeling.
The hog-folk had pitched tents against the low cliff wall and were
now gathered at the bonfire with their cook-pots, the cat-man and
the lizard-person lingering among them. On the other side were the
wolf-folk, a span of empty ground separating them from the hogs.
The bears made an island of dark fur within their ranks; further
out, the wood-folk lingered in the shadows of the bare boughs. The
pair in feather cloaks—which Cob now realized were closely folded
wings—perched atop the rock wall over the hogs' camp, their huge
eyes glowing with firelight, and the copper person stood stiffly
amid the scree of stones at the far end.

Scattered throughout the gathering were
short, broad-bodied, flat-faced people with striated skin and eyes
like garnets. As Cob hesitated, heads turned, and the short people
stood respectfully, their shale-like layered clothing clacking with
their movements.

He couldn't help it. He froze.

A part of him scoffed. They were here to meet
the Guardian. His Stag-ancestor's fear had no reason to rear its
antlered head. But logic meant nothing to it. So many
predators—

Then the wolf-folk glanced past him to his
friends, some showing their teeth in disdain, and a spasm of anger
broke the paralysis.

That's right. This isn't about me. It's
about gaining knowledge and keeping my friends alive. I can do
that. I could crush these wolves in my rocky fist, but I won't,
because we all want the same thing. We have to.

At his side, he thought he saw Haurah
smile.

“Friends,” he said loudly, because that was
what he needed them to be. “I'm glad you've come. I need
advice.”

With that, he strode through the gap toward
the rocky slope on the far side, where a few big slabs sprawled
like fallen altars of old gods. Wolves leaned out to sniff at him,
and the stony people reached with their spade-like hands to brush
his armor, but he ignored them, hoping they'd give his friends more
space.

Reaching the slope, he clambered up the loose
scree and surmounted one of the slabs. His black stone hooves
adhered to it easily; with the Guardian awake, nothing short of the
Ravager could knock him off a rock.

From that vantage, he found himself above all
the crowd but the owl-folk, who watched with inscrutable sharpness.
His friends split around the slab to rest in two groups, all close
on the slope: Lark and Fiora on the left, Arik and Ilshenrir and
Dasira on the right. He wondered if they'd discussed it—if they'd
thought this was safest. Humans on one side, outcasts on the
other.

Marshaling his thoughts, he said, “First,
does everyone here speak Imperial? I don't want to be
misunderstood.”

The wolf-woman Ressah, who had been joined by
a wolfman and now stood a cautious distance down-slope, said, “No,
Guardian, nor is it the most comfortable tongue for us. But we can
all speak or understand Thiolanc, if it pleases you.”

'The wolf-tongue,' said Haurah. He
flicked a look at her, then blinked when he spotted the other
Guardians arrayed around the slab, among his friends.

Can you translate again? he
thought.

'Easily. Simply speak, and it will be as if
you are a wolf.'

“Then I speak wolf-tongue so you know my
will,” he said aloud, and was less surprised by the clacks and yips
that came out than by the simplification of his words. “I am
Guardian Ko Vrin. These, my pack, are under my protection. You will
not harm them. You will listen to them, for they know things beyond
the forest. Quillwolf Arik will speak for them and not be
interrupted. Understand?”

A rumble of assent went through the crowd.
Cob glanced to Arik and said, in Imperial, “You all right wi' that?
Bein' everyone's voice?”

The big man stared at him with flattened
ears, but nodded.

Returning his attention forward, Cob said,
“Now, I hunger.”

A ripple of laughter went through the crowd,
and he blushed; he'd meant to mention food, not demand it. He could
feel the gathering through his stone-shod feet, though, hungry and
nervy and uncertain themselves. As the hog-folk began pulling pots
and pans off the bonfire, the general mood shifted toward
anticipation. Much better.

Below, Ressah and the male retreated to their
pack, and he watched as they held a whuffed conversation then
traded an odd packet up to the front. Ressah sniffed it, then
nodded to her kin and skittered up to the slab to present it from a
cringing posture.

Cob crouched down, puzzled. In the waning
light, it took a moment for him to recognize it as a cut of meat
wrapped in skin.

“For the quillwolf, if you approve,
Guardian,” said Ressah, still quailing as if expecting a blow. “In
deference to Stag and Gnashed Tusk, we took only goat.”

Cob frowned at the implication that he might
be violently offended by venison. Back in Kerrindryr, the villagers
had considered the local deer too sacred to hunt, but that hadn't
stopped him from eating it when it was available—mainly scraps
while he was enslaved at the quarry. It wasn't cannibalism. The
Stag was dead, permanently dividing its animal descendants from the
humans that bore its blood.

But if avoiding it made the wolves feel
better, that was fine.

“Acceptable,” he said, and watched as she
turned toward Arik. The big skinchanger had donned his chiton again
and stood as if guarding Dasira and Ilshenrir, but as Ressah
approached, his ears flattened and his tail tucked. By the time she
was close enough to present the meat, they had both hunched
defensively, the fur on their shoulders half-hackled.

The meat changed hands, then Ressah backed
away.

“Thank you,” Cob told her. She glanced to him
and inclined her head, ears settling back to a calm position, and
at the breaking of the stare the pack behind her seemed to exhale a
common breath. Hackles smoothed, gazes turned away, and even Arik
relaxed his stance.

'Not bad, for a Stag,' said Haurah. He
glanced over to find her crouched beside him, smiling without
showing teeth. With her dark hair spilling over one fur-trimmed
shoulder and the late light in her slanted eyes, she looked exotic
and feral—and very close. Had she been real, he would have felt her
breath. He looked away quickly.

Might work better if you advised me during
the situation instead of commenting after, he thought, then
cursed himself for how sulky his inner voice sounded.

'And how would you learn, if we did it all
for you?'

Is that why you didn't join me in the
spar?

'Yes. We cannot carry you. You must learn to
use your own feet—to dance. All life is a dance: hunt and flee,
mate and part, endless convergence and separation. We cannot know
each other until we have tangled and unwound.'

Cob reddened. Hearing this advice in Haurah's
husky voice was not helpful. But she looked away as she spoke, and
he saw no teasing in her face, only something wild and sad. At a
loss for words, he glanced to the crowd and saw two hog-folk
approaching, and so he straightened and tried to regain some
semblance of the Guardian face.

Both easily topped eight feet in height,
their large heads planted squarely between heavy shoulders with
only the merest suggestion of neck. They still wore their armor,
but now, closer, he realized they weren't as covered as he'd
thought; some of the patches that had seemed like rough-worked
leather were in fact their own thick skin, marked with whorls of
paint. Far heavier in the upper body than in the gut or
almost-delicate legs, they walked as if at any moment they might
fall to all fours. Strings of beads and old, yellowed tusks adorned
them like chains of rank.

More puzzling to Cob was the smaller one's
attire: a bronze-boned supportive garment that stretched from
bristly throat to broad hips, tight as a sausage casing. He spent a
moment staring, wondering what it was for—then realized he was
looking at a female, with a corset restraining an inhuman allotment
of teats. Red to his roots, he looked up to find her watching him,
bestial face unreadable. Then she winked, and he wondered if it was
too late to run.

“Guardian, Gnashed Tusk honored to share food
with you,” the male rumbled in Thiolanc, holding up a bowl in
offering. A sour, earthy reek wafted out—not from the food but from
the hog himself—and briefly Cob regretted the mending of his nose.
“Wolves say you are Stag. We do not keep stag-food but hope this
satisfies.”

“Thank you,” said Cob, taking the bowl. A
cursory glance showed him wild mushrooms, vettich, chunks of beet
and squash, plus other less identifiable vegetables and herbs
drenched with vinegar. Well, could be worse, he thought, and
looked up as the female held out a mug.

“Home brew,” she said, grinning broadly. Her
teeth were terrifying.

He took it with trepidation, but beneath the
pad of brown foam it smelled sweet, so he inclined his head and
said, “My thanks. Gnashed Tusk has done well.”

Their beady eyes lit up, and they bobbed
their heads and withdrew with ponderous grace. As they went, so did
their aroma, and Cob let himself breathe again. Down below, lesser
hog-folk were offering different food to his friends, the scents of
cooking-fat thick in the air, and his mouth watered in envy, but he
knew that stuff wouldn't go down well. On the run toward the Garnet
Mountains, he'd eaten mostly twigs.

When he looked to Arik, he found the
skinchanger staring at him and quivering, the cut of meat untouched
in his hands. Cob immediately popped a chunk of squash in his
mouth, and with visible relief, Arik sat and chomped into the
meat.

Bloody wolfish hierarchy, Cob thought
as he picked through the bowl.

The crowd calmed as everyone fell to what
food they had. Cob ate mechanically, paying more attention to the
various factions: how the hogs seemed happy to share their food,
while the wolves guarded their bowls and the feather-cloaked folk
just stared as if trying to pick the tastiest morsel from the
crowd. The rock-people didn't eat, but tossed stones like dice
while they waited, their lumpy heads bending together solemnly to
inspect the results.

He tried a sip of the drink and found it
thick and sweet and definitely fermented, like straining overripe
fruit through his teeth. Not bad though, and the warmth it sent
through him made him feel less exposed. After half of it, he felt
confident enough to expand his senses.

It was easy to pick up the heartbeats of the
skinchangers and beastfolk. More difficult were the ones without
pulses: the stone-kin and the tree-people, who exuded a sense of
circulating sap but had no actual hearts. Instinct told him that he
could not command them; the Guardian might have power over raw wood
and earth and water, but its control did not extend to the entities
that sprang from those sources.

He could barely sense the copper person at
all.

Have you ever possessed a full
elemental? he thought at Haurah.

'It is not possible,' she said.
'They are too rooted in their substance. To mesh with us would
disrupt them irretrievably.'

But part-elementals, that works? Like
Jeronek? How do part-elementals even happen?

She stared at him, her usually-expressive
face blank, then said, 'Jeronek was of the earth-blood, yes,
born as much through magic as through flesh. But we will not take
an elemental vessel again. They are powerful but unstable, and our
control over them is limited. Our Jeronek worked with us willingly,
but there have been others who—'

She cut herself off, but it was too late.
Something clicked in his head. He saw the manor-house aflame, the
fire radiating outward in annihilating waves. Floorboards
blackening under his feet, paint boiling from canvas as he
passed.

Enkhaelen, he thought. People keep
calling him the firebird, and in the nightmare he...lit up. After
his wife died. He just ignited and took everything with him. Walked
straight through the smoke that killed the Trifolders.

Then: They were after his daughter—because
he created her. From what? Fire? Silver? Is making a part-elemental
bad?

Haurah said nothing.

Pike it, I should know these things. When
were you gonna tell me?

'It does not matter while he wears a corpse.
His fire is contained in his true body.'

Cob stared into the empty bowl, trying to
sort his thoughts. No wonder Enkhaelen acted like a lunatic—but
that tragedy had been years ago. Centuries, maybe. The widower in
the nightmare was not the Inquisitor Archmagus of now.

So the Ravager can't control him because
he's part-fire, he concluded finally. Do you think...the
black water can hurt him?

A stillness descended over the Guardians, and
he wished he hadn't asked. In fact, he wished he hadn't thought of
it. That cold breath on his neck...

'He has drawn you from those depths
before,' said Haurah finally. 'Do not rely on it.'

Cob nodded, relieved, then registered the
silence around him and looked up. Full night had fallen while he'd
communed with Haurah, and the dim light from the bonfire reflected
in scores of watching eyes.

Brushing aside his embarrassment, he put down
the bowl and got to his feet. The night was no barrier to his
vision; colors flattened and edges blurred, but he had adapted to
the dark, and his Guardian senses filled in what he couldn't see.
Their attention tingled on his skin.

“Now we talk,” he told them in Thiolanc, the
blunt language giving him no way of hedging. “The Ravager spoke to
me. It wants freedom from its vessel, the firebird, but I do not
know how to slay him. He lived here long ago, but serves the Empire
now, and is no friend to you.”

A shudder of anger went through the crowd,
raising growls from several corners. “Most of you are predators,”
Cob continued, “and so you are not my people—“

“Everyone is your people,” rumbled a bear.
“We all have young to protect and dens to defend. That is your
realm. Predator and prey don't matter when all are in danger.”

“Even we of stone feel the threat,” said a
grating voice, harder for Cob to track. “The Empire's Scouring
Light reaches deeper with each passing day.”

Another ripple of aggression went through the
crowd, and Cob held up a hand for quiet. He didn't want to focus on
the Empire, and regretted mentioning it. “Good that you stand with
me. Now, speak of the firebird. Wolves?”

Ressah piped up from the head of her pack.
“We saw your herd and slunk in at your heels. We did not sense the
firebird until he came through his magic door.”

“You recognized him?”

“Yes, Guardian. As we recognized you. Great
Spirits are obvious to spirit-eyes. Your quillwolf should
know.”

Cob ignored the dig and made a note to ask
Arik later. And the Guardians. He hadn't been able to see the
Ravager in Enkhaelen until it manifested. “Did any others sense
him?”

“We did,” said one of the rock-folk, rising
to its feet. It was broader than most, with reflective garnet eyes
and a chiseled, mica-flecked face. Hearing the barks and clacks if
Thiolanc come from that visage was disorienting. “We know the feel
of his essence against our stones all too well, though he is a
candle to the bonfire he was.”

Because of the corpse body, probably. “You
weren't friends?”

The creature made a rough sound that might
have been a scoff. “He bought our aid to raise his dwelling, but
had no business with us after, which was good. We do not like to
bother with the surface or you flesh-folk.”

“You don't know why he was here? Or about his
family, his powers...?”

“No, Guardian.”

“Anyone else? Wolves, you knew of him...”

“From legends,” said Ressah. “From our sires
and dams. He has not visited in many lifetimes.”

Cob nodded, but inside he cursed. Four
centuries made for a very cold trail, and if even the elementals
had kept their distance...

“I knew him,” said the copper one in a voice
like scraping wire.

All heads turned to where it stood alone,
like a sentinel among the loose rubble. From this distance, Cob saw
a dim suggestion of facial features: beaten hollows that might have
been meant as eyes, an overlap of thin sheets and wires that moved
vaguely like a mouth. Its limbs had the ropy, noduled look of
native metal, and though it held a basically bipedal shape, there
was no way of mistaking it for a human.

“Go on,” he said.

“They came here long ago. I do not care for
flesh-things, but they were fire and silver, which was interesting.
The silver and I associated frequently, and sometimes the fire
visited. We spoke of the territory—of mining and quarry rights,
House business, fleshy wars and social situations. They aided me
when the flesh attempted to mine the vein that spawned me. All the
local flesh seemed to respect them.”

“And...then what?”

“Then fire did as fire does, and destroyed
the flesh that had gathered around it. And it went away.”

Cob's stomach turned at the phrasing, but he
went on, “Did you visit their home?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see their child?”

The copper creature tilted its head, and Cob
felt the crowd tense, an uneasy murmur rippling through it. “Yes,”
it said. “The fire was foolish and did not hide it. I informed my
House, and told the silver that it was wrong to allow this. The
silver did not listen, and suffered for it.”

“You tattled on them?”

“Metal and magic must not meld. To do so is
to bring death. The Houses of Metal oppose all abusers of the
world's will.” Its empty sockets turned pointedly to Ilshenrir.
“Wraiths say they brought magic from the stars, but the House of
Silver found it first, and was riven by its folly. All were
destroyed but those in Muria who resisted its allure.”

Cob blinked slowly. He could sense the
Guardians' attention riveted on the copper creature, but their
thoughts were opaque to him. Beyond, the crowd's mood shifted
between anger and intrigue, confusion and condemnation.

“But you told people about them,” he
reiterated, a tightness in his chest. “You saw the kid, and you
thought 'it's wrong for her to exist', and you told others who felt
the same.”

“Yes.”

Never would he have imagined that he'd want
to punch someone for Enkhaelen's sake.

Doesn't matter, he told himself.
Doesn't matter, doesn't matter, doesn't matter.

He forced himself to turn from the copper
person, to fix his gaze on the wolves. “You,” he said. “Did your
kin live with him?”

The wolves shifted uneasily, glancing to each
other. Finally one of the males said, “It was many lifetimes ago,
but yes, our ancestors hunted with the firebird and his mate. They
preserved our territory when it was threatened by the cats—“

“Hsst,” said the brindled cat-man from his
spot among the hogs.

“—The lions,” the wolf amended. “Before the
firebird, the lion-bloods of Altaera held the Heartlands and
threatened our heights. They meant to butcher all changing folk,
and our shamans could not match their wraith-magic. We thought we
would die fighting.

“Then the firebird came. He had wraith-magic
too, but he used it against our foes. He helped us hold our
territory until the spine of the lion-empire snapped, and then he
stayed and fought the lions that had not withdrawn. Our ancestors
built dens around his nest, for they trusted him. Respected him.
When the end came...” He shook his head. “All in those dens
perished, but we do not blame him. Fire answers to no master, not
even itself.”

“What happened after that?” said Cob.

“It is said that he took flight from the
burning nest and headed west. Our people have not seen him since.
Is it true that he serves the Emperor?”

'The Emperor whom they call the Risen
Phoenix,' said Jeronek in his mind. 'The firebird from the
burning nest. Perhaps the Emperor is just another mask Enkhaelen
wears.'

Cob grimaced. He refused to accept that
everything he'd ever believed in was just a part of Enkhaelen's
plot to— What? Take revenge on his enemies? Slow at it, if so.

“Fiora,” he said, looking to her and Lark.
“Your people know more than you have told.”

She returned his gaze in puzzlement, and he
realized he was still speaking Thiolanc. “You haven't told me
everythin',” he tried again. “About the Trifold and Enkhaelen. He
had a Muriae wife, for pike's sake, and a Branciran in-law.”

She raised her hands defensively. “I'm no
historian, Cob. We get taught about the Trifold's origins, sure,
but the rest is priestess work. And I don't know what you've been
saying.”

“Then get with the others so Arik can
translate.”

Her dirty look made him regret his curtness,
but she stood and offered an arm to Lark, who still looked wilted.
It occurred to him that they'd been sitting there to talk
privately, and he winced in automatic apology.

Catching that, her own expression eased
marginally. “I can guess at it,” she murmured as she waited for
Lark to gather her wits. “My memory's murky but the times might
fit. Four hundred years ago?”

“Yeah.”

“That was the Lion and Eagle War, and the
rape of the Heartlands.” She made a face. “My people poured in
after that to help rebuild the east. We'd been solely western until
then. It was difficult, and the natives didn't exactly welcome us,
but it was going fine until our temples started getting attacked.
No, slaughtered—from the Mother Matriarchs down to the
youngest acolytes. We didn't know who or what was doing it, so the
greatest priestesses and Justiciars of the time were assembled to
find out, but they were killed when they tried to move against
it.”

Cob winced, but after the massacre at the
Riftwatch towers, he wasn't surprised. The more opponents Enkhaelen
had, the more havoc he seemed to wreak. “You think it was him?”

Fiora shrugged. “Maybe? There were no
survivors left to tell us. And after that last conflict, the
trouble ended.”

'No, it just moved,' sneered
Erosei.

Cob held up a hand to forestall comments and
looked to the ancient Guardian.

Erosei was his least favorite of the five
former vessels. Though they both came from the mountains of
Kerrindryr, Erosei was like no Kerrindrixi Cob had ever known. With
his head shaved but for a narrow battle-crest, he looked like the
worst kind of mercenary, and stood with bare arms folded over his
studded jerkin, fingertips resting on the hilts of his swords. The
gleam in his black eyes gave Cob no comfort.

Go on, Cob thought reluctantly.

Erosei grinned. 'That was Enkhaelen. The
Trifolders piked everyone by confronting him. After killing them,
he ran off to the Hag's Needles and broke the first Seal. Second
Seal was at Aekhaelesgeria, the volcano up in Corvia, and when he
opened it, it erupted. The Guardian before me died there. Then he
hit Varaku, and I was tapped to defend the next Seal at Howling
Spire, but he threw me off the mountain and I had to chase him to
Du'i Oensha. He lit the whole Border Forest on fire to keep me
away. I only caught up with him because he had to take to sea for
the final Seal at Broken Pillar. Even then, I was too late. That's
when he really vanished.'

Cob nodded slowly. The pieces were beginning
to fall into place. Enkhaelen and his wife had been up to something
here, far from the eyes of the other Muriae, but were betrayed by
their copper neighbor. The Muriae knight Orrith had come to stop
them, and had stolen their creation—their child—in the process.
After the wife's death, Enkhaelen had pursued the child, taking
revenge on the Trifolders who had aided Orrith as he went.

Until they'd confronted him.

Something had broken in him then, worse than
after the death of his wife. Had he learned the fate of his
daughter? Had she been destroyed? Either way, his desire for
vengeance had changed to a lust for annihilation, and so he'd gone
after the Seals—the greatest assault he could make against the
world that had wronged him.

So why had he stopped?

'The Imperial Palace is built around the
Hag's Needles. The Seal of Air,' said Haurah almost
casually.

In a shock of connection, Cob saw again
Jeronek's memory of the Sealing: that titanic larva of light being
birthed into the world from the other side of the Portal, along
with its glassy insectile servitors in all their maddened glory. So
much like Lady Annia, with her segmented eyes and narrow claws, or
like Dasira's spidery mending threads—or Erevard's teeth, first
seen in the screaming mouths of the stellar locusts. Like every
abomination he had ever seen or sensed, Outsiders in human
skin.

He didn't know how that could be, or what it
said about the Emperor. All he knew was that Enkhaelen had spent
centuries in hiding, only to emerge less than thirty years ago to
fight Haurah, then nine years ago to kill his father Dernyel.

Now it seemed he was everywhere.

Looking to the crowd again, Cob saw the worry
on their faces. One of the wolves asked in a small voice, “Will the
firebird not return?”

“No,” said Cob curtly. Then, after a moment,
“Do you want him to?”

The wolves jostled each other for comfort,
then one said, “We are dying, Guardian. All skinchanging tribes
live under threat from loss of territory and declining numbers. In
lean seasons, we send our cubs to wolf-kin villages to be fed, but
they return with human ideas, human lovers. Inevitably they leave
us. There are fewer wild packs each year, while humans overwhelm
the land. Some day, all our children will be human, and we—and Raun
our spirit—will cease to be.

“The firebird helped us. While he was here,
we could hunt freely, but now we are vulnerable to humans and their
magics. Now we have no choice but to flee, like our ancestors fled
from the lion-bloods. We want our land and prey back.”

Before Cob could respond, Fiora said, “You
eat people, don't you.”

The wolves' eyes turned toward her as Arik
translated, and Fiora, standing next to him, weathered their
attention undaunted. “You eat humans,” she repeated, “and you want
the firebird here to help you kill them.”

“There is a balance to nature, female,” said
a wolf in Imperial, lips curling slightly. Behind him, the others
bristled in support. “Wise predators cull the weak and sickly so
the strong can procreate, while strong prey cripple and kill
foolish predators. Both prosper because they keep each other in
check, and scavengers take what is left. Humanity is a scavenger
species, but their magic has elevated them from their natural
place. They drive all predators toward starvation and death. We
desire the removal of the unbalancing force.”

“So you can go back to eating us.”

“No more than we eat bears,” the wolf replied
through his teeth. “You are dangerous. We recognize that. We want
you to remember that we are dangerous too, and strong, and that you
should leave us in peace.”

“But you're not strong!” said Fiora. “Not if
you need the firebird to survive. You're the weak and the sickly
now, and if humanity destroys you, that's part of your
'balance'.“

An owl-person sneered from above. “Says the
godfollower.”

“My goddess—“

“Stop. Stop,” said Cob sharply, aiming one at
Fiora and the other at the crowd. Though she gave Cob a dark look,
Fiora shut her mouth and sat down among the others, and the
gathered skinchangers and beastfolk grumbled but settled. “I
understand,” he continued in Thiolanc. “The Guardian wolf Haurah is
with me, and she—“

He broke off as the wolves hackled. “What?”
he said.

They didn't answer, just leaned together to
whisper, their yellow eyes never wavering from him. He glanced
sidelong to where Haurah had been, but found her spot vacant. The
other Guardians still flanked him, but none returned his gaze.

“What?” he tried again, eyeing the crowd.
“What do you know that I don't?”

One of the owl-folk made a hissing sound that
might have been a laugh.

A knot of anger tightened in his gut.
Planting his hooves on the stone, he rose to his full height and
called up the armor, dense and thorny over his skin. The waxing
mother moon hung behind him, casting his shadow forward in clean
relief, and he saw wolves quail where it fell—felt the hearts of
the gathered mortals trip faster. In this stony clearing, they were
like insects in his palm, suspended just above the turbid waters of
his rage. He could dunk them at any time.

The wolves' ears laid back, and some of them
flopped over in submission, but those on the front line hunched in
stubborn silence. The hogs quieted too, and the stone-folk went
very still—almost braced, as if they could sense the impending
flood. Another hiss came from the ledge, and when Cob glared that
way, both owl-folk puffed up into defensive balls of feathers.

“I know, Guardian,” said a low voice from
within the pile of bears. As it extricated from the others, Cob saw
its jaw shift to a more humanoid proportion. None of the wolves
looked at it, still fixated on Cob, but they tilted their ears in
its direction and a few bared their teeth.

Straightening, the bear continued, “Haurah
was the last Guardian to walk among us. She claimed a wolf-pack and
tried to gather more: my clan, the hogs, the cats, much like
tonight. But we would not follow her. We thought the Guardian mad
for taking a predator-vessel, and wished only to hide from the
Empire. She took her pack north, toward the swamp and the Imperial
City.”

“And never returned. I know,” said Cob.

“No, Guardian. She did return.”

He blinked. He had borne witness to Haurah's
last moments in his flying dream: the baying of the hounds, the
seething swamp, Enkhaelen carrying the necromantically animated
head of her mate. She had sent him away before he could see the
final strike, but—

The other Guardians were still not looking at
him.

“Go on,” he told the bear.

“She returned alone, desperate to raise a new
army, but the Guardian was gone from her. The wolves rebuffed her,
so she left. It is said that she gathered Riddish wolf-kin and led
them into the swamp, only to return again, alone, and beg for more
help. She was chased off and did not come back.”

Cob sank into a crouch, feeling betrayed. His
glimpses into the Guardians' lives had been short, but he had
trusted them to be truthful. Now he had to wonder what had passed
between Haurah and Enkhaelen and the decapitated wolf.

What are you keeping from me? All of
you.

No answer.

He turned his attention to the wolves and
said, “Explain.”

“Haurah was my mother,” growled the
wolf-woman Ressah.

Cob opened his mouth, shut it for a moment's
thought, then said, “You were left with the cubs. She mentioned
that.”

Ressah nodded curtly.

“And you rejected her?”

“She smelled wrong. I was small, but even I
scented it. She frightened us.”

“But she was from this pack? She lived here,
by the firebird's nest?”

“Yes, Guardian.”

“Did your folk ever go in there?”

“No, Guardian. The nightmare has been there
for many generations.”

Frustrated, Cob gripped his antlers as if he
could uproot the answers from his brain. If Enkhaelen and Haurah
hadn't fought to the death, then what? And why would she vanish the
moment it was brought up? Why had the Guardian left her?

Why were they keeping secrets from him?

Breathe. Just breathe. Understanding will
come in time.

“Anyone else?” he said, looking up. When no
one broke the silence, he rose slowly to his feet. “Good. I thank
you for coming and speaking with me, but you must understand that
the firebird you knew is gone. He will not help you, and he does
not deserve your loyalty.

“As for me... I'm not Haurah. I know armies
don't work against the Palace, and I won't ask you to fight the
firebird. I just ask that you avoid him, if he comes back. We are
going to free the Ravager from him so that the Great Spirits can be
balanced. That should benefit everyone.

“So unless there is more, this council is
over.”

The various creatures looked to each other,
but no one objected, so Cob took a deep breath and shook off his
antlers and armor. Eyes immediately turned from him and
conversations kindled. Feeling suddenly anonymous, Cob stepped down
from the slab to join his friends.

“Well, that was weird,” said Fiora, beckoning
for him to sit by her.

He did, though he kept himself positioned to
see the crowd as he hooked an arm around her waist. “More than you
know. But I don't think it changed anythin'.”

“So we're still going to the Palace?
Alone?”

Senses open, he felt Lark flinch and Dasira
tense up. “I think we all know there's only one way in,” he said.
“The way I've been tryin' to go all this time.”

Fiora stared at him. “You're not
serious.”

“I am.”

“The piking pilgrimage?”

He sighed. They had discussed their plans
last night, around the fire at the mouth of the cave, and he had
floated the idea of just walking into Daecia City. After all, it
was getting close to Midwinter, and while pilgrims were admitted to
the holy city year-round, the Midwinter and Midsummer celebrations
were the biggest draws. He figured they could slip in with the
crowds.

“It's a solid option,” said Dasira with
reluctance. “Better than crossing the swamp.”

Fiora glared. “I refuse to masquerade as an
Imperial!”

“I thought your Order was keen on wearing
others' colors and 'fixing' them from within.”

“It's not the same. And how do we kill
Enkhaelen if all we have is pilgrim gear?”

Dasira smirked. “I have my ways. Yours are
your problem.”

“It's our problem! We're a team!”

“Maybe you haven't noticed, but you and I
aren't exactly—“

“Stop,” said Cob. “Fiora's right: we're a
team. And Das is right: we need to go in sneakily. If Das thinks
the pilgrimage plan will work, we trust her, because she's the only
one who's been to the Palace. She knows what it's like.”

“More or less,” Dasira hedged.
“It's...changeable, and I haven't been back in years. The only
constant is that the Emperor controls it utterly—Palace, City, and
all its villages and roads. If we do anything there to alert him,
he'll catch us.”

“So, no Guardian powers,” said Cob. “No
Trifold prayers. No shadows.”

“No shadows in Daecia anyway,” mumbled Lark.
“Too much light.”

He grimaced. Lark hadn't looked up from her
hands since the meal, and by the slump of her shoulders, she had
already conceded defeat. It hurt to see. They had never been
particularly friendly, but he had known her longer than anyone but
Dasira, and he wanted her safe. She deserved better than what his
presence had done to her life.

“You don't have to come,” he said. “Y'can
call the shadows to take you home.”

“Home,” she murmured. Her hands fisted in the
orange fabric in her lap. “Home is flaming ruins, Cob. Didn't you
hear? Home is gone. I asked those pikers to take me back but they
said it was too dangerous—that I should stay with you,
because you were doing something important. More important
than my city, my people—“ Dasira set a quelling hand on her arm,
and though her shoulders shook, her voice tempered. “I'm not going
anywhere. Not yet.”

Cob nodded cautiously. “And no one else wants
to leave?”

“No, Guardian,” said Ilshenrir. The others
just favored him with looks of disbelief.

“Fine. So we have our travel papers. But we
need pilgrim gear.”

“Easy,” said Dasira. “Any city will sell
some.”

“Then we need to get out of the mountains.
Back the way we came—“

“Absolutely not. Trivesteans shoot on sight.
We go north into Riddian, then bend west, hit the Imperial Road and
follow it in. It should take...” She squinted at nothing. “Not sure
where we are in the Garnets, but I would say about thirty days at
walking pace.”

Cob looked to the mother moon, still hanging
high. The months followed its phases, and by its waxing face, he
guessed it to be the 20th, give or take a day. “That puts us into
next month—next year, really. And we can't use the shadows or a
portal.”

“True. But if you want to get there during
the festival, then we've got sixteen days plus Midwinter's four,
plus Darkness Day, and your Guardian pace isn't exactly walking.”
She gave a dry smile. “I think we can do it.”

The thought of approaching the Palace at the
dark of the moon, during the longest night of the year, gave Cob a
shiver. He wondered what would happen once they closed the Seals.
If there really was a new Portal within the Palace, situated on the
Seal of Air...

If that was where the Light came
through...

No, that's ridiculous. There was light
before the Portal, and there will be light after it.

Still, to finish the pilgrimage he had
started months ago under a misguided sense of penitence would be a
strange experience. In his mind's eye he saw the white city as
Haurah had seen it, pristine and silent, and could not deny his
reverence. He had lived in the faith for long enough that the idea
of fighting it still felt wrong.

I'll manage, he told himself. It's
not about the Light.

“Then that's it,” he said. “We hit the
Imperial Road disguised as pilgrims, infiltrate the Palace, and
kill Enkhaelen. All by the end of Midwinter.”

His friends nodded, but he caught them
glancing past him. Frowning, he half-turned to find a line of
skinchangers and beastfolk behind him, ears tucked and hands
clasped around small parcels or else folded as if in prayer. At his
gaze, heads ducked and eyes averted shyly.

Fiora murmured, “They've been gathering since
you stepped down. I thought maybe we should give you a chance to
cool off though, since you were scaring them before.”

“I—what?”

“You have these long silences. I know you're
talking to the Guardian, but they're still unnerving, and these
people don't know you. Plus you were getting angry up there, and
you, um, gesture to yourself. It's weird.”

Cob gave her a sour look, but she was right.
These people deserved better than his temper and the Guardian's
secrecy. Better than the Ravager's psychosis too.

But he didn't have anything else to give. He
hardly knew where he stood in this fight, and every new revelation
made him want to change sides or run away. He couldn't bind himself
to the skinchangers' cause either, not when it meant they'd hunt
humans.

He was beginning to hate this job.

That didn't keep him from rising, stepping
away from his friends and beckoning the first skinchanger forward.
Obsequious and antsy, the wolfman padded forward on paw-like feet
to offer a bone charm carved with deer and a careful, close-mouthed
smile.

Cob made himself smile back and accept the
offering, and the many that followed.

 


*****

 


Time passed in a blur of gifts and
well-wishes, requests and queries. The owl-folk flew off to hunt
after presenting Cob with two long white feathers; he stuck one
into the cord that held his short ponytail and gave the other to
Fiora, who passed it to Lark. The cat-man slunk around but never
came up; the lizard-person offered some kind of mantle of reeds and
stone beads but couldn't get an explanation out through constant
yawning.

The wolf-folk presented the travel-gear he
had requested—a new quiver of arrows for Lark, hide bedrolls,
preserved meats, bone tools and refurbished packs—plus more
ceremonial ornaments than he could actually wear. After the first
dozen, he brought his antlers out to hang the charms on them,
ignoring the girls' snickers because the wolves seemed to
appreciate it. The bears, blessedly, just seemed to want to sniff
him over and then clasp his arms, and though their paws could wrap
neatly around his biceps, he didn't feel intimidated with the
Guardian inside.

A few asked for blessings, which after some
concentration he managed. It felt like when he had dragged his herd
through the long run to the mountains, every hoofbeat infusing them
with his own vitality—only done through his hands. A connection, a
balancing of energies.

After the skinchangers came a crowd of
stone-folk, who didn't bother to stand in line but surrounded him
and peppered him with overlapping comments about the Empire's
depredations and their kin in the west. To keep himself from
shouting at them, he designated one as the spokes-rock, which told
him about gems and metals torn from living earth and about kinfolk
hacked to pieces, their bodies rendered for minerals. It was
difficult to hold his tongue about his past in Kerrindryr's
quarries, but he promised to consider their plight. What in pike's
name they thought he could do about it, he didn't know.

Everyone had asked such questions. When would
he stop the humans? When would he return the bodies of their slain
kin—the pelts and skulls, the jewels, even the stones from the
cobbled streets. When would he chase the magic from these
lands?

Throughout his fumbled answers, the Guardians
stood around him, watching.

The hogs sent a single representative, who
told him that they would seek him in the morning when they could
see. The rest stayed at their bonfire, drinking and laughing, and
he found himself wishing that he was over there rather than being
berated by rocks. But finally the spokes-rock stepped forward to
pat his arm and said, “We know the flesh does not share our
concerns. We will give you aid nevertheless.”

Then it and its brethren turned and stomped
away, leaving a handful of tree-folk to stare at him from across
the gap.

He beckoned them forward, but none moved.
That wasn't strange; most of his visitors had been anxious at
first, more prepared for a blow than a smile. These were the last
in line, though, and as the silence stretched, Cob felt a weird
itch in his chest, up by his collarbones. He scratched it absently
through the mantle of reeds and stones.

The skin broke. Something emerged.

He grabbed at it in instinctual horror and
felt a soft object squish between his fingers. The thing retracted,
slipping his grip with ease, then a sharp pain came from the other
side. Under his shocked gaze, a tendril of red vine grew out from
his skin, tipped with a soft red bud that spread into a tiny eye.
It stared at him, then swiveled to consider the tree-folk. As one,
they retreated toward the woods.

“Hoi—hoi!” Cob said sharply at the
little eye. He recognized it now. The Thorn Protector of Haaraka
had stared at him through a much larger orb, then stabbed him with
two thorns in the spots from which these growths had sprung.
Revulsion demanded that he rip them from his flesh, but he had
already accidentally squashed one eye. He didn't want to anger the
other.

The eye considered him, its bud closing
around it briefly like a blink. He didn't know what to say. The
tree-folk were still retreating, ungainly on knobbled limbs, and
though he called after them, they didn't look back.

“Pikes,” he muttered, then told the eye, “See
what you did?”

It blinked again.

“They don't like you, huh? Well, I don't like
you in my skin. What in blazes d'you think you're doin'?”

Blink.

He exhaled heavily and wiped his hand on his
breeches. “Fine. Not like I don't have enough parasites. But
y'better be more useful than the pikin' Guardian.”

It bobbed slightly, then retreated back
inside him. His skin sealed smoothly over it, and he shuddered.

The line was gone, so he started pulling off
the ornaments as he looked around. No one lurked in the moon-set
dark; the hogs' campfire and his friends were all that remained.
Frowning, he wondered where the copper person had gone. He still
wanted to speak with it.

“I'm gonna take a walk,” he told his friends
as he dropped the ornaments on the pile of gifts. “Go join the
hogs.” There were a few nods, a few grumbled objections, but no
real argument; they all looked exhausted. At least among the hogs,
they should be safe.

Turning his back on them, he headed uphill
toward the thicker woods.

Haurah, we need to talk, he thought,
and instantly she was at his side.

By the look of her, she felt contrite: ears
tucked tight, gaze averted. But she didn't speak, and as they
entered the trees, Cob mumbled, “You need t' tell me what you
know.”

'About?'

He stopped and stared at her. “I'm done
askin' nicely. You lot need to open yourselves to me and quit
disappearin' any time somethin' sensitive comes up. I don't know
why you're hidin' things, but it's not acceptable. We may not be
bound anymore, but goin' after Enkhaelen could still kill the both
of us. Let me in.”

Her wolfish eyes met his, then flicked away.
'It is not so easy,' she said. 'Since we did not mesh
with you, we do not know how much we can show without overwhelming
you.'

“Stop makin' excuses.”

'I am not. Many vessels took days to regain
themselves after our arrival. We do not have that luxury, not with
your plan, and we know you do not trust us around your
friends.'

Cob scowled. “For good reason. You hate most
of 'em.”

'We do not understand why you keep company
with them. But we—I—do not wish that to come between us. Others
think differently. We are not all of one mind.'

“Yeah, I've pikin' well seen that.”

'Then you understand our restraint.'

“No. We don't need to mesh, you just have
t'show me what I need to see. Like what happened with Enkhaelen in
the swamp.”

Haurah stiffened. Still looking away, she
said, 'I do not remember.'

“Don't lie to me.”

'Ko Vrin, I—'

“No. He didn't kill you. He brought that head
t'you, but apparently it wasn't t' goad you into a fight. So what
happened?”

Her hands curled into fists, and he realized
she was trembling, her skin subtly velveting with fur as she stared
into the woods. “Haurah,” he tried again.

Her gaze snapped to him, eyes blazing with a
feral light. 'He lied! He was full of lies! He said he wanted to
help us while he held the head of my dead mate! He showed me the
white worms in it and said they were why we should never come to
the Palace, but I knew they were his work! He wanted to frighten us
away, but I am no cub! I refuse to be frightened of worms!'

“The— The Guardian disagreed?” said Cob,
unnerved by her fervor.

'The prey-folk, prey-spirits, they are
cowards,' she snarled, slinking up to him. Though she was small
and insubstantial, the lean coiled fury of her frame triggered an
ancient alarm in his blood, and it was all he could do to stay
still. 'They tried to make me flee, but I refused. And so they
left me in the swamp to seek vengeance alone.'

She reached out with clawed fingers, and at
their touch, a memory flooded in: the twitching head of the big
wolf in her grip, the threads at work in its neck-stump and between
its jaws. The stink of the swamp, summer-hot yet barren of insects.
The Ravager standing mere yards away in its corpse-shell, black
robe soaking up the water, scarred brow arched.

And the struggle—anger, fear, denial, rage,
every instinct that longed to play itself out through tooth and
claw. The dark counterweight of the Guardian pulled at her, urging
her to drop the head and flee, but that gleaming white city still
lurked in sight, only a fine screen of trees as a barrier. She had
nothing left to lose, no reason not to go for the throat.

A predator that turned and ran became prey.
She would not let the Ravager win.

The memory snapped, and he shook his head
vigorously, disoriented and unsettled. Those threads, so like
Dasira's bracer...

“You shoulda showed me before,” he said,
looking up, but Haurah was gone.

Exhaling, he turned in his tracks to find the
others behind him: Vina the ogress, Jeronek the earth-blood, and
Erosei. His father lingered at the rear, watching.

Jeronek spoke first, square face solemn.
'I will let you see what you can, but be warned. The Guardian
departed Haurah before her death, but could not do so for all of
us. Some died in great pain. We do not wish you to relive
it.'

'I might,' said Erosei, grinning
unpleasantly.

Vina leveled a glare on the Kerrindrixi
fighter, but he just sneered. With a snort of disgust, the ebon
ogress looked to Cob. 'I do not know that my further memories
can aid you, but you are welcome to them, Ko Vrin. I have nothing
to hide.'

“What about you?” said Cob, looking past them
to his father.

For a long moment, Dernyel stayed silent,
dark gaze fixed. Then he said, 'What is it that you wish to see?
Your mother? Yourself? The many dusty roads I traveled, the many
fruitless councils I attended to try and build resistance to the
Empire? I was no fighter, not until the end. There is nothing I can
show you.'

Cob gritted his teeth. “Then why are you
here?”

'Because I would see you safe and well.'

The knot in Cob's chest tightened, but he
wouldn't give these connivers the satisfaction of seeing him snap.
Still, the bitterness burned his tongue as he said, “Good work
you've done so far.”

Dernyel did not respond, only watched him
with those inscrutable eyes.

It seemed to Cob, when he turned to stalk
into the woods for some real time alone, that it was all his father
had ever done.


 


 


 



Chapter 3 – Blaze and Shadow

 


“Sir, I think you should stop. And not just
because this stuff is expensive.”

Captain Firkad Sarovy set his glass down and
frowned across the desk at his lancer-lieutenant, Erolan Linciard.
It was late evening of Cylanmont 20th, and he had spent much of the
past two days cleaning up after his commander's mad need to destroy
anything that slighted him. Specifically, the Bahlaeran
Shadowland.

Argus Rackmar—still Field Marshal, now also
interim Crimson General—had already returned to the Crimson camp
near Kanrodi, leaving Sarovy with the mess and an offhand order to
stabilize the city. What he expected Blaze Company to accomplish,
Sarovy did not know, for he had been given neither a writ of
purpose nor the chance to ask questions.

Since then, what little time he had not spent
in surveying the Shadowland ruins, observing the intake of rioters,
and moving his men into the central garrison over the objections of
the militia commander, had been spent being shrieked at by the
city's figurehead, Lord Governor Mekhos Bahdran. The Lord Governor
was incensed by the unannounced military action, but Sarovy had no
answers for him. Bahlaer, like the rest of the Illanic city-states,
was under the control of the Imperial Crimson Claw Army, and with
Field Marshal Rackmar in command, it seemed that it would just have
to accept its treatment. No blood-payment, no apologies.

Finally, at the midnight mark, Sarovy had
managed to retire to his new office. It was formerly the garrison
commander's, and due to the man's swift eviction had been left
crammed full of furniture and maps, papers and superstitious
bric-a-brac. Sarovy's footlocker took up a bare smidge of space by
the bed.

In rifling through the commander's leavings,
Sarovy had discovered the liquor cabinet and the bottle of Jernizan
tawny whiskey. He was not normally a drinker, but it had not been a
pleasant few days, and he had already worked through a quarter of
the bottle by the time Lieutenant Linciard knocked on the door.

Linciard had his own glass now, but it was
barely touched, while the level in the bottle had sunk to half. He
had been silent while Sarovy finished compiling his day's report,
but it seemed he was ready to air his thoughts.

Quill-pen down, glass down, Sarovy held the
lieutenant's gaze until Linciard flinched. “I am not drunk,” he
said firmly. “As I have been given the responsibility of garrison
commander, I am authorized to confiscate any substance I deem
necessary to the operation of the company.”

“Sir, necessary whiskey—“

“Yes. Right now, yes.”

Linciard slanted another concerned look at
him, but he ignored it. To tell the truth, the alcohol had done
nothing; he still felt knotted tight, and had been grinding his
teeth steadily since this morning. He kept telling himself that he
had trained for this, that he had the manpower and the mages and
the intelligence to control the situation, but he knew better. Two
hundred and thirteen men were just not capable of holding a city,
especially one infested with Shadow Cult.

And though he was Trivestean and thus a
lightweight when it came to alcohol, the whiskey sat in his guts
like water.

Across the desk, Linciard sighed and rubbed
the bridge of his nose. In the light of the single lamp, he looked
haggard, his broad shoulders slumped, his hair slipping from its
war-braids. He had been occupied for the past two days too,
corralling rioters and taking over coordinating duties while Sarovy
was in council with the Lord Governor. Though he had done well,
Sarovy wondered if he had raised the man from peasant soldier to
officer too quickly.

Recently, everything had happened too
quickly.

He looked down at his piles of papers. The
garrison commander had left behind city maps, personnel notes, the
militia roster and requisitions list, and a thick set of files on
local businesses and persons of interest. Though Sarovy normally
left such documents to Lancer-Sergeant Benson, he had perused
enough of them to see threads of extortion and blackmail tangled
among the mundane details, which made the headache worse.
Trivestean cities were not run this way. If ever a government
needed a good scouring, it was this one.

Beside the garrison papers were his own
personnel files, plus the list he had been making for the mages'
experiments and a quick sketch of the barracks and outbuildings
with all the men's bunk-assignments filled in. The city's militia
had scattered when Blaze Company took over their garrison—not
Sarovy's idea, for he would have preferred to keep a few under his
thumb. While he had addresses for all of them, he did not have the
time to surveil their homes to see if they were meeting with
cultists.

He knew he should select a folder or a city
map—should keep working for as long as he stayed conscious. His men
depended on him understanding the lay of the land and the mood of
the populace. Instead, he reached for the padded undershirt hanging
at the edge of the table, and the thread and needle beside it.

Linciard's brows crinkled as he sat back with
his mending. “Sir, there's the Latchyard laundresses for that now,
aren't there?”

“I can do my own chores, lieutenant.”

“You're the captain, sir. You don't have
to—“

“Are you just here to mother me?”

Linciard grimaced and dropped his gaze to his
glass. “No, sir. I just... This isn't what I expected.”

“I also darn my own socks.”

“I didn't mean that. I meant...” Linciard
exhaled and pushed sandy-blond hair back from his brow. “That thing
with the Field Marshal and the mages and the...destruction. I was
there when we brought down the wall of Savinnor, sir, but this was
just...” He made a flattening motion, palm to the table, then shook
his head. “And the girl, sir, what'd he want with the girl?”

“To bring her to the Light,” said Sarovy,
though he couldn't keep the acid from his voice. He hadn't been
able to get that farm-family, the Crays, out of his head any more
than he had been able to forget the Shadowland. The red walls of
magic crushing down upon the tavern and everyone in it...

He could rationalize it, of course. The
Shadowland was a bastion of their enemies, and it had to be
destroyed. He didn't understand what use the Field Marshal could
have for the farm-family, though, and if this was the man's
method—sending his men out to do his bidding without even an
inkling of the reason—then he preferred former General Aradysson's
style. Kelturin Aradysson had been secretive and duplicitous, but
at least he had provided proper authorization.

“But then shouldn't she be sent to the Palace
too? Why'd he claim her himself?”

“It is no longer our business,
lieutenant.”

“Isn't it, though? We're the ones who
arrested them. Don't you wanna know why?”

“They were enemies of the Empire.”

“Sir, they were just—“

“I know,” Sarovy snapped. “Women and
children. But not our women and children.”

“Sir...”

“What does a powerful man do with a young
girl, do you think?”

Linciard looked taken aback, and Sarovy knew
that his tongue was getting away with him but he was too tired to
rein it in. Or perhaps he was finally drunk, though he didn't feel
it.

“But he's the High Templar,” said Linciard
after a pause. “And the priests, they're all—“

“Eunuchs, yes, so the rumor goes. But I've
not checked his codpiece, so the mystery remains.”

Scandalized, Linciard said, “No more whiskey
for you, sir,” and reached for the bottle.

Sarovy let him take it. This response was a
large part of why he had commissioned Linciard to the lieutenancy.
A peasant with no political background, a soldier whose Crimson
career he had overseen personally—but most of all a gregarious and
protective man. A mediator. As a Wynd, he was Sarovy's foot in the
door of the largely Wyndish infantry platoons; as former Gold Army
Border Corps, he had been through the same kinds of skirmishes
Sarovy had seen at the Trivestes-Garnet border, and knew the
necessity of inter-divisional cooperation. He wasn't the cleverest
or most worldly, but that was for the good, because it let Sarovy
read his expressions easily.

Right now, he saw unease there. Discomfort.
Disgust.

“Put it out of your head, lieutenant,” he
said, because he hadn't wanted that. He hadn't even meant to say
it, except that she weighed upon his mind, that little girl. This
kind of talk was an offense to the Risen Light. “The Field Marshal
is one of the Emperor's closest retainers, so we must put our faith
in him. He has allowed Blaze Company to survive the reorganization
of the army, and now it is our job to survive Bahlaer. We cannot
brood about finished tasks.”

“I know, but... What happens in the Palace,
sir? You've been there, right?”

He had, a long time ago. He shook his head
and took up the needle and thread again. “That memory was excised
from me. It is not our concern.”

“That doesn't bother you, sir?”

“No.”

“Do you ever wonder...” Linciard trailed off,
looking at nothing, his expression tight.

After a moment's silence, Sarovy prompted,
“Wonder?”

The lieutenant shook his head. “No, nothing.
Sorry. I just...it's been a long couple days.”

“Perhaps you'd best put the bottle down as
well.”

“I haven't even— Yessir.”

“How were patrols today?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “The usual. Bricks
and vegetables. The men have been doing all right with the rioters.
I think clearing out the Shadow Cult caves at the coast was good
experience for, y'know, not killing everyone we come across, though
the Jernizen have been antsy. The abom— Er, the specialists did
just fine, Rallant and the ladies in particular. They're really
helpful for calming folk down.”

“No doubt,” said Sarovy, threading the needle
with cool precision. “When I came back from my meeting, Specialist
Ilia was in my bed.”

Linciard stared. “What? I mean, I know she's
been watching you...”

“Yes. And Sergeant Rallant, is he still
following you?”

“Um, no sir,” said Linciard, fiddling with
the collar of his uniform coat. “Did you, um... Did she...?”

“I threw her out. The other specialists, did
they misbehave under your command?”

“Not that I know of, sir.”

“Good, but do not rely on them. I cannot be
certain where their loyalties lie, especially with the removal of
General Aradysson.” He finished tying off the length of thread,
then unfolded the undershirt to finger it for the tear he knew was
there. “Houndmaster-Lieutenant Vrallek keeps them in line, not me,
and he only tolerates those who show strength. As my
second-in-command, you must be vigilant for his inevitable
test.”

“Test, sir, like that stare-down you had with
him?”

“If not an outright attack.” Sarovy glanced
up from the first stitch to see Linciard blanch, and added, “He
considered me little threat at the beginning, but you are closer to
his size. Between us, it was a test of wills; between you, perhaps
it will be arms. Be wary.”

Linciard nodded slowly, then slugged back the
whiskey left in his cup and coughed. “Thanks, sir,” he said in a
strained voice. “I'll watch my back. What're you fixing?”

“Just a cut.” Sarovy poked a finger through
the slit in the garment. “The old Cray woman, you remember she came
at me with a blade?”

“And then you snapped her wrist. Yeah. You
should've let one of us go first, sir. You could've been—“ Linciard
broke off, frowning. “Isn't that the undershirt?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you said she didn't get you.”

“She did not.”

“But sir... That was under your
chainmail.”

Sarovy considered him for a moment, then
looked down at the slice in the garment. It was barely half an inch
long and ragged, but it occurred to him that even half an inch in
that spot meant that a certain length of the blade had—

Had—

The thought faded like an echo into fog, and
he jerked his head up, feeling dizzy. The alcohol and the long day
kicking in at last. “Is there something else, lieutenant?” he said,
not sure where they'd left off.

Linciard eyed him. “Uh, the shirt?”

“What about it?”

“...Sir, are you all right?”

Irritation rose in his chest. He hated being
treated like a fragile bird, and Wynds had a habit of doing just
that. He almost preferred Vrallek's challenges. “Fine. If you have
no more business with me, you should sleep while you can. This city
is restless. Incidents can happen at any time.”

Linciard stared at him, an uneasy mix of
emotions on his long face, then nodded slowly. “As you say,
sir.”

“Dismissed.”

Once the lieutenant had pulled the door shut,
Sarovy rose to drop the bar on it, then returned to his seat and
the garment and thread. Spreading a garrison map out to memorize,
he let his fingers work blindly, and tied off the last stitch with
neat automatic motions while musing over entrances and exits and
points of ambush. When he tossed the tunic onto the rest of his
uniform gear—already folded and stacked on another chair—the last
thought of it fled him.

Out of sight, out of mind.

 


*****

 


Linciard fumbled with his key in the
near-dark, his mind on other things. If only he hadn't broached the
subject of the girl...

I almost did worse. I almost said it.

'Sir, do you ever wonder if we're
wrong?'

Oh, how he'd wanted to. He was almost certain
the captain felt it too: that precipice they'd stood at for a
moment, peering over into darkness. The uncertain edge between
their lives as Imperial servants and treason.

He had enough trouble right now without
courting more. Done was done, and no point in brooding, as the
captain had said. Yet the captain wasn't taking that advice
either—which was problematic with a mentalist in their midst.

Just let it go. Pretend it never happened,
like everything on the border—

“And how is our esteemed captain?”

Linciard twitched, almost breaking his key in
the lock. He shot a hard look into the shadows, recognizing
Sergeant Rallant's voice, then glanced around quickly. The upstairs
hall was empty and no light showed beyond the inner balcony, the
assembly chamber empty below. Moonlight slanted through half-open
shutters in the east hallway, their only company.

“Hard to say,” Linciard murmured, not
trusting the solitude. Not trusting himself in this mood. Rallant
was a danger in more ways than one.

“Have you told him about us?”

“No. I don't think... I told you not to—“

“I'm making a social call. That's not banned,
is it? After all, you're not my direct superior, so this isn't
fraternization.”

“Don't know about that,” Linciard muttered,
but twisted the key until he felt the latch clunk. Pushing the door
open, he stepped into the dark room, half-prepared to seal himself
in and leave it at that.

But Rallant was already in the doorway,
smiling in a way that Linciard could feel more than see, the
moonlight limning his fine hair and the frame of his face. “Going
to invite me in?” he said silkily.

“You've already been—“

“Yes, but it's only polite.”

He hesitated, dice tumbling in his head, but
couldn't muster the will to argue. “Well, come in then,” he sighed,
and felt around by the door for the lantern and striker. He should
have brought it with him, but the day had been a blur of running
and riding and shouting to the point that he'd barely remembered he
had a room, let alone that there was a lantern in it.

The side of his hand hit it and knocked it
from the shelf, and he cursed and fumbled it in the dark, the glass
casing trying to slide free, the oil sloshing. A sigh, and steadier
hands plucked It from him. “Stay still before you break something,”
said Rallant, low and close.

Linciard crossed his arms, wishing he could
step away without running into invisible furniture. He heard the
sound of glass being removed, then the rasp of the striker. Light
bloomed slowly from the lantern, gilding Rallant's sculpted
features and making mirrors of his eyes. Not for the first time,
Linciard found himself captured by them.

“Good, wonderful,” he said, trying to be
gruff. “Now get out of the doorway before someone sees you.”

“Such concern,” said Rallant, sidling in.
“I'd almost think you're ashamed of me.”

For a moment, Linciard just stared into the
empty hall, wondering what he was doing. Rallant's presence behind
him was more than physical: a pervasive, alluring sort of
instinctual awareness, a whiff of sweat and honey-musk—

Stop it. Think with your brain, not your
dick.

But he'd lost track of the difference. He
thought it had been his brain telling him to get friendly with the
Shield-Sergeant, to wring out some confidential information about
the specialists, but now—with a full week of assignations rolling
through his memory—he was no longer sure.

Had he really initiated it? Or had there been
something in that bite?

Just thinking about it made his lip sting and
his skin prickle with heat. Curse the man.

“You certainly don't show much shame,” said
Rallant with a possessive slyness that would have made Linciard
punch someone he wasn't already sleeping with. Fingers tugged at
his collar and he made an abortive motion to shrug them off, and
Rallant laughed. “Tsk. Really, it's not like you complained.”

“You gave me a blasted hickey,” Linciard
hissed. “Had to wear my collar up all day and I swear I saw people
looking.”

“I promise to put the next one somewhere
safer.”

Linciard swallowed and shut the door with a
weird sense of finality. “Not what I was asking for,” he said even
as he hauled the bar into place.

“I wonder about these Illanites,” said
Rallant, nodding toward the bar as Linciard turned. He had set the
lamp on the desk and stood casually, comfortably, as if he had been
here a thousand times. “Do they rise up against their militia so
often that they must be barred out?”

The question slid right past him. It was much
less important than the fact that Rallant wore just an undershirt
and loose trousers over his infantryman's physique, his collar
unlaced to show a long V of muscled chest and the glint of his
teardrop pendant. Aside from the view, it meant he had come through
the packed garrison and up the stairs like that. The lieutenants
and captain were the only personnel on the second floor; the rest
of the space was conference rooms and storage. Sergeants like
Rallant bunked downstairs with their platoons.

Which meant Rallant's men knew he was out
'visiting', and probably knew with who—

Rallant sighed. “Erolan, stop over-thinking
it. We're not breaking any rules. You're not my lieutenant, we're
both off-duty, and I'm fairly sure we've done everything by mutual
consent.”

“It's not that, it's...”

“Not the Jernizen again.”

Linciard jumped on that opening, not daring
to say I think you're playing me for a fool. “Look, Rallant,
I know you don't see it as a problem, but your platoon is all
Heartlanders, and Heartlanders don't care, so—“

Callused hands caught his face, setting his
cheeks aflame even as he was forced to meet Rallant's eyes. They
were of a height, and from this close the senvraka could have been
carved from warm ivory, every plane of his face perfect from razor
jaw to eloquent brows. Only the furrow between them marred the
image, but it just made Linciard want to kiss it away.

“I told you, call me Sav,” the senvraka said,
his tone gone serious. “Savaad if you insist. I will not call you
Linciard, you will not call me Rallant, and we will stop talking
about work. Yes?”

It took great effort to keep his hands at his
sides, to maintain his resistance. The slug of whiskey burned in
his veins but so did a different sort of heat, kinder and far more
devastating. “But if someone tells them—“

“Then you will beat their stupid asses. You
are their lieutenant and you will not tolerate disrespect from a
pack of foreigners. Former enemies! And that's if they even say
anything.”

“They will. They're great lancers but they
have bad piking attitudes.“

“So stop trying. You can't tailor yourself to
their approval because you're never going to get it. Just live your
life and let them rot in their jealousy.”

“Jealousy, eh?”

With a smirk, Rallant ran his hands down to
Linciard's collar and popped open the first button. “Obviously. Who
wouldn't want to have me?”

Linciard couldn't muster an answer, but
managed to pull away with a garble that he hoped sounded sentient.
He did continue the unbuttoning, which changed Rallant's annoyance
to amusement, and tried not to instantly pursue as the senvraka
turned away.

“I swear, if not for you, I might have had to
throttle Lieutenant Gellart just to take over his room,” Rallant
said as he sauntered past the folding screen into the
sleeping-area. “Bed and privacy? Bliss.”

More like torture, Linciard thought,
watching the shadow of Rallant's body behind the screen. He'd
thought he was past this stage in his life, to fall headlong for
someone unsuitable, but whenever Rallant was close, he felt like an
adolescent again, fixated on the idea of skin against skin even
when he didn't want to be in the mood. He couldn't kick his boots
off without the motion jarring through his groin and reminding him
of his vulnerability.

Rallant wasn't a tryst or a trophy or even
fellow soldier. He was a specialist—a blessed one, a creature of
the Emperor—and beyond that fair façade was another face. Behind
those mirroring eyes was the judgment of the Light, while Linciard
pondered treason.

I should kick him out like the captain
kicked out Ilia, he thought, but it was too late for that. And
he didn't want to, anyway. The captain led a sterile life, remote
as an eagle on a cliff, and what did that solitude gain him? A
night alone with a bottle, unable to chase away the treacherous
thoughts and dark memories.

I guess I prefer life in the gutter. Piking
pretty men. When will I learn?

To judge by the tingle that ran down his
spine when Rallant called for him, Linciard guessed never.

 


*****

 


Night did not exist in the Shadow Realm. It
had no sun, no moon, no stars—yet there was always light, its vast
cavernous expanse stitched by glowing pathways, the Spindle at its
epicenter radiating a dull ochre aurora, pervasive yet sourceless.
Lanterns dotted the streets and winked in the windows, leaving few
places in the Realm that could truly be called dark.

Enforcer Ardent of Taradzur-kai looked into
one of them now, her shadowblood eyes straining against the
blackness. She was at the outer limit of the Realm, where the air
grew smoky with unmanifested eiyet-presence but had not yet
solidified into the umbral wall—that narrow divider between Shadow
and reality. The markings on the white walkway told her that this
was where the eiyenbridge to Bahlaer-kai had stood before its
destruction.

In its place, the quarantine chamber hung
like an apple from a bough, a perfect sphere twice her height and
connected laterally to the great black artery that extended from
the umbral wall into the Realm. There were other chambers suspended
at other angles, but most had shriveled away, their occupants dead
or gone. Quarantine clusters like this were the eiyets' response to
anything unusual being shoved into the Realm: a contagion, an
enemy—

Or a victim, like the mangled figure
within.

With an exhale, she squared her shoulders and
stepped off the edge. Eiyets assembled beneath her feet to bridge
the gap. There were more here than there should be, teeming like
wasps at a disturbed hive, and as she touched the thin cool
membrane that surrounded the chamber, she felt the shiver of their
mood. Spite, mischief, menace.

Then she was through, and the whiff of sweat
and fresh waste filled her nostrils, making her grimace. As
important as the quarantine chambers were for blocking pathogens
and limiting the eiyets' blood-frenzy, their total containment was
not kind to the trapped subject.

He lay there on a bed of malleable shadow:
the infamous Shan Cayer. A scarred, thick-set older Illanite,
unblooded and abominably truncated on the right side, both his
upper arm and lower thigh capped with black material where they had
been severed during his extraction. Except for them, he was nude,
the shadows not concerned with prudery. At least he looked clean;
someone had washed him after they cut him from his bloody clothes,
and the bed took care of any excretions. It just couldn't banish
the smell.

At the sound of her slippers on the
whispering floor, he turned his head, weak human eyes unfocused in
the gloom.

“Who is it?” he rasped, and the dryness in
his voice had her reaching for her canteen in sympathy. “You piking
bureaucrats have taken your time.”

“My name is Enforcer Ardent. I'm here to
update you on Bah-kai,” she said, moving to his side. He followed
the sound of her with the skill of a long-time Kheri, head turning
to keep her fixed in his unseeing stare, and as she flicked the
sparker on her hand-held lantern she saw him smile. It kindled
after a moment, and she slowly peeled her fingers away from the
eye-shaped cut-outs, listening for any warning hiss. When nothing
happened, she exhaled in relief.

“Having trouble with the little darlings?” he
said, squinting against the faint light.

“They are agitated. You understand.”

“Yes.” He tried to prop himself up to get a
better look at her, but his remaining elbow kept sinking into the
black mass of the bed. With a whisper of eiyenriu, she caused it to
adjust into something more like a seat, and saw him clutch at it in
alarm before he realized.

“My apologies,” she said. “I should have
asked.”

“You should have...” He trailed off,
weathered face nonplussed. She supposed he wasn't used to
politeness from her kind. Then he gave her a raking look, and she
held the lantern to one side obligingly, letting the eye-shaped
lights fall over her Enforcer armor, her fighting sticks and
killing blades, her black hair pinned back in the scorpion-tail
style, her shadowmarks and scars.

“Young,” he said finally. “Padrastan?”

“Pajhrasthani. Not so young.”

He snorted. “Twenty? Twenty-five?”

“Thirty-two.”

“Less than half my age, girl. Not much
accent... Realm-born?”

“Yes.”

“And you've come from the Realm to tell me
about my own city? Or are you planning to enforce something upon
me?”

Sour talk from a broken man. Not unexpected.
“I'm your replacement,” she said. “As such, I—“

He swiped for her suddenly, a snarl on his
lips, but she stepped out of range and then caught his good arm.
Another hiss made the bed obey her, canting backward to sink the
man deep as she shoved him into it. He tried to heave out again but
it wouldn't let him.

“Replacement?” he roared in the close
confines, making the walls shiver in agitation. “How dare you try
to replace me with your kind!”

Watching him thrash about, she reflected on
her Regent mother's warning. Half a century ago, Shan Cayer had
marched out from the worst of Bahlaer's slums on a mission to unite
its warring gangs under the Shadow banner. Bahlaer hadn't been much
more than a bump in the road back then: a warren of refugees
squatting in the ruins of a half-razed city. With the backing of
the Kheri, the Hound of the Dregs and his crew had kicked life and
organization into the populace, and when war sparked up again
between the Serpent Empire and Jernizan, a new city was there to
profit from it—under the aegis of the Shadow God, whom the Serpents
respected and the Jernizen feared.

All the city-states of Illane had rebuilt
themselves on the backs of people like him: stubborn, independent
and fed up with their neighbors' antics. But what worked in times
of strife had faltered with peace, for the Kheri were not allowed
to rule—and thus neither was Shan Cayer. Once the city shucked its
Shadow allegiance in favor of a broader, secular mercantile
worldview, he had been shunted to an advisory position. Worse, he
had been informed by the Regency that the most he could control, as
an unblood, was a single kai.

He'd been an ambitious man once. A leader, a
reformer, a priest.

According to her mother, he hated
shadowbloods now. Envied their gifts, their afterlives and their
authority in the god's absence. He surrounded himself with
unbloods, catered to them—had even declared an unblood newcomer as
his successor. All to spite the 'blooded hierarchy.

In his face, though, Ardent read a different
story. Anger, yes. But not envy, and not spite. No, he looked
insulted.

I am not your enemy, she wanted to
say. I have no intention of keeping your kai. My job is to
analyze the situation and recommend fight or flight—and if I choose
fight, to start one.

But Cayer wasn't stupid. He would never fight
again, and with Bah-kai in shambles it would be an ideal time for
the Regency to put its own agents in place. Ardent didn't consider
herself one; she had joined Enforcement to get away from the
insular politics of her aunts and cousins, had even taken a
shadow-name to disavow her Regent mother's influence. Alas, she
doubted she could convince him of that.

“I've already been in contact with your
surviving lieutenants and the outer cells,” she said instead. “Only
the Shadowland was attacked, and only the block that held your
headquarters. A few levels of basement and sewer were breached,
with rubble forced into the goblin entrances, but nothing below was
damaged.”

Not that it made the destruction any more
bearable. She had walked the ruins last night to verify the
reports, and found fires still smouldering in the depths—a slow
cremation for the Kheri and civilians who had been in the Merry Tom
Tavern and its associated block. A greasy layer of soot covered
everything, the air thick with the smell of woodsmoke and charred
meat.

She continued, “The goblins are considering
our proposal on open warfare. The metal elementals have already
sided with us because of the magical nature of the attack.”

“Of course they sided with us. They're our
allies,” Cayer snapped.

“You may have secured their friendship, but
there has never been a military pact between us. We are negotiating
one now.”

“Get me out of here and I'll have that
negotiation done in a twinkling. Better yet, get Lark on it. Pull
her back.”

“Lark, your designated successor.”

“Yes.”

“She has already been informed of the
situation, but we have chosen not to recall her. She is doing
important work with the Guardian vessel—“

“That idiot boy? No. You get her back here
immediately—“

“To do what?” Ardent stared down at the
trapped old man. By the way the muscles jumped in his shoulders and
chest, he was trying to pull free from the bed, but its substance
gripped him tight and would not release unless she willed it. “Is
this Lark a war-leader? Because your reports have her as a
diplomat, a go-between for you and the goblins and the street-level
teams. Have you even introduced her to the governor's council? No,
you're not ready to step down yet, not ready to groom a serious
replacement. We will not recall her; she would be no use to
us.”

A spasm of hate crossed his face. “That's it,
then. You steal this from me—my kai, my position. You swoop in like
an avenger, as if you didn't stand by and watch the Crimsons kill
us!”

Her eyes narrowed. She hadn't been one of the
responders, but she had reviewed all the reports. “We had no more
warning than you did, but I apologize on behalf of the Regency
anyway. The situation warranted a stronger response than it
received, but our prior dealings with the Crimson Army did not lead
us to anticipate such—“

“Hog-crap, hog-crap! I know about the reports
from the coast! You knew things were going to shit, but you did
nothing—you didn't want to break your precious pact with the
Empire, even after the first time those pikers rampaged through my
tavern! What, did you think you could just throw some supplies and
prisoners at them and they'd go away? What do you think happens to
the people they catch? They piking die!”

“I don't set policy,” Ardent responded
stiffly.

“Gonna hide behind that, are you?” His
fingers dug at the soft material futilely, his teeth gleaming in
the lantern's light. “Policy and nonintervention hog-crap and
treaties that aren't worth the handshake they're made over? No, let
me tell you the truth about your precious Regency. They don't give
a shit about us on the outside—the cities, the kais, the unbloods
who rely on them. All they care about is the benefit to the family,
to themselves—“

“Shan Cayer,” she said sharply, “I am not
here to debate the ills of the Regency. I am here to evaluate the
Crimson threat and either eliminate it, or end our presence in
Bahlaer.”

“End it? We're abandoning the city?”

“It is an option.”

“You can't— We're not— All my life, you
backstabbers, I've—“

“I know your history, and we owe a debt to
you. To your generation and all the Kheri you've brought up behind
you. If we do pull out of Bahlaer, we will re-home you in any of
our cities or retire you to Hjaltar with honors—“

“What worth are honors to the dead!” He
lurched again, spitting with rage, and the way the cords stood out
in his neck made her worry for his health. He must have put
pressure on one of his stumps, because he immediately fell back
with a sound of pain, chest heaving. “We called for you,” he
rasped. “We trusted you to save us, but you let it happen. You let
it happen!”

“You know the Shadow can't penetrate magic,”
she replied sternly. “We were able to rescue you because you were
already in contact with the eiyets, but even that wasn't
enough.”

Cayer bared his teeth again, but then the
pain mastered him and his face slumped, his shoulders sinking deep
in the black material. It made him look small and frail, a battered
codger with two stick-limbs and two stumps.

“You could have saved them all,” he rasped.
“The bar-flies, the waitresses, the families... It wasn't just us
in that block. I wanted Bahlaer to love the Shadow like I did, so I
rented the housing cheap, I fed the beggars, I halved the
protection tax, and people came. They felt safe there; they wanted
to be around us even if they weren't a part of us. We had the
biggest above-ground Shadowland in the north, and it was great. It
was working. People raised their piking children there. Oh lord,
the children...”

She didn't know how to respond to the sudden
wet streaks on his cheeks. She had never been much for family or
friends—her mother always away on Regency business, her father an
unknown, her youth spent in private tutelage under emotionless
eiyensuriel. Shadowbloods reborn in the god's realm upon death, the
eiyensuriel held half the Regency seats and most of the Office of
Oversight, and thus dominated the rule and education of the
Realm.

Ardent might become one when she died, though
it was uncommon for a second-generation shadowblood and vanishingly
rare for anyone lower. She didn't really care either way. While she
respected them, she wasn't enthused by the idea of an eternal
afterlife; the eldest had seen millennia pass, which made them
distant and cold. Emulating them had served her well as an agent in
Taradzur-kai, and as an Enforcer, but not so much personally.

She rubbed absently at the scar that marred
her lips. It had been given to her by another unblood—a fellow
Taradzur Kheri who'd been offended by her indifference. She
couldn't remember the argument now, only that he'd been drunk and
insulting and finally pulled out a knife. She'd broken both of his
arms, but not before he'd gotten a cut in that opened her face from
chin to cheek. He'd told her later, after paying the medical fees
and fines, that it suited her; it gave her some expression, even if
that expression was a sneer.

“It's too late now,” she said. “The dead are
dead, and the decision is in my hands. I came here, Shan Cayer,
because I would know of Bahlaer—its people, its government, its
threats. Your reports cover the basics but I need to plumb the
depths.”

He raised his head, jaw clenched, cheeks wet.
“You'll never understand, Realm-born. You're not a person, you're
just a tool of your aunties, and when you fail, my city will
suffer.”

“Then help me.”

Again that baffled look, as if he didn't know
the meaning of the words. She pressed on, “We can't permit mass
bloodshed in the shadows; it would be catastrophic. But neither can
we back away from this. We don't go to war lightly, but perhaps
it's time.”

He made as if to scoff, but the noise caught
in his throat and became a wracking cough. Drawing her canteen from
its web, she moved to his side and pulled his good hand free, then
helped him guide the water to his lips. He drank like a man fresh
from the desert.

“Get me out of here,” he croaked once he came
up for air. “Let me return to Bah-kai, and I'll help how I can.
Piking quarantine won't even let me stand up to piss.”

She looked down at his missing leg. “I'll put
in the request, but I can't guarantee it. If it doesn't
happen...“

Blowing out a breath, he said, “Fine. You
asked pretty nice for a 'blood, and you're an Enforcer; I can
respect that. Promise me one thing.”

“Yes?”

“You get word to my girl Lark. You tell her
I'm alive, and the kai is hers when she comes back. And you mean
it. Or else you get nothing from me.”

“I'll have to run it past my superiors,” she
said, “but I have no quarrel with your line of succession.”

“Good. Now open your ears, because we've got
a lot of city to cover.”

 


*****

 


The next morning, Lieutenant Erolan Linciard
squinted into the Civic Plaza and wondered when he'd suddenly
become old. That was the only explanation he could fathom for
having a hangover after so little whiskey.

Maybe it's the curse of officership. Or
maybe I've broken my brain with all this piking
reading-and-writing.

He had a roster in one hand, the names
swimming before his achy eyes, and the act of matching them to the
men who jogged in circles around the central fountain was about as
much as he could handle right now. Yet Sergeant Benson was at his
elbow, droning on about requisitions, so he forced himself to pay
attention.

“...to run the kitchens, so Sergeant Kirvanik
has taken them over for the moment. Apparently he's a passable
cook,” Benson was saying. He was their bursar, quartermaster and
all-around money man, a ruddy-faced, barrel-shaped former merchant
who had been drummed out of the Gold Army after nosing around in
his superiors' finances. According to him, he had been sent here
'to fall off a horse and break my neck', yet he'd become a passable
rider in his time in the Crimson. Still a terrible lancer,
though.

Linciard wondered how their old captain
Terrant was doing without him, or how Sarovy had pried the man from
his grip, because everyone knew their company only ran as well as
it did because of Benson's hard work. Certainly it wasn't the
backing of headquarters.

“Gejaran, isn't he?” said Linciard, feeling
he should participate. “Are we eating Gejaran food now?”

Benson looked up at him with humorless black
eyes. “We're eating whatever he can cobble together from the
supplies the militia didn't steal. Most of the shops will sell to
us, but the mark-up is ridiculous. I've been trying to hammer out
some deals, so, like I was saying, I won't be purchasing anything
nonessential until I get the prices down. Food included.”

“Doesn't that seem a bit unwise?”

“Which do you prefer: a gourmet meal or a
solvent operations budget?”

Linciard opened his mouth, then shut it. They
valued Benson for just this reason. “But shouldn't we stockpile?
It's winter. If we have nothing—“

“It's winter in Illane, not winter in Wyndon.
No ice, no snow. I'm told they raise their best crop over the
cooler months because of the rains, so there will be no shortfalls.
We don't need to fill a longhouse with supplies.”

“That doesn't mean we won't have need. Just
because the merchants are selling now, doesn't mean they'll do it
forever.”

“It's Illane.”

“It's—“ Linciard shot a look down the street
to the northeast. Past the fountain, the Civic Plaza was full of
civilians in lavish merchant attire or lawyers' robes or sober
servants' gear, for it housed not just the garrison but the courts,
the council house, the public scribes' offices, the defunct local
press, a double dozen shops and services for the militia, and the
half-empty debtor's jail across the road in Latchyard. All these
facilities were cupped within a raw stone basin left by the partial
collapse of the Old Crown fortress above. The remaining fortress
walls towered fifty feet above the jail-yard and thirty above the
garrison's sheltered training ground, with a road rising between
them to the plateau where the estates of the merchant-princes and
the Lord Governor sat enthroned upon the ancient wreckage.

But that northeast road, called Bargeward
Way, led to the river and the bridge and the Shadowland beyond. No
polite price-gougers there, just cultists hunched like spiders in
their ruined web, watching.

In his mind's eye, he saw the route to that
smoking hole in the ground. Up Bargeward Way, left on Ridge Road,
right on Tomcat's Tail. A quarter-mark on horseback. Simple.

He'd been studying the maps and riding out
with his patrols, trying to learn the lay of the land. They'd gone
as far as the river on this side, then south to the gate-district
known as Lower Hook and west into Night Fields and the Morass,
overall covering the central third of the city. A quiet,
businesslike, evasive area. Even the youths who threw half-bricks
and bottles at them were quick to disappear up stairs or down
alleyways too treacherous for a horse to pass.

He didn't like it. It reminded him of the
woods of northern Wyndon when the bird-calls ceased and the deer
fled. Nastier predators were on the prowl.

“It's a conquest,” he told Benson, stressing
each word. “It's thin ice. Let's not drown for the weight of our
money.”

Benson gave him a sour look. “So you'd have
me lay in winter supplies? Firewood, I suppose? Blankets?”

“Are you mocking me, sergeant?”

“I'm soliciting guidance.”

“Food, man, food. Water kegs in case someone
fouls the well. Replacement gear—”

“For two hundred men? Lieutenant, we will not
be snowed in.”

He thought about the bars on the insides of
the doors. “Listen, you were in the Jernizan campaign and the first
Illanic, right? But nothing where we've had to dig in, hold ground.
I have. We're doing that now, so we should do it right.”

Another long look, less scrutable, then
Benson pulled the quill from behind his ear, uncapped a vial of ink
and started scribbling in his ledger.

Linciard exhaled and turned his attention
back to the men at the fountain. From his vantage on the garrison
steps, he could easily count heads, but seeing faces wasn't as
easy. He wanted to memorize the roster, to be as good as the
captain was about knowing the company, but those weren't his
lancers; they were from the First Infantry platoon, a veritable sea
of short dark Amands. It was hard to keep their names
straight—especially with Rallant there at one side, overseeing the
exercise and being a plague on his concentration.

Across the plaza, four horses stood at the
hitch before the council house: the captain's and his entourage's.
They looked bored, but at least they were getting fresh air. The
stables were cramped, made for maybe half of the forty-five
Tasgards and three Ten-Skies they now housed—which was why Linciard
sent out lancer patrols so often. He had two out right now, getting
a feel for the city and reporting back by earhook.

His own felt awkward on his ear. He wasn't
supposed to take it off, but he couldn't help it sometimes. He felt
like he was constantly on the verge of broadcasting his thoughts to
the rest of the company—nevermind that Scryer Mako insisted that
wasn't how they worked.

Everything made him agitated. He wished he
was back in the ranks, supplying unasked-for opinions and
corralling his more combative comrades. It felt like everyone was
watching him now, waiting for him to choke on his own foot or fall
on his sword. And Rallant wasn't helping.

Don't think about him. Think about names.
That man's Tinsmith, that one's Teppett, that one's Coromant. Wait,
there's two Coromants. Which one is he?

Piking infantry...

Suddenly he didn't care. The infantrymen
weren't his purview, and anyway his head hurt; it was a bad time to
be learning new things. He needed to stretch his legs, give his
horse a run.

“Benson, I'm going out,” he said. “Gonna join
up with Skinner's patrol.”

“You can't, sir. We have business to go
over.”

“I thought we just went over it.”

“Other business.” Benson flipped his ledger
to a new page and said, “Lieutenant Arlin reported that the
Jernizen lancers have been harassing his Drixi. He's been able to
keep the Drixi in line but apparently Corporal Vyslin is having
trouble reining in the Jernizen.”

Vyslin. His former lover's name rang
so loud in his head that he feared it would trigger the earhook. By
reflex he glanced toward Rallant, but the man was a controller, not
a mentalist, and hadn't stirred. “What, again?” Linciard mustered.
“When did this happen?”

“Earlier, sir. Shift-change. While you slept
in.”

Linciard winced. “Arlin's on nights, right?
Vyslin and the Jernizen are on the overlap, so they'll be in the
mess-hall now… I guess I should talk to them.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Pikes.”

Benson didn't comment. His silence was
enough. “All right, get on the supplies,” Linciard said irritably,
turning to stomp up the steps. “I'll go do some yelling.”

“Yes sir.”

Stuck between an ex and a zealous
place, he thought. Piking Jernizen. Piking Vyslin. I should
split them up, but who else would take either of them?

No one but me. Only I'm enough of an
idiot.

 


*****

 


Captain Sarovy nursed a cup of tea across the
table from the Bahlaeran council. They had opened with sneering
pleasantries before ushering him to his solitary seat, behind which
his lancer-bodyguards and Scryer Mako stood as a mirror to the
councilors' guards: six militiamen, a mage and the Crimson
turncoat. Houndmaster Chelaith, if memory served.

Until now, Chelaith and his platoon had been
all that Bahlaer knew of Crimson rule. Sarovy let his gaze linger
on the man, not concerned that the council would take it as a
slight; pettiness seemed to rule here, and short of throwing his
tea at them or drawing his sword, he doubted he could make things
worse. He had met Chelaith only briefly, when the Lord Governor had
tried to bribe and threaten him, but knowing what he did now, he
saw more.

A lean man with a narrow face, yes, and
wearing the noxious green Bahlaeran livery with a token Crimson
lieutenant's medallion to show his provenance. But there was a
glint of gold beneath the medallion, and while he did not share
Houndmaster Vrallek's bulk, he had a feral gleam in his eyes. When
their stares locked, Sarovy felt the same wave of
disorientation.

So, a ruengriin among the heretics. He would
have to bring it up with Vrallek.

The others were less interesting. The mage
looked bored; Sarovy had felt his mentalist's probe the moment he
entered the room, but Scryer Mako had smacked it down and with it
his apparent interest in the proceedings. The militiamen were
unspectacular, and the four councilors had not changed: the
gut-heavy Lord Governor in green velvet and jewels, grizzled
Commander Tonner in dress armor, a merchants' guild representative
named Narreth who outshone the Lord Governor by sheer number of
accessories, and the prim and quite sedate Madam Lirayen, whom
Sarovy gathered was a representative of the aristocracy.

Sarovy disliked both the Commander and the
Governor, and they had made it clear they felt the same. The other
two were civilians and thus of little consequence, though he
appreciated that they listened more than they spoke. Still, if he'd
had his way, he would have ignored the summons. He did not
understand the need for yet another fruitless shouting match.

At least the tea was strong.

“We need the limits of your authority in
writing, captain,” nagged the Lord Governor for what felt like the
thousandth time. The rings on his fingers sent scintillations
through the room every time he jabbed at the pile of papers. “Your
General may have set you up in our garrison, but he has not
presented me with any sort of documentation detailing your purpose,
your purview, or even your rank relative to my men.”

“The papers will be delivered once they have
been drafted,” said Sarovy calmly. “For now, understand that my
authority extends over the whole of the militia—including you,
Commander Tonner. I do not intend to involve you in my operations,
as I would rather you continue your policing duties, but if
necessary, I will take command and deploy you as I see fit.”

It was mostly a bluff. Field Marshal Rackmar
had brushed off his request for a writ of purpose, but bureaucrats,
like wolves, sensed weakness and would attack relentlessly if he
let on that he had no orders. The appearance of authorization was
essential.

“You, a captain, are to command me,” said
Commander Tonner doubtfully. Despite his fancy armor, he had the
stony eyes of a career soldier, and the grey that had overrun his
beard only gave him more reason to hold his ground against a
usurper. Sarovy could read the man's contempt in his look—this
city will chew you up and spit you out—but it did not rankle
him. Privately he suspected Tonner was right.

But orders were orders, and he knew how to
handle soldiers.

“As I said, Commander, I am not here to
replace you, nor to particularly control you. I have my own mission
against the Shadow Cult. However, should the call come from my
General, I expect your full force at my disposal. Is that
understood?”

Commander Tonner did not blink, did not even
narrow his eyes. “I hear you.”

Which translates to 'in your dreams,
interloper'.

Not unexpected, nor even unwelcome. It was
good to know where he stood with these people.

“But do you have any authority over the
civilians?” said Guildsman Narreth, fiddling nervously with one of
his pearl-studded chains. He looked like a walking frill display,
covered in them from collar to belt like a bird trying to make
itself seem bigger, and while some of his jewelry appeared to be
chains of office or guild badges or other semi-practical ornaments,
the rest were overwrought gewgaws. He even wore some in his oiled
and curled black hair.

Sarovy could hardly bear to look at him. Just
one of his gaudy jewels could have paid a soldier's salary for a
month. But that was the lure of these men—these beady-eyed
merchants and petty lords, flaunting their silver and gilt with
such abandon. Scryer Mako had chattered something about 'elected
officials' and 'garb of station' earlier, but Sarovy could not
fathom it. All he saw were well-born fools.

“I have authority over civilians inasmuch as
your militia does,” he said, trying to focus on the man's flat face
and not his jewelry. Beneath the glitter and powder, he was
plain-looking, loose in the neck—older than he seemed. “If they
behave criminally in our sight, we will arrest them. If they
assault us, we will respond with commensurate force. However, we
are not interested in policing them, and we will not be hunting
heretics. Only the Shadow Cult.”

“I believe he is concerned about the
confiscation of merchant wares,” said Madam Lirayen, “though I
appreciate your disinterest in persecuting us.”

Sarovy inclined his head to her. Unlike the
men, he could look at her for more than a moment without being
dazzled by reflections. Not to say that she was unlovely; for a
woman of late middle age, she had weathered the years well,
sweet-faced and with less paint and corsetry than the Guildsman or
the Governor. Her gown, a deep brown that matched her eyes and dyed
hair, seemed almost aggressively plain against the men's attire,
her only accessory a bronze marriage band on her ring-finger.

“We will not confiscate wares belonging to
anyone other than the Shadow Cult. With that said, if we discover
that someone is hiding cult property, or supplying or being
supplied by them, we will do what is necessary to break that chain.
The Crimson Claw has no interest in disrupting your businesses, but
if you aid our enemy, you become our enemy.”

“And if a civilian aids a...cultist?” said
Madam Lirayen.

“Any who aid the cult are enemies of the
Empire, Madam. But if they do not fight, they will not be
harmed.”

“Only incarcerated.”

“Yes.”

“And their kin? And the kin of the supposed
cultists? How many Bahlaerans do you intend to lock away,
captain?”

All of them, if necessary. But that
was wishful thinking; he hadn't the manpower for a mass
incarceration, nor any interest in taking over the debtor's jail.
“I do not intend to lock away anyone. The choice to misbehave is in
their hands, but I would rather they stay out of our business so
that we can stay out of theirs. As for the Shadow Cultists, we will
not be incarcerating them. We have other orders.”

“Executions?” said Guildsman Narreth. “That
is utterly uncivilized.“

“They are the sworn enemies of the Imperial
Light, and so the Light will scour them of their misdeeds. Either
by the sword or at the Palace.”

“But to persecute them simply because of
their faith—“

“For the greater part of two years, we have
restrained ourselves,” said Sarovy. “But the situation has changed.
I warn you, here and now, to cut your ties with the Shadow Cult. If
you do so, we shall have no reason to target you. It is in all of
our interests to cooperate, so that your Dark-touched ways may
transition to those of the Light in peace.”

“And if that is not possible?” said Madam
Lirayen.

“Then I imagine we will all do as we
must.”

Lips thinned, eyes narrowed. Sarovy's skin
prickled; he knew it was dangerous to make such threats, but if
they pushed him, he would follow through. Two hundred and thirteen
men under his command, and he would take on the whole city with
them.

“You're a fool, captain,” said the Lord
Governor. “You were a fool when first we met, and you seem
determined to top that now. But so be it; if that is the Crimson
Claw's new policy, we will act accordingly. I expect to see your
papers as soon as they arrive.”

“Of course,” said Sarovy, setting his cup
down and pushing to his feet. Though this had been far more civil
than usual, he had no desire to stay. He had too much work
ahead—drafting his own orders not the least of it. “If you will
excuse me then, sirs, madam. I assume you will send for me as
needed.”

“Indeed,” said the Lord Governor.

And just like that, the four councilors
turned away to bicker amongst themselves. The cold shoulder could
not have been more obvious. Only the militiamen and Houndmaster
Chelaith still watched him, the latter with a smirk on his
lips.

Sarovy took a moment to adjust his uniform
coat, then tugged the winged star pendant to the fore. Brushing it
into place atop the coat, he stared at Chelaith and saw the
illusion peel away, the man's mouth becoming a slice in white
chitin, his eyes dark beads, his hair a crest of spikes. As if
sensing Sarovy's awareness, Chelaith closed one eye in a slow,
insolent wink.

Irritated, Sarovy let the vision fade, but
left the pendant out. He had no need to hide.

At his gesture, one of his bodyguards opened
the door, and he strode out with Scryer Mako on his heels and the
bodyguards stepping swiftly in his wake. Beyond, the council house
seemed almost palatial: Thundercloak marble floors, stained glass
windows and chandeliers, imported rainbowwood furniture and copious
amounts of gilt, all burnished by the morning glow. Its luxury made
his jaw clench.

Two militiamen lurked at the bottom of the
main staircase, and Sarovy cast them an evaluating glance as he
descended with his escorts. They seemed uneasy, and from the way
their eyes flicked to each other then up to him, he felt a sudden
regret for not pulling on his chainmail this morning.

“Sir, uh, captain sir?” said one of them as
he set foot on the main floor.

He paused, and immediately his
lancer-bodyguards bracketed him, Scryer Mako at his back. “Yes?” he
said, considering their faces. There was something familiar...

“I'm Ven Rynher,” said the first, “and this
is Jouni Beltras. We were down in the tunnels with you lot when you
fought those metal things, sir. You dragged us into the room. I
dunno if you remember...”

Staring at their anxious, earth-dark faces,
Sarovy saw again the metal plate dropping to seal off the exit, saw
the copper and iron statues come to life. Saw the gore that had
shellacked the hallway when they'd finally raised the barrier
again.

Two militiamen out of the nearly twenty that
had followed him down.

“I remember,” he said tightly.

“We just... That is, we saw you lot were back
in town but there wasn't time before now to come and, y'know...” He
trailed off awkwardly, then stuck his hand out. “We just wanted to
say thank you, sir.”

'Caution,' came Scryer Mako's
thought-whisper, but he already knew what this was. Beltras hovered
at his comrade's shoulder, hands hidden, and Rynher himself had
half-turned when he offered his hand, his left concealed behind his
back. Even the offering—a shake instead of a soldier's
fist-bump—spelled deception. Rynher meant to clasp his right arm
and hold him while one or both of them stabbed.

With two lancers beside him and a mage at his
back. It was suicide.

He had a better idea, and offered his
fist.

For a moment, Rynher just stared at it as if
unable to comprehend a change of plan. Then his fingers curled, and
he reached to knock knuckles, something in his eyes so hollow that
it pained Sarovy not to kill him and end the suffering that had
brought him here.

Beltras made a dismayed sound and stepped
forward, blade slipping past Rynher's side to come at Sarovy's
chest. Sarovy back-fisted him across the jaw before he could get
close, and the man staggered and nearly fell on the polished
floor.

“What the—“ said Lancer Garrenson, but Lancer
Serinel—the sharper of the bodyguards—was already in motion,
breezing past Sarovy's shoulder to slam Beltras off his feet. The
militiaman went down and Serinel dropped on top of him, one plated
knee flattening his knife-hand to the floor while the other hit his
solar plexus and both hands clamped on his neck.

A moment later, Lancer Garrenson tackled the
still-staring Rynher, evidently not wanting to be left out.

Sarovy watched them long enough to determine
that Serinel was not actively strangling Beltras, just threatening
in a low tone, and that Garrenson had stopped punching Rynher when
the militiaman dropped his own knife. Then he looked up the stairs
to where the Bahlaeran councilors stood aghast.

“Sirs, madam, I apologize,” he called to
them, “but it seems I have an incident report to write. If you will
excuse us.”

On cue, both lancers hauled the militiamen to
their feet, and Sarovy turned to lead them onward. No objections
followed.

'Well, that was interesting,' murmured
Scryer Mako in his mind as servants dragged the main doors
open.

“You could have halted them,” said Sarovy
aloud.

'Yes, but you ignored my warning. Therefore
you deserved it.'

Emerging into the light, Sarovy exhaled
heavily. If this was what he had to look forward to, he almost
wished he had let the guards stab him.

 


*****

 


“Giving you 'a look' is not a fight-worthy
offense,” said Linciard. “Nothing is a fight-worthy offense.”

“My honor—“

“Your honor is not a fight-worthy
offense!”

Lancer Stormfollower glared at him. Short for
a Jernizen, he nevertheless bore all the hallmarks of that proud
people: the fair hair, the tawny-leather skin, the bullheaded
domineering arrogance. If they hadn't been the best horsemen in the
company, Linciard would gladly have pitched all the Jernizen off a
cliff, Stormfollower first.

“My honor is all I have,” Stormfollower said
darkly.

“Hog-crap.” Linciard slapped the pile of
incident reports on his desk, which he stood behind because he
couldn't be angry and sit still at the same time. “You still have
all your teeth, though Light knows why. You still have most of the
skin on your back, though not for long! You still have your piking
fingers! Do you want to lose some of those?”

The Jernizen ringleader's eyes narrowed, as
did those of the three men behind him. Linciard switched tactics.
“Your fight is not with your fellow Blazes. Lieutenant Arlin will
investigate the provocation—“

“Feh.”

“—and handle the Drixi, but it's your
responsibility to handle yourself. If you can't, then it's Corporal
Vyslin's job. If he can't, then it's mine.”

One of the Jernizen at the wall murmured
something disparaging to his neighbor, and they both sneered.
Linciard lost his cool.

“Setter!” he snapped. “Tycaid! You have given
your allegiance to the Empire, and we do not tolerate infighting! I
don't know how they do it in Jernizan, but I don't have to flog
you; I can just send for the Scryer and she'll twist your minds
into nice obedient knots. Believe me, you don't want her in
there.”

They fell silent at that, and Stormfollower
flushed red, not from anger but from—

Ugh, though Linciard.

“Corporal Vyslin,” he said slowly, looking to
the dark-haired man standing a few paces from the lancers, “this
altercation took place where?”

“Outside the Velvet Sheath,” said the
corporal, plainly amused.

Linciard rubbed his temples with his fingers.
“So when you say your honor, Stormfollower, you mean the Drixi
insulted you in front of the Velvet Sheath women?”

“They said—“

“I don't want the details, lancer. Was it in
front of the women or not?”

Stormfollower fidgeted, arrogance punctured.
He was young, Linciard reminded himself. Barely past his majority.
“Yeah. The place was closing up. They don't allow morning visits.
The Drixi were coming out, and they said—“

“I don't care. Why were you there?”

“There's this one girl, Dhalyar—she's
southern—she asked me to come back after the first courting, right,
but we had the dawn shift so we were just gonna swing by—“

“During patrol time.”

“It was on the ride-out. I was just gonna say
hoi, y'know, holler up at her window...”

“Because you're...courting.” Linciard scanned
the other Jernizen. “I suppose you all think you have girlfriends
now.”

One of them, Janison Setter, flushed. The
other two looked awkward. Off to the side, Corporal Vyslin was
twitching with the effort not to laugh. Cautiously, Linciard
continued, “So...do you not know what a prostitute is?”

Stormfollower leaned forward, suddenly
intense. “The corporal says they're loose women. Y'know,
unattached. We don't have any unattached women in Jernizan. Soon as
a girl hits marriageable age, one of the lords buys her up and no
one else can touch her. Sir, we came here and signed on with your
Empire because you've got women all over the place, running free.
And so now, since we've got some money, we're gonna use it.”

“You paid them, then.”

“Of course. Dowries are essential.”

Corporal Vyslin made a choking sound and
covered his mouth.

In any other place, Linciard would have
laughed too, but these were his men now and all he felt was
aggravation. “All right, I see the problem,” he said, “and we're
going to have a long talk, but not at this moment. The four of you
are still getting a whipping, do you understand? That's what you
get when you fight. And you are not betrothed. We're gonna get
your...dowries back, minus whatever costs you incurred, and then
you're gonna have to demonstrate to me that you understand eastern
ways before I let you visit them again.”

Sneering, Lancer Tycaid said, “Eastern ways,
like men fucking each—“

“Don't make me call the Scryer. Now get
out.”

The lancers saluted desultorily and slunk
off. Linciard waited five heartbeats after the door clicked shut,
then looked to Vyslin, who was braced against the wall and shaking
like a leaf.

“They don't know about prostitutes?” he said
wearily.

Corporal Vyslin burst into guffaws, barely
able to hold himself upright. A few times, he tried to speak
through them, but never managed more than a word before the
snickers took hold again, doubling him over and eventually forcing
him to the ground.

Hands braced on his desk, Linciard just
stared at his former lover, wondering what he'd ever seen in this
man. Finally the giggles turned to wheezes, and the wheezes to
recuperating breaths, and Linciard said, “I hate you,
Cambriel.”

“This... This is what I have to deal with all
day, every day,” said the corporal, clambering awkwardly to his
feet. “Ow, my sides.”

“I'm pretty sure you bring it upon
yourself.”

“Fie. I'm a paragon of virtue.” Vyslin
flashed him a grin, eyes gleaming with gleeful tears, and Linciard
reflected that it would probably be best to throw Vyslin off the
cliff first, or else hear his laughter echo back forever.

It would be a tough fight if he tried. Vyslin
was wiry and quick and mean as an adder, even in the throes of
humor. His smirk was etched so deeply into his face that it might
well have been part of his skull, and the big Darronwayn eyes that
made him seem initially endearing could flash hot with hate in an
instant. As he raked his short hair back, the edges of black
tattoos peeked out from beneath his sleeves.

“Seriously, you haven't explained?” said
Linciard.

“What am I, their father?”

“Their corporal.”

“I can't help it. You know my tongue.”

Linciard gave him a dirty look. They'd been
together during the Jernizan campaign but parted by mutual consent,
Vyslin's promotion from lancer to corporal providing a smooth exit
from a relationship that had grown toxic. Vyslin liked to hone his
wit on others' hides and Linciard couldn't stand to be a whetstone;
Linciard tended to think and feel deeply and Vyslin just laughed
everything off. They were much better now that they were apart.

And still Linciard wanted to throttle
him.

“I swear, I have tried,” said Vyslin,
swiping at his eyes. “But they still think they can buy the women
outright, as brides.”

“Look, if you can't handle them, I can
shuffle people around. I heard that crack Tycaid tried to
make...”

Vyslin shrugged. “That's half my fault. I
mince it up just because they react.”

“Cambri...”

“I know, I know. I should set an example. But
it's not like I got here on good behavior, and I won't even ask
what you did to become lieutenant.” Linciard stared at him until he
said, “I'm kidding. I'm kidding, you know I respect you.”

“Do I?”

“Erolan, shit, I—“

From down below came the bang of the great
doors, accompanied by shouted questions. Linciard straightened; he
knew trouble when he heard it, and he'd rather face that than
resurrect old problems. “That's Lieutenant Shit to you,” he
grumbled as he stalked to the door.

Vyslin snorted, and then they were out to the
hall, to the balcony, to the stairs, to join in on this newest
fiasco.


 


 


 


 Chapter 4 – Conversion

 


No matter how much she prayed, Ammala Cray
could not find answers.

“Be at peace,” said the woman beside her, who
called herself Vriene Damiel. Pale and placid, she seemed almost
comfortable in the white robe she had been put into, though by her
words she belonged in a Trifold Mother Matriarch's brown dress. At
her side lay her husband Sogan, his head in her lap, her fingers
soothing his heavy brow. He was unselfconsciously naked, having
torn his robe apart when he shifted forms to try to mangle their
captors—yet even in the form of a great bear he had failed, and
lapsed back into human shape and this deep gloom. Now he stared at
the white wall without expression, trapped as the rest of them.

Ammala grimaced and let her hands fall from
their position. “How can I when there is no hope for us?”

“There may yet be,” said Vriene, but her
smile was sad, and her gaze moved from Ammala to the old woman, and
then to the children.

Ammala looked as well. Her mother-in-law,
Maegotha Cray, slept heavily at her side, parchment-like eyelids
flickering erratically. One wrist was roughly splinted, but around
that, her bony arm showed the bruises of their captors' grips—too
strong for mortal men. Her children huddled a few steps away,
whispering to each other: Izelina and Aedin, one thirteen, the
other ten, both with their dead father's determination etched on
their faces.

It hurt her heart. Like her—and Vriene, and
Maegotha—they wore prisoners' robes and nothing else. No slippers,
no undergarments, not even their protective braided cords. All
they'd owned was gone, leaving them entombed in this exit-less
white chamber. Whether they were here to await some punishment or
simply to starve to death, Ammala did not know.

Her children wanted to fight for their lives.
But if Sogan the bear could not triumph, how could they?

“Ammala. Seek your calm center,” said Vriene,
offering a hand. Ammala clasped it and tried to derive some comfort
from the priestess's presence, but all she felt was fear. For
herself; for her children; for her homeland; and for all those who
had been brought here before her.

In this, the Imperial Palace, so many others
must have met their doom.

“The goddess cannot see us through the
interference of our enemy,” said Vriene, “but we can never belong
to him. If we die, we will return to our place in her heart. As
long as you remain true in your faith, you cannot be separated from
her.”

“I want to believe that,” murmured
Ammala.

“It is a part of the Gods' Pact. They cannot
keep those who belong to another. Yes, we face our end here, but
only our mortal end. Our souls will go on in her keeping.”

Ammala tried to smile, but it felt deeply
rueful. The priestess meant well, and she appreciated the honesty;
she was just glad the children weren't listening.

“And perhaps...” Vriene trailed off, drawing
Ammala's eye, but the priestess was just looking at the nil space
where the door had once been. “Perhaps this is not death,” she said
finally. “One of my sons is here. Malin, my youngest, who had been
declared lost. I saw him only briefly, in that terrible armor,
but... We have never known much of the deep workings of the Empire.
Perhaps there is a chance.”

“Perhaps,” Ammala echoed, but she couldn't
believe that either. This place was too strange—too alive—for her
to hold out hope of escape, and its inhabitants too fanatical for
any hope of leniency. She barely knew why she was here.

Because she had sheltered that boy Cob?
Because she had shown a modicum of resistance to that Crimson
officer?

Such petty reasons, and now her youngest
daughter had been torn from her, and her eldest son slain, and the
two who remained of the six she had borne might well die before her
eyes. She wanted to clasp them to her chest, to weep, to beg for
their young lives, but she knew that any such act would break her.
She had to be strong for them, and dignified, for there would be no
mercy.

A ripple passed through the chamber, and she
yanked her hand from Vriene's in alarm. Like startled hares, all
the others went still and watchful, except for Maegotha who
twitched awake and sat up with a garbled oath.

The place where the door had been suddenly
dimpled outward, then split into an oblong opening. Voices drifted
in.

“—father's orders all the time? Never once
deviate? This is nonsensical and you know it. The conversion rate
is one in ten, so if all our armies—“

“Highness, please. We have a task.”

“I know we do. But...“

Ammala rose slowly. From the gap in the wall,
a row of blank white helms stared at her, but behind them were two
bare-headed men: a tall, handsome blond and a scarred old fellow
with a white right eye. The old fellow beckoned curtly, and the
front-line soldiers entered the chamber. Since Ammala was already
on her feet, two simply bracketed her, while others hoisted
Maegotha and Vriene and Sogan up. One each took custody of the
children.

Through the gap, the blond man stared aghast.
“This is the task? Women and children?”

“Yes, Highness.”

“No, leave them there. We need to talk with
my father.“

“Highness, you may be the heir, but within
the White Flame you are a mere lieutenant. You can't give me
orders. I speak with you as a courtesy only.”

“Because that piker Rackmar said so?”

“Because your father did. Please. I don't
mean to antagonize you. I am only doing my job.”

“Can't you see what this job is?”

“Sacrifices must be made, Highness. You know
that.”

Redemption through service; purification
through sacrifice, Ammala thought sourly. The foolishness that
boy Cob had believed. The soldiers nudged her forward, and she
lifted her chin and obeyed. She would not entertain them by
resisting.

The others made way, the un-helmed men moving
to the fore. “Is this Rackmar's idea?” said the blond, and she
suddenly recognized the name: the grinning, bearded man she and her
family had been presented to in Bahlaer. The one who had claimed
her daughter Jesalle.

“He is our commander,” said the one-eyed man
blandly. “Most everything is his idea.”

“He isn't even here. You don't have to—“

“Highness, I will report this.”

“Good. You report to Rackmar, I'll contact
Enkhaelen, and we can get all of this hog-crap sorted. Now put them
back in the cell.“

“Highness...”

Ammala's brows arched. The blond man kept
casting looks back at them. He seemed youngish but perhaps it was
just the transparency of his emotions: discomfort, anger,
bitterness, guilt. Unlike the others, whose armor seemed
form-fitted and somehow organic, his was white-enameled metal, and
it creaked as he shifted on his feet.

“I'm serious,” he said. “I want to call a
formal court session. This is my empire too.”

“I'm not sure your father would see it
that—“

A roar filled the hallway, deafening at such
close range. Startled, Ammala lurched forward as the area behind
her became a frenzy of claws and fur, white swords and armor. She
heard Vriene scolding in a high voice and Maegotha shrieking
imprecations, but when she turned, the hall was too full of bear to
see either of them.

Or the children.

Her heart leapt.

A soldier grabbed her by the arms and shoved
her face-first against the white wall. Luminescent, it yielded to
her slightly, like a firm cushion. She wanted to kick and twist and
scratch and spit at her captor but already her shoulders burned
from how he'd twisted them, so she watched with one eye as the
White Flame soldiers brought Sogan down again, his great bulk
constricted by tightening white nets.

Beyond him, Vriene stood composed, a soldier
gripping each arm. Maegotha was in another's clasp, kicking and
hollering, and down the hall another man hoisted Aedin by the waist
to carry him back to the group. Yet another White Flame jogged
toward the far bend in the hall.

Izelina was gone.

As the commander cursed then began to bark
orders, Ammala hazarded a smile. They were condemned and helpless
and far from home, but perhaps one of them could escape.

Perhaps one would be enough.

 


*****

 


“Well no, this isn't what I expected when I
signed on, but it's better than the alternative,” said the
black-robed man across the table.

Warder Geraad Iskaen forked another piece of
scrambled egg from his plate and offered it to the goblin in his
lap. Still shy of this whole situation, Rian nevertheless bit the
food off the tines, then curled his long hands even tighter into
Geraad's robe.

“And what was the alternative?” said Geraad,
trying to resist the urge to psychically pry.

The man—Tarren Enwick from next door—sighed
and planted his misshapen chin in an equally malformed palm,
twiddling his fork between fingers like sausages. They sat at the
quiet end of a long stone table in the commissary, where everything
still smelled of sulfur but less so and the heat was almost
bearable. The balcony over the magma chamber was a good three rooms
away, and sometimes a tepid breeze came through the ceiling vents
to disperse the stink.

“Death,” said Enwick. “Painful, lingering
death. The kind not even that healing goddess or the Light can
stave off.”

“Death by—“ Geraad gestured toward his face,
not sure how to address it.

“This stuff, yes,” said Enwick, reaching with
his better hand to trace the boundaries of the dark masses. Bulbous
and veined, they covered the right side of his face from brow to
chin, sealing his right eye and deforming that side of his mouth
into immobility. The nodules and discoloration continued down his
neck to the collar of his robe and further. “When I answered the
call, it wasn't this ugly. But it was painful. It isn't now.”

“Is it numb? He numbed it?”

“No, I feel everything, it just doesn't hurt.
And I have to say that's pretty good payment even without the
benefits.”

Geraad looked to his own hands, then the
goblin in his lap. For the past several days, he had been living as
a 'guest' of Inquisitor Archmagus Enkhaelen, who was also the
necromancer Morshoc—and also the grand architect of the Citadel at
Valent. This chamber, as well as the rest of the complex, had been
shaped into the bowels of the Citadel at the time of its raising,
and seemed to draw power from the lake of magma that had provided
its building material. A lake that was supposed to have been
cooled.

Just one more lie in the great deception he
had uncovered—but none of it made sense.

Like this: the commissary full of
black-robed, deformed and growth-riddled individuals, male and
female, drawn from across the Imperial Heartlands. All eating their
overly sulfuric eggs and porridge and drinking their tea,
chitchatting as if it was normal to be here in the basement of the
Silent Circle, in service to its most treacherous enemy.

It made Geraad's head hurt.

If I had a lick of good sense, I'd
leave, he thought, but his healed hands anchored him here.
Every time he looked at them, he remembered the Gold Army's torture
and the Circle's inability to protect him. He needed answers—not
just to why he was alive and mended, but why Rian was alive, and
why Enkhaelen had taken them in without imposing any bonds.

What he wanted. What he expected them to do
for him.

“You regretting your choice?” said
Enwick.

Geraad looked up into the knowing gaze of the
misshapen man's good eye. “I... No,” he said, not sure of the
truth. “Just confused.”

“He takes in strays, you know. You look like
you count. Mentalist, right? Which is strange, because he hates
mentalists, but maybe you're special.”

“He controls the Inquisition, how can he hate
them?”

“It's more like 'he hates them, so he
controls them'. Don't you think?”

Geraad looked away. Out of the whole crowd,
he was the only one not in black, the only one visibly healthy—and
the only mentalist, clearly evident in the lack of mind-shields.
Not that it had helped him with Enkhaelen. The man was no mentalist
but neither was he readable. No shields, just emptiness.

“But he controls you too,” said Geraad.
“Doesn't seem like he hates you.”

Enwick chuckled, thick and liquid in his
malformed throat. “He doesn't control us, he shelters us. You think
we can go around looking like this? A couple of us, yes, the ones
who don't have it all over their faces, but the rest...” He
shrugged lopsidedly. “There's only one thing he wants of us, and
we're all willing to give it, else we wouldn't be here. The rest of
the time, this is a hospice, not a cage.”

“And what does he want?”

“Killers.”

He said it so calmly that for a moment Geraad
could only blink. Then he swallowed and reached for his tea. It
tasted of sulfur like everything else here, but at least it wet his
mouth. “Killers,” he echoed finally.

“Mhm.”

“Aimed at...who?”

Enwick shrugged again, picking at the remains
of his food. “Mages, mostly. He doesn't tell us much, and we don't
ask—not that we're scared of him, just he likes his privacy, his
secrets. And us, we don't care as long as we get to keep living.
That's why we're here.”

“Entombed under the Citadel forever. That's
living?”

“Oh, we get out sometimes. Stretch our legs,
fresh air and the like.”

“And you kill for him.”

“Yep.”

“You, personally?”

“Six times so far.”

“So, to fight mages, you must be a mage
yourself. An evoker, a warder?”

The look Enwick gave him was oddly pitying.
“Do I look like a mage?” he said, gesturing to his plain robe. “Do
I look like I can wiggle these fingers through whatever you people
do?”

“No, but—“

“It's not your kind of magic. This stuff,
this malignancy,” he said, tapping his face, “it was eating me, but
now it's...coexisting. It used to hurt so bad, but now that's gone,
and having no pain after years of it gnawing at my insides is
just...” His good eye glittered and his jaw tightened slightly,
visible even beneath the masses. “And I can use it. Like a muscle,
I can flex it, relax it, strike with it. He's blessed me. Whatever
he wants, I'll give it.”

Geraad sat back, unsettled. He had light
mind-shields up to block others' thoughts but leave him sensitive
to danger, and the sharpening of Enwick's mood went right through
them. In his lap, Rian made a sound of query, and he ran a palm
over the goblin's bald head to soothe him.

“You know he's using you,” he said carefully.
“You're just a sword in his hand.”

“Heh, well, I'm a sword with a girlfriend and
no pain. Where's the downside?”

“You have a girlfriend?”

“She's on a mission now. You'll know when she
gets back. The walls aren't that thick.”

A vision of malformed flesh meshing in near
darkness... Geraad yanked up a thicker mind-shield before his
stomach could turn. Enwick's leer told him more than he wanted to
know even without projected images.

“That's...lovely for you,” he said. “But what
mages? Why?”

“Don't know, don't care. Two of mine were
yellow-robes, there was one in green, and then three plain-clothed.
I thought you weren't allowed to do that. Oh, and I heard a couple
of us got to fight wraiths the other day. Wish I'd been in on that.
You hear stories about them and you think 'Light, so scary', right?
Probably even as a mage, since they're the ones who taught folks
magic in the first place. But we can wreck them as easily as anyone
else, and just the power in that...” He exhaled happily. “I mean, I
was a farmer before, cowering in fear of just the rumor of them.
They used to steal people right out of their homes, y'know. Fly
over and just take them.”

“But surely it's suicide to fight them,” said
Geraad, horrified. He had never even seen a wraith. To attack
one...

“Well, neighbor, how about you toss some
magic at me and I show you how it's done?”

“No, that's quite all right.”

Enwick grinned, his teeth white in the
mottled mess of his mouth. “Smart man. Enkhaelen calls it his new
magic, his equalizer. Better and more stable than that wraith shit
everyone else uses, just needs to be prettied up a bit.”

“And...you can tell me this?”

“What do I care? You're here, you have eyes.
You're inside the secret, Iskaen, and you're a mindraper. Not like
we can keep it from you.”

Geraad grimaced. While that was technically
true, he could think of no reason for Enkhaelen to let him run
unhindered through his secret lair, questioning his gregarious
minions. He could call Sanctuary at any time and go straight to
Warder Archmagus Farcry with his knowledge. It would be a one-way
trip, but at least he would be free.

Not safe, but free.

And yet for all that he had seen, he
understood nothing about Enkhaelen or his plans. Targeting Gold
mages and wraiths? Controlling the Inquisition but using no
Inquisitors in his work? Hiding an army in the depths of the
Citadel yet bickering with the Valent Council as one of their own?
Making 'new magic'?

How could he leave without understanding
why?

“I don't mean to pry,” he said uncomfortably.
“Or for either of us to get on his bad side...”

Enwick snorted. “He's all bad side, Iskaen.
If he hasn't killed you, it's not because he's biding his time. He
just doesn't want to.”

“That's...not at all reassuring.”

“Heh. Sorry, but—“

“Iskaen.”

The call cut through the murmur of the crowd
like a knife. Spine racked stiff, Geraad turned his head to see
Enkhaelen beckoning from the entry, an impatient look on his
face.

“Oh, good luck,” said Enwick as Geraad slowly
stood, Rian clambering up his robe to cling to his back. “Maybe
you've got a mindraper mission.”

“Maybe,” Geraad murmured, then swallowed his
fear and approached.

“I have a use for you,” said Enkhaelen as he
got close. He looked the same as always—white face, black hair,
black-and-indigo robes, all a bit rumpled as if he knew neither
comb nor flatiron—but the set of his jaw was tight. Stressed. His
pale gaze glided over Geraad almost unseeingly, then paused on
Rian. “Without the goblin.”

“Go on, back to Enwick,” Geraad murmured,
trying to shrug off Rian's pinching hands. “Finish my breakfast,
it'll be all right.”

For a moment Rian clung tighter, hissing some
kind of goblin curse in his ear, but then the pointy digits relaxed
and the goblin sprang from his shoulder to the closest table,
hopping over plates and mugs on his way back to their neighbor.
Mutters followed him but no one spoke up; with their master in the
room, they knew better.

“Come,” said Enkhaelen, and set off at a
swift clip down the hall.

Geraad struggled to pace him, taller and
longer-legged but not nearly as vehement. The black basalt
corridors all looked the same, but as he followed the necromancer
through the many twists, he felt the temperature slowly drop and
knew they were headed toward the laboratory. The thought made his
stomach curdle, and he was glad he hadn't eaten much.

“What...is it that you wish of me?” he said,
staring at the back of the necromancer's head.

For nearly two corridors, Enkhaelen gave no
answer. Then, as the obsidian laboratory doors came in sight,
irising open at Enkhaelen's approach, he said, “Just listen.
Anything else and you'll probably die.”

Heart in his throat, Geraad trailed the
necromancer through the door into the frigid laboratory, past the
slabs of corpses, to a portal-frame already glimmering with energy.
Enkhaelen reached out as he strode forward, and the instant his
fingertips touched it, it sprang open: a doorway into a matte white
chamber.

“Keep close,” said Enkhaelen, already
crossing.

Against all sanity, Geraad followed.

 


*****

 


Izelina Cray didn't know where she was, only
that there had to be an exit somewhere. So she kept running.

Everything was white—the walls, the floor,
the ceiling—with a constant glow like sunshine through clouds. It
was disorienting and infuriating, and as she clipped corners and
rebounded from walls that her depth-perception had insisted were
further away, she sensed her pursuer still behind her, slow but
relentless.

How she could feel him, she didn't know, but
she clung to it. It was her only advantage.

Just days ago she had been free, and she was
determined to be so again. The Imperials had lied to her, tricked
her; she had given up information on that runaway slave Cob and
been promised a reward, and this was most certainly not it. She
felt like she could claw this whole place apart if only she could
find a crack to fit her nails in, but there were no such cracks.
The walls were too horribly perfect.

Her path twisted, spiraled, split apart and
reconverged. It was like some massive demented maze, and she had no
clue how far she'd gone or why she'd yet to see another chamber.
Her sides ached; her leg muscles burned. Barefoot, she felt the
tacky firmness of the floor with every step, not yielding but not
quite solid.

Nothing made sense, but there had to be an
exit. Everything had an exit.

You'd abandon your family? whispered
her conscience. Nana, Mother, Aedin?

They'd had their chance to run. It wasn't her
fault.

In all the white-on-white, she barely saw the
corner ahead, and just managed to skid to a stop before she could
impact the far wall. Momentum arrested, she glimpsed her pursuer in
the corner of her eye, his long strides eating up her back-trail,
blank helm following her every move.

Heart thundering, she flung herself around
the corner and down the hallway beyond, wishing she had never seen
Cob—wishing he had died before he could meet them.

 


*****

 


Geraad's head ached after only a moment in
the new place. The entry chamber was featureless but for the
portal-frame and its protective array, every other surface blank.
Enkhaelen strode forward seemingly at random, and as an opening
formed in the wall ahead of him, Geraad saw a tunnel-like white
corridor beyond, bending away into a contrast-less distance.

But it wasn't just Geraad's eyes that
bothered him. It was his mind. Even with shields up, he felt
surrounded in a way that would normally indicate a teeming
crowd—only there was no one here. No visitors in the portal room,
none in the corridor, no reason for him to be hearing these
thoughts.

All about the Light, the beautiful Light.

He drew up another mind-shield and tried to
ignore the cold sweat that prickled his skin. If this was what
Enkhaelen meant by listening, then he could do that. And if he did
nothing else, Enkhaelen had said he'd be fine.

Well. Not in those words.

“Where is this?” he managed as the voices
dampened slightly.

“The Imperial Palace.”

“The—“ His breath caught in his throat. As a
lukewarm follower of the Imperial Light, he had never been
here—never even imagined being here. It wasn't what he had
expected.

Though it explained the content of the
thoughts.

“I wouldn't have brought you, but I need
information,” said Enkhaelen, still striding at a confident clip.
“Not probing anyone; you're in enough danger just by being here.
Only surface thoughts, projections, whatever it is you call those
things.”

“And you can't bring an Inquisitor?”

“Iskaen, I am not a mentalist.”

“Yes, but you're the—“

“Figurehead. Dispenser of orders. I can
neither sense nor vet their work, and must accept their loyalty on
faith, which I don't. You are less opaque. But we should discuss
this later.”

Less opaque? thought Geraad nervously.
Did Enkhaelen suspect his intention to take his knowledge to the
Valent Council? Of course he did; there was no other reason for
Geraad to stay. So why did Enkhaelen tolerate it?

Because it's what he wants.

But that was ridiculous. Going to such great
effort to build the hidden lair, the mad conspiracy, only to give
its secret away...

He fell back slightly as he mulled it over,
the necromancer striding ahead like an ink-blotch in a world of
blank paper. None of the possibilities made any sense, and if his
freedom hinged on him discovering the truth, then he was in
trouble. He had the magic to pry it from anyone else, but
Enkhaelen's mind was inaccessible.

Except...

A thread of anger floated at the edge of his
shields.
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