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      Kefier is a young man simply trying to figure life out on his own terms. Banished from his village for an accident involving his brother, he was taken as a slave by Dageian mages and it was only because of the help of a mercenary, Oji, that he was able to escape. But Oji’s well-meaning action causes Kefier much strife—the other mercenaries treat him as an outsider, blaming him for causing Oji to fall from grace in the officers’ eyes. And Kefier himself is resentful that Oji treats him like a child.

      He attempts to gain control of his life by taking a job behind Oji’s back. It is a simple enough task involving the delivery of a letter, to be taken during a separate job Oji was entrusted with. Unbeknownst to Kefier, he is being tested for his response—or lack thereof—to a creature that one of the mercenaries’ clients has been growing in the abandoned mines, one which they have been feeding with children taken from villages throughout the land. Even just exposure to its slime can cause madness in some, and people have different levels of responses to it—mercenaries that can withstand its effects are particularly valued by this client.

      Kefier reacts to the creature, but in an entirely different way—he hears it speaking in his head. Combined with the mild claustrophobia he had picked up during his time as a slave and his tendency to panic when surprised—something Oji and the other mercenaries have been careful with during his time with them—he stabs Oji and kills him.

      Sume is Oji’s sister—a young woman in her teens who has been responsible for her father and the young family Oji left behind when he left to seek his fortune as a mercenary. For the last year, the money Oji has been sending them has stopped. She doesn’t know why, but she travels to the mainland in order to work as a seamstress.

      She meets a foreign dockworker and strikes up a friendship with him. Something about the dockworker is familiar, especially with the way he speaks Jinan exactly like how her family does. Only later does she learn that he is Kefier, who was once the young boy her brother took under his wing—driven by guilt after his murder of Oji, he escapes to the city, where he gazes out at the sea to the island where Sume and her family lived, trying to muster up the courage to admit what he had done. Sume learns that Oji is dead and that Kefier is wanted by the other mercenaries.

      It seems as if Kefier caused more deaths after the events in the mines, when he kills the officer who gave him the job—his actions cause a chain reaction that results in the deaths of many of his and Oji’s companions. The mercenary who takes him prisoner, Gaven, blames him for everything. While in town, a traveller overhears Kefier’s story, and realizes he was once acquainted with him back in Kefier’s old village, when they were still children.

      The traveller meets a client of the mercenaries and explains his concerns for Kefier—the client assures him that everything is taken care of. It turns out that this client is Ylir, a merchant and associate of a big company in the Kag—Yn Garr Industries. One of the secrets of the company involves their attempt to revive a creature from legend—the exact same one that Kefier encountered in the mines.

      Ylir uses the creature’s slime and his own skill with enchantment in order to coerce Gaven into setting Kefier free. It is an experiment that works; Kefier wakes up on a cart heading to safety. Ylir, in disguise, even hitches a ride with him in order to leave him a gift—an blanket imbued with a “look away” spell that later protects Kefier from the mercenaries who are now after him in cold blood. It also protects him from an encounter with a creature in the forest, one of the many that plague the wilderness and were left behind by the same witch who created the more powerful one that Yn Garr Industries is trying to revive.

      Kefier attempts to return to the nation of Jin-Sayeng and Sume—though he doesn’t think about what he’s done, the guilt drives him and is about the only thing he has left to live for. But with mercenaries at his tail, he decides to go through the mountains to Gaspar, the nation bordering Jin-Sayeng.

      He comes upon several spells that take him to a kusyani village. The kusyani are an ancient people of those mountains, and Kefier learns that the elder has been hosting a part of the creature within himself. He learns that this particular creature is difficult, almost impossible, to kill, and that it was separated into several pieces by mages before being sealed away. Each “part” can grow individually. The elder kusyan, with his strong connection to the agan, is able to destroy his part with his death. The act brings forth a surge of agan which calls back the past Kefier has been trying to escape.

      As Kefier leaves the village, he encounters two mages who have been trying to learn about the witch and her creature. Events unfold, and they finally stumble upon the mercenaries who have been struggling to control the creature—which proceeds to eat a dragon and gain its power and form. The mages take Kefier to their home, where he learns that they’ve been tasked with keeping an eye on this creature and its individual parts to make sure it never returns to the world.

      While all of this has been happening, Sume finds herself in the service of Ylir in exchange for her nephew’s life after her nephew attempts to steal from the merchant. They journey to Gaspar, where Ylir—despite taking an interest in Sume—sells her as a concubine to a powerful Gasparian lord, in exchange for support in Yn Garr Industries’ activities in the region. Sume, realizing what such a position could do for her family, decides to carry through with it, but Ylir changes his mind at the last moment and attempts to “rescue” her.

      He injures himself and she ends up rescuing him and nursing him back to health. She forms a relationship with him during this time until Ylir’s master Yn Garr returns to remind him of his duties. Angrily, he joins up with the mercenaries, where he learns that they are currently attacking the mages where Kefier is staying.

      The leader of the mages takes Kefier aside and forces his memories out of him, back to the day when his brother has an accident. We learn that the accident occurred because Gorrhen yn Garr arrived at their village and took the creature from the temple—then a single eye, no bigger than a box—along with Kefier’s brother Enosh. The mage reveals that Ylir was Kefier’s brother all along, and that both of them are descended from a mage, Jaeth, who had been tasked with the part of the creature hidden in their village. Enosh has been keeping an eye out for Kefier, but his own selfishness means he has been more interested in his own affairs than reuniting with his brother.

      The mercenaries and the mages clash. In the ensuing chaos, Kefier escapes with Sume and her nephew Dai. Gaven—now a shell of a man, half-mad from the creature’s influence—tries to stop them and injures Dai during the process. Kefier manages to defeat Gaven, but before he dies, the mercenary reminds him that he was the one who killed Oji.
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      Sweat formed on Hyougen’s palms at the first sight of the white sails on the rim of the horizon, but he tried not to panic. It was unbecoming for a king to panic. Sechuu, he knew, was watching him, and the boy wrote everything down in those accursed journals of his. He did not want the books to read that Hyougen Shirahe-sa-Shi-uin’s knees turned to jelly when he saw the Dageian army on his shores.

      “Someone told them about the agan wells. Why else would they send an army?” he grumbled under his breath. “Ab help us. There are children down there.” He held his breath and tried to squint. He was too far away to see the city, but he hoped that his generals were making preparations. No one brought an army to trade words. Least of all Dageis. History knew…

      History. He swallowed. He had eight hundred soldiers in the city below. They were good men, but untested. He could have three thousand and it wouldn’t matter. A Dageian warship could hold twenty or thirty mages—ruthless, battle-honed mages trained to kill, not sparring partners or strawmen. There were more warships on the horizon than he could count.

      “Why so many?” he gasped. The sound of despair in his voice frightened him.

      “Maybe they don’t want to take prisoners,” Sechuu said. “I’m sorry,” he added, noting Hyougen’s glare. “I’m frightened, my king.”

      Hyougen glanced at the sword in his hand. It was a simple thing, with an unadorned hilt. He had always detested flashy swords. The blade was forged with a wave pattern; looking at it, he could see his eyes reflected off the surface of the steel.

      He took a deep breath. “We have little time. There is no chance they will spare the children, is there?”

      Sechuu glanced in the distance, uncertainty stirring in his eyes.

      Hyougen felt his fingers twitch. He was suddenly convinced, without a shadow of a doubt, that if that whole army was in front of him right now he could slaughter them without hesitation. The moment passed. The fear returned. He swallowed and murmured, “Let’s return to the others.”

      

      Izo, the blacksmith’s youngest son, was standing guard by the longhouse when he arrived. The boy couldn’t have been more than ten years old, yet he was standing as straight as a spear, his hands gripped around the hilt of his small sword. His face lit up when he saw Hyougen cross the courtyard. “The men are gathering by the walls,” he said. “We thought you’d know.”

      Hyougen placed his hand on the boy’s shaggy black hair. Dead to the agan, Izo had long ago given up the prospect of ever being considered a shiar soldier. It had not tampered with his enthusiasm one bit. His father must have joined the men by the walls to outfit them.

      “Is your queen inside?” he asked.

      “She was looking for you. I told her not to worry. I’m here—I won’t let those Dageians come close!” He thumped his chest with his fist.

      “So you are.” Hyougen pushed the sliding door open and stepped inside. The hall was empty, items left as if in the middle of tasks undone: a broom by the stairs, half-eaten food on plates on the communal table, rags in the corner, smelling strongly of the spiced wax they used on the floors. He turned back at Izo. “Where are the rest of them? The women?”

      The sound of his voice made Izo jump. “The queen sent them off. The ones who can carry a sword are to be with the men. Those who can’t took the elders and the little children up the hill in case…” He swallowed, his hands shaking a little. “In case they break through. But that won’t happen, will it? We’ll kill them at the shore. We’re strong.”

      “We are,” Hyougen murmured. He looked at Izo’s bright-eyed face. The Dageians could use someone like him. He was tall for his age, with wide shoulders that promised a good size if he lived long enough to be a man. But the rest of them? The younger ones would be useless at the oar. Did Dageians need house slaves, bed slaves, even? If that was what it took to save them…

      He shuddered at the thought. No—there was no way. Such a life wouldn’t be much of a life for his people. He needed to save them, body and soul. If there was a chance they could escape and make it to the mainland on their own, they might be able to blend in with the population. To live in Dageis as a citizen, you needed papers, but there were other ways. He glanced past Izo to stare at the empty yard, where the children used to play-fight with wooden swords and brooms. The memory of one summer, when Izo chased Sechuu into the pig-pen, returned to him. That night had been full of raucous laughter from his soldiers, who always found his protégé on the weak side.

      He swallowed. The truth, of course, was that young Izo would fight to the death. So would the rest of his people. He continued inside. Up on the stairwell leading to their bedroom, he picked up a doll from the ground—a brown, ragged thing, made of cloth—dusted it, and returned it to the shelf. He didn’t know why, but being tidy at a time like this made him feel like they would all still be home by tomorrow.

      Queen Aliahe was packing a trunk when he arrived. “I’m sorry if I don’t stop to kiss you,” she said. “We don’t have much time.”

      Hyougen came up to her and placed a hand on her elbow. He felt her freeze. “We have a little,” he murmured. “It may be all we have left.”

      She turned to him and placed her head on his chest. A soft sob escaped her. “Oh, Hyougen,” she whispered. “Are they only here for the agan wells? Could we not give them access and live?”

      “What good would that do? The Dageians don’t take colonies.”

      “Yes, they do. The Gorenten…”

      He pushed her aside. “That’s what you want for our people? To have our land sucked dry, to become beggars with less rights than Dageian slaves? Alia, the Dageians took Gentigen for themselves and exiled the Gorenten to the outlying islands to live like animals. Once in a blue moon, they would return to remove children gifted with the agan and smash their heads against the rocks. Gentigen now crawls with Dageian thieves and merchants, its temples and buildings abandoned while their people fight each other with sticks over a lizard carcass. This is the future you would give us?” He didn’t realize how much his voice had risen until he stopped.

      Aliahe took his hands in hers. “I understand, my dear. I know we have to uphold our pride as Shi-uin. But love…” She caressed his cheek. “Pride won’t keep our children alive.”

      Hyougen stepped towards the window and she returned to the trunk. A blue glow hovered over her hands as she sealed it. Over in the distance, where the walls stood, he heard another series of horn blasts. The Dageians were drawing nearer. The ships would hit the shores by noon.

      “Why did you ask Izo to stay behind?” he asked, turning his gaze to the courtyard below. Izo had not moved where he had left him. In another time and place, the boy would’ve cut an amusing figure as he stood there, soldier-like at his post, his brow furrowed with determination. Now, Hyougen couldn’t feel anything beyond the weight of sorrow. That the boy might never grow up to be a soldier and serve Kazfian…

      His thoughts were broken by the sound of Aliahe’s voice. “He insisted. Mahe was crying. She didn’t want to leave without me, so he volunteered to stay with us. He kept her entertained until she fell asleep again.” She glanced at the adjoining room.

      Hyougen parted the curtains. His daughter Mahe slept in a corner of the big mattress, her thumb in her mouth. He sat next to her and placed his hand on her red cheeks. They were still damp with tears.

      She stirred. “Go back to sleep, little love,” he murmured. “Everything will be all right.” He patted her leg and hummed her a song he had sung to her most nights since she was born. Her eyes began to droop closed again. He watched the curve of her nose and her long eyelashes, and thought about not being able to watch her grow up—of sunrises and sunsets, and how many other fathers would still have what he would lose by the end of this day. A lump welled up in his throat. He wanted to take her in his arms and run away.

      Hyougen turned his head and saw Aliahe looking at him from the doorway. She knew what he was thinking—she always did. He felt helpless, and a moment passed where he thought he would just march down to that shore and beg the Dageians to spare his family, at least. He would do anything to hold on to that moment in that room, basking in the warm breeze and orange glow of the sunlight, with the three of them alive and a touch away from each other—anything. A coward’s thought, and he killed it as soon as it passed, but it left his knees shaking all the same.

      “I am ready,” Aliahe said. “I will take her and join the others at the hill.”

      “There are more of them than we can fight.” He hadn’t meant to speak at all. He struggled to find better words and found that he could not. “So much more. It will take them all but ten minutes to smash our defenses. She is my heir. They won’t let her live to see sunrise. I would…I would sooner end her life myself.” He looked at his own, trembling fingers, and shook his head. “But so Ab help me, I don’t know if I can. I don’t know what to do.” A sob escaped him.

      He heard Aliahe draw closer and reached for her. Her fingers curled into his hair as he laid his head against her belly and closed his eyes. He could feel her every breath and wanted nothing more than to wrap himself in the certainty of it, to be lulled to sleep by the rhythm of her pulse and then wake up to the sweet silence of a morning that was theirs alone.

      “You are right, of course,” she said, after what felt like forever. She drew away from him to wrap her arms around Mahe’s sleeping form. “We are blood of this land. We cannot let the Dageians taint what we are. Our people will fight and die trying. We must join them.”

      “We will.” Hyougen forced himself to his feet, placed his hand under her jaw and kissed her. “Say your goodbyes,” he said.

      He watched her kiss their daughter’s cheeks, her forehead, her lips—watched her with the ache of a man who knew it was the last time he would ever see such things. And then his brave queen stood up, wiping the few tears in her eyes, and told him to take her away. “Don’t let the Dageians hurt her,” she said. She had never looked more beautiful in his life.

      

      Hyougen took the long path around the city, along the beach. Izo, ever-faithful, trotted behind him like a dog.

      “Have you ever killed someone, Izo?” he asked, at length. He adjusted Mahe’s arms around his neck. She was still fast asleep.

      “My king?”

      “Don’t take offense.” He pointed at Izo’s sword. “You seem adamant at waving that thing around.”

      He saw Izo’s cheeks colour. “No,” the boy admitted. “I’ve never had the chance.”

      “But you could? For me?”

      “Without hesitation, my king.”

      He smiled at that. It was a shame the boy had no connection to the agan. He would have made a good shiar, a true warrior. “And for your princess?”

      “You need not ask, my king. I would kill for you or for her, or die trying.”

      They were at the edge of the beach. There was a small dock behind an outcrop of rocks. A fishing boat was anchored to a post. He stepped into the boat, bracing himself as it shook, and placed Mahe next to a seat. He tightened the woolen cloak around her.

      Izo joined him. “We’re escaping?”

      “I’ve seen you race the other lads over the harbour. You know how to handle the oars, don’t you?”

      Izo nodded briskly. “Yes, sir. Of course I do. But are we escaping?” The boy couldn’t hide the look of outrage in his eyes.

      Hyougen placed his hand on Izo’s shoulder. “Sheathe that weapon, Izo, and grab the oars.” He unclasped the bag around his back and dropped it beside Mahe. “The sleeping draught will last a few hours. Enough time for you to make it to one of the nearby islands. There’s provisions for the both of you.”

      The boy realized what he meant. Hyougen saw him force a nod, though his knuckles had gone white. Hyougen’s face softened. “Protect her, Izo. She is the last princess of Shi-uin. Give your life, if you must.”

      Izo sheathed his sword and placed it in the bottom of the boat. He looked like he was mulling over Hyougen’s words. But before he could speak what was on his mind, they heard one long, drawn-out horn. The Dageians had arrived.

      “There is one last thing I have to do,” Hyougen said. He glanced at his daughter. “Protect her,” he said again, his voice trembling a little. It was the plea of a father, not an order from a king.

      Izo grabbed his hand and pressed his forehead against the back of it. “Until we meet again.”

      “On the other shore, my boy. But not yet, Ab willing. Not for a long time yet.” He drew a deep breath and forced himself to turn away. The time for mourning was past; all he needed now was courage. He was King of the Shi-uin, the last male of his bloodline, and he was not going to let his people down.

      His feet took him past the dock and then up a path, but not the one that led back to the city. He took the trail leading back to the mountain.

      It was a long walk, one he had to steady his nerves for as he imagined the fighting beginning to break out at the shore. At some point, he stopped on the second bluff overlooking the sea. A tall cairn stood on this edge, marked with a broken sword from which a skull hung. Parts of the skull’s brow and its jaw were missing.

      “Hello, old friend,” Hyougen said, venturing close to the cairn. “I hope you don’t mind. I’ll be out of your way in a moment.” He stabbed his sword into the soil. He glanced out to the sea and waited until he could see the tiny boat out in the distance—a speck in a sea of blue. “Goodbye, my love,” he murmured. Then he uttered a single spell, and the blizzard came.
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      “In the years that followed, a saying became popular amongst the soldiers in Dageis. As fruitless as Hyougen’s blizzard, so they went for a time.

      “I found it difficult to hear those words, not just because of who I am, but for knowing what that fruitless attempt did. Yes, the Dageians came, defeating all the shiar and the best of our men, and yes, they razed the city of Kazfian and the villages throughout the isles, and killed our queen in front of so many. But that blizzard covered the agan wells in thick ice that took many months to break through. Without the easy reward they were promised, the Dageians some of us as mage-thralls to pay back what the assault had cost them. The rest of us escaped.

      “That futility that cost my king’s life saved mine. I will never forget that.”

      

      -Sechuu the Younger, Journal of a Shi-uin: Volume IV, The Dark Years
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      Enosh closed his eyes and allowed himself the rare satisfaction of deciding that his father had made a mistake.

      He took a long, harrowed breath, pressed his hand over his shredded arm, and laughed. The movement made every single rib in his body protest in pain, but he couldn’t help it. Meirosh, son of Gorent, he thought. I need a flagon of whatever it was you were drinking all those years you were Chief of Sagun. I’m not cut out for great things at all. It has taken me half a year to undo what a whore’s son did in three moons and look where I am.

      Water dripped over his face and gathered in his beard. He forced his other hand to wipe it off. The motion dislodged the band of leather he had used to protect his other eye, the one he had damaged defending a Jinsein girl from a Gasparian lord. Another mistake, that one. The girl had left him when things went south and he wasn’t sure if he could ever forgive her for that.

      He tried to think about what his father might say to him now. Meirosh had been a tall, proud man of Gorent with a booming laugh and arms of steel. He was also, for someone born in those impoverished northern isles, extraordinarily intelligent. Before he was twenty-five, he could speak at least four different languages and recall information years after he’d read it from a book. He was only twenty years old when he left his wife and village to study as a scholar in Baidh under the Duke of Lawin’s sponsorship.

      “Enosh,” he would say, the way he had said it for so many years before his death. “You don’t aim half-heartedly. You throw true and then you live with the consequences. As my son…”

      My son, Meirosh had said, the nuances clear in his honeyed voice, because the man did nothing that was not calculated. Even the woman he had brought back with him from Baidh—tall, ruddy-haired Soshain, who had as much of Meirosh’s wit as his courage—had been a political statement of sorts. Enosh wasn’t sure what, exactly. He only knew that Meirosh’s first wife had gone to meet Meirosh in Baidh, where she died giving birth, and that Meirosh and Soshain returned to Agantuan together with Enosh as an infant.

      Soshain was the only mother he knew. She had been better than most, but even she could not protect him from Meirosh’s tongue. “My son does not beg,” he’d say. “He does not sit there and scratch his head like an ape, either. You are a prince of Gorent. Is it so hard to remember such miniscule details?”

      If Enosh tried hard enough, he could see him now, sitting cross-legged by the window of their hut, a book on his lap. “You need to know. Books are often lost. There is nothing more reliable than your own mind. What are you looking at now, child? You treat my voice like the buzzing of a fly by your ear.”

      “The coral-rose flowers are in bloom, Father.”

      Meirosh had glanced out for a moment, his stern face softening. But just for a moment; he soon returned to turn a page on his book. “If you will grow up to be the man who will retake our lands from the Dageians and become High King of the Gorenten, you need to know these things.”

      A prince of Gorent. Not an ape. He smiled now, recalling those words from long ago, the gravity of the memory stronger than a woman’s slap or Yn Garr’s cane (his father had never hit him, would have never dared). Was he truly so gifted as to fulfill his father’s dreams, or was it only because he was the man’s son that he had thought him more than capable? Didn’t most men think their sons farted perfume and shat jewels, anyway?

      He heard the screech in the darkness and forced himself out of the crevice, even as his head throbbed. Ever since it had swallowed the dragon and grown its stunted set of wings, the abomination had difficulties navigating through the dark tunnels, but he didn’t want to take chances. He found his sword by his foot. The weight of it was comforting.

      Hold steady, Enosh, he told himself, taking a deep breath. Consequences. Just get out of here and figure the rest out. He steadied himself and allowed a flicker of agan-fire to touch his sword. It was the most he could do under such circumstances.

      It saw the light almost as soon as it appeared. He heard its claws scrape the tunnel walls and swore. It lunged. He lifted his sword. “Hold!” he screamed. “Your master commands it!”

      He heard the layered, higher-pitched voice that penetrated his thoughts. Listen to you? Why should I do that?

      “Because we’ve been through this. You can’t hurt me,” he said out loud, hoping it was true.

      Not the way I hurt others, it said. But I can rip you apart just as easily.

      Enosh smiled, watching as it stopped a few feet from him. Despite its arrogance, he could sense caution in the creature. If he timed this right, he could use it to his advantage. He noted the lump of flesh that connected the dragon to the rest of its misshapen body. The shade was different. Yn Garr had assured him it would take years before it assimilated itself; if he could somehow remove it, he might be able to salvage Jaeth’s Eye from the body. He knew Yn Garr wouldn’t approve, but it wasn’t the old man putting himself at risk to work with the creature. It was easier to work with before it had swallowed the dragon.

      He angled the sword and became aware of his own breathing. The creature hissed, its jaws snapping. He jumped back. The tunnel was too narrow for him to do much else, but that also made it difficult for the creature to strike him. He turned, hoping the tunnels behind him were wider.

      Or has a surface exit. But the only exit he knew lay behind the creature and his attempts to get around it had been futile so far. A stone slipped under his boot and he fell. Before the creature could come on top of him, he turned and with his every link to the agan, summoned a wall to stop it. He was only an enchanter—he avoided using protection spells because he had always been bad at them—but at that moment, he didn’t care if the act killed him. Yn Garr could shove a pickaxe up his rectum and find himself a new apprentice. Wasn’t he always threatening to, anyway?

      He felt the wall crackle as the creature rammed against it. Around him, rivers of agan opened and he felt himself slip through.

      

      “Old man,” the little girl said, staring at him with eyes the colour of steel. “You’ve been careless.”

      Enosh looked around him. They were sitting at the edge of a stream, overlooking a small waterfall. A single red tree stood on top of the hill above them.

      “Who are you?”

      “You know there are schools in Dageis and Gaspar built to teach mages not to do what you just did?”

      “Since I’ve never been invited to any of them, you’ll have to forgive my ignorance.”

      The little girl frowned at him. She had a small, pointed chin that accentuated the expression. “You ought to know better. There is a reason not everyone can link to the agan. You know in Jin-Sayeng, people like you are fed to the fishes?”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is,” she insisted, stomping her foot. “There is a desert over Jin-Sayeng. That’s why the dragons don’t come anymore.”

      “How come I haven’t heard of this drought? Last I checked, Lake Watu is still there.”

      “You really are an idiot. I don’t mean there, I meant here. It’s a desert void of agan. The dragons over there know. They feed on agan to survive. That’s why they grow so big.”

      He glanced at the stream beside them. It had a faint, bluish glow above the surface. The girl nudged his elbow. “Go ahead,” she said. “Touch it.”

      He stepped on the edge of the bank and dipped his hand. The substance didn’t feel like water, but it was ice-cold. The sensation was uncomfortable, and he pulled his hand up. Without thinking about it, he touched his left eye before turning to the girl. “Am I dead?” he asked.

      “That’s the problem,” she replied. “You’re not.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a problem to me. So what happens now?”

      “Your soul wanders this world without purpose.”

      His face fell. “You could’ve told me that from the beginning.”

      She ignored him. “If your body dies, things will progress as they should. But then again, if it does not, your body will be open for invasion by another. Another soul could enter it. Or an evil spirit. Your body, with its connection to the agan, could wreak unforetold havoc into the world.”

      Enosh sighed before breaking into nervous laughter. The girl’s frown grew deeper. “This isn’t supposed to be funny.”

      “I’m sorry. What do you want me to do about it? If my body isn’t dead, it will be soon. That thing that was chasing me wasn’t about to ask me over for tea and crumpets.” He sat down, rubbing his elbow. He didn’t feel like a spirit at all. “Might be for the best, anyway,” he said, after a moment. “His problem, now.”

      He felt her move behind him and touch his shoulder. Her hands were as cold as the stream. The sensation made him jerk back. She smiled. “You are still alive.” He noticed, for the first time, the glow of agan in her eyes.

      “Do you know what’s happening out there?”

      “No. But you’re definitely alive.” She pulled back, her hands weaving through a thin, blue strand that drifted like smoke over him. “You see this? It’s a connection to your body. There are others. This is a connection to another out there, a living person.” She lifted the strand, allowing it to stream through her fingers. “It is new,” she added after a moment. She sounded mystified.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Something with a connection as strong to the agan as what you have has just—just now—established one with you. It is possible that it is this thing keeping you alive. If this is true, I can help you.” She took his hand and pointed to the hill. “If you jump from the falls, you might create a rip big enough to go back to the world again. Because we haven’t travelled far, you’ll be propelled back to your body.”

      “Hopefully just not in time for that thing to shred me to pieces.”

      She smiled. “You’re taking this in pretty well.”

      “This isn’t exactly the worst thing that’s happened to me.” They had reached the top of the hill. Enosh looked at the blue spray of agan underneath them. “So it’s all about connections, isn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Who are you? Why are you here with me?”

      She glanced away. After a pause, she said, “He’s convinced you’re Myar. I came to check…to see if he’s right.” She smiled. “You’re not. You dislike horses, don’t you?”

      Enosh snorted. “With all my heart.”

      “Then—goodbye.” She pressed her hands against him and pushed. Before it all closed in over him, he saw her little face staring back, golden hair folding with the wind.

      

      The shield-spell was still up when Enosh felt himself return to his body. It flashed. The strength of it lit the tunnel walls, as if it was on fire, and repelled the creature backwards. He grabbed his sword from the ground and rushed to the side.

      Its claw went out and missed him, just as he clambered up the narrow opening. Out in the sun, he turned around and slammed the tunnel gate shut. It was designed for humans, not big enough for the creature to get through, but he felt relief as soon as he slid the bolt and uttered a quick sealing-spell.

      Panting, he tried to gather his thoughts. “Sir,” someone called up from behind him. “You were down there too long. We thought we’d lost you, sir.”

      He turned to look into Ranias’ panicked face and realized that his other eye could see. It was blurry, and the muscles still hurt to move, but his blindness was gone.

      “I need water,” he gasped. After hours in the musty darkness, the clean air felt good to his lungs.

      “What happened down there?” Ranias asked, throwing him a flask.

      He drank before he replied. “That thing’s becoming a bloody bastard to deal with. Start preparations. We need to head back to camp. I have no intention of spending the night out here.” He wiped his lips with his sleeve and looked up at the sky.

      Someone with a connection as strong... he thought. Ke-if? But no. His brother was blind to the agan. Their father knew it, which was why the burden of this fell on him alone. He had no other living relative in the world.

      He saw Ranias returning with his horse and swore under his breath. Ranias chuckled. “Really, sir? I haven’t seen a more placid animal than good old Sage here.”

      “I’ve seen honey flow faster than good old Sage. Once this is all over, I need you to take her to a sausage factory because clearly that was where her last owner intended her to go.”

      “I don’t think they have sausage factories in Gaspar.” Ranias looked thoughtfully at the sky.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Rafias…”

      “Ranias, sir.”

      “Never mind.” He tugged his gloves off the mare’s saddle to put them on. The warmth felt good after all those hours in the damp tunnel.

      “So you’re still alive,” he heard someone say behind him. “Pity. I was so sure it ripped you in half. I was about to organize a feast in your honour.”

      “Sapphire,” he said, forcing a smile on his face before he turned around to meet her. “How thoughtful of you, finding time to crawl out of your hole of a room to check up on me. As you can see, my dear, I’m just as handsome as ever. Is that a gift you bring?”

      The black-haired woman walked past him and towards the tunnel gates. There was a scroll in her hands. She unrolled it and pressed it against the lock. Light spread over her hands, and when she pulled away, the lock remained on the surface.

      Enosh laughed. “You needn’t bother. I did that as soon as I got out.”

      “I saw. You didn’t do it correctly.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I don’t know who taught you to channel agan, but whoever it was must have at least told you not to fling a seal-spell the way a monkey throws feces at a wall.”

      He felt the corner of his mouth twitch. “I’m aware that my technique lacks the neat subtleties taught by the best in Enji, but I’ve been doing this for many years now. My awkward seals have worked just fine.”

      She snorted. “It’s escaped before.”

      “It has. I’ve also brought it back, each time.”

      “You treat it like an animal. It’s not a pet.”

      “You’re right. We should’ve named it by now. I can rectify that. How does Giggles sound?”

      She pushed her spectacles up and glared at him. “This isn’t a joke.”

      “You have to forgive me. After almost getting ripped apart, I’m in dire need of humour right now. I didn’t see you or your skilled agan-weaving in there with me.” He drank again, wiped his lips, and stepped into a stirrup. Old Sage began to walk forward before he could swing his other leg over.

      “Do you need help?” she asked, watching him. He could swear he saw the shadow of a smirk on the corner of her face.

      “Forgive me if I don’t offer you a ride, my lady.” He managed to pull himself into the saddle and saw Ranias looking at him from behind a tree. “If you do find that sausage factory,” he said as he passed by, “sell the mage, too.”

      “Fucking Agartes, boss,” Ranias replied. “They wouldn’t take her.”

      “And why not?”

      “She’d be too fucking gamey.”

      There was still enough light left for them to make the long ride back to the main camp. Exhaustion gripped Enosh. He allowed his horse to lag—not that it required any effort whatsoever—and found his thoughts turning towards the creature. After half a year of failed attempts and near-misses, he was able to return it to the tunnels that served as its cage. Yet he felt no relief at all. That feeling of dread, the one that had been growing inside him since he had first set eyes on the thing, was engulfing him again. Nothing he had done since could shake it off.

      It had been so small, back when he first laid his eyes on it. Centuries of starvation had shrivelled it to a piece of flesh connected to a single eye the size of his head. He still remembered tracing lines on the temple with his fingers and the feel of the agan gathering under his nails as the seals responded to his touch.

      “Only you can open it,” the old man had insisted. He had felt so proud, hearing those words. No one else had such faith in him since his father had died.

      Enosh allowed himself to glance up at the empty sky. He should still be proud. Despite Yn Garr conveniently neglecting to tell him that the abomination was twice more powerful than when he had seen it last, he had still managed to contain it. Thrice more powerful, if you counted that it had eaten the dragon. Not only that—he got out without a scratch. Only a true descendant of High King Elian of Gorent could have accomplished such a thing.

      Sapphire’s horse appeared beside him. “You did almost die down there.” She had a way of pointing out the obvious.

      He smiled at her. “Don’t be silly.”

      “Do I look like I’m trying to be silly?”

      “Now that you mention it—”

      “You overdid a spell. You…” Sapphire drew her horse nearer and bent forward, as if she was sniffing him. Her eyes widened. “You idiot. You went through.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m still here.” He touched his face.

      She looked like she wanted to jab his eyes out with her riding whip. “You fell in. You shouldn’t even be here. What happened back there?”

      “It’s not something I want to discuss right now.”

      “Why not? Because it’s probably over something as stupid as putting up a shield-spell while fighting a conjured beast, isn’t it?”

      He felt his face twitch. She must’ve seen it, too, because she smacked a hand against her forehead. “I knew you were stupid, but I didn’t realize just how much. Two energies like that colliding—I’m surprised you didn’t pulverize yourself where you stood! Do you know what you could have done? If an entity had decided to use your body as a stepping stone—”

      “Yes, yes, I’ve been given that lecture already,” Enosh snapped. “Can we just please drop it?”

      “Given? By whom?”

      “You know, for a hire, you’re asking way too many questions.”

      “It’s my responsibility to speak up when I see someone misusing his abilities to this extent. In Dageis, they’d have dragged you to a council by now.”

      “Thank all the gods we’re not there, then.” He glanced back at her and could’ve sworn he saw steam rising from her ears.

      “So you think basic rules don’t apply to you? That you can just do whatever you want?”

      Enosh smiled. “That’s the idea, yes.”

      She cursed in Gasparian. He sighed and urged his horse between two of the men in front of him, effectively blocking her from his sight. Ranias grinned at him. “Woman troubles, boss?”

      “Women are always trouble.”

      Ranias ran a hand through his hair. “Now that you’re no longer busy, I don’t suppose you’ll take this off my hands?” He reached into his chest pocket and pulled out a small, worn-out scroll.

      Enosh didn’t move. “You’ve been carrying that all this time?”

      “I—well, when you said you didn’t have time for it I figured that’s what you meant.”

      “The fact that I never asked you for it again didn’t clue you in? By all the gods, man, we’ve been on the road for months.” He saw Ranias’ brow furrow and sighed. “Give it to me.” He took the scroll and stuffed it into his saddlebag.

      Ranias looked nervous. “You’re not going to read it?”

      “Maybe when we get back to camp.”

      “It’s just that—”

      “What?”

      “She wrote to me, too. She didn’t abandon you, boss. They had to take the boy back to Jin-Sayeng. They couldn’t find a healer here. I know where to find her. If things are done here now, maybe you could find the time to visit.”

      Enosh said nothing, which appeared to make Ranias fidget even more. Ranias pulled his horse up so he could trot right next to him. “She loves you, boss.”

      He contemplated telling him it was none of his business. Instead, he murmured, “Wasn’t she the one who ran off with that man?”

      “That man was her brother’s friend. Of course he would go with her. Aden says he would’ve followed her brother to the end of the world. I don’t think they meant anything by it. Why else would she continue to write you?”

      “I don’t have time for this,” he snapped. He could see the tents from their encampment in the distance. He clicked his tongue and kicked his horse into a gallop.

      The posts that marked the edge of their encampment weren’t even in sight when he realized something was wrong. There was too much smoke in the distance. He screamed at the horse, digging his boots into the saddle in an effort to stay mounted. A dark figure flashed in front of him and the horse reared.

      His cheek smashed to the ground first. He was still trying to make sense of his surroundings when he heard a voice. “Ylir yn Garr. Of all the sons of bitches to meet…”

      Enosh lashed out before he could finish. The movement tore the blade from his attacker’s hand, but before Enosh could take another step, a snake appeared and coiled itself around his wrist. He jerked back. The figure rushed into the darkness of the wood behind them.

      He gave chase. But once he found himself under the trees, he found only by silence and soft-swaying branches. He narrowed his eyes, but he couldn’t see any sign of where the man had gone.

      That bastard Bannal. He had been so confident that the man was secure in his custody just a few hours ago. He had been meaning to talk to him as soon as he returned to camp, to press him for further answers on the beast and its nature. And now he was out there. Escaped. How? He tugged his sword free from his belt and walked back to his horse. Not far from the road, he caught sight of burning tents and dead men spread out like poisoned rats in a field.

      He walked over to the bodies, his insides tightening. How? The man was half-starved. Perhaps he did poison them—he could see no signs of blood. One body had a mass of purple bruises around the head.

      “He couldn’t have gone far,” Ranias said, meeting him by the edge of the camp. It was obvious, from the way he stood, that he was trying to keep a healthy distance between him and Enosh’s blade.

      “Where’s Sapphire?” Enosh snarled.

      “I’m here,” she said, stepping out from behind a tent.

      He reached out to strike her and stopped, his hand hovering over her face. She stood her ground, staring back at him with fierce eyes. “I did not betray you,” she said. “I’d have gone with him if I had.”

      He allowed his arm to drop to his side. “Then tell me how.”

      “There are dead men around you and you ask how?” She snorted. “Bannal is more powerful than you gave him credit for. It looks like he prepared something that killed his guards. They fell dead while he was making his escape.”

      “We had him for months.”

      “Biding his time—waiting.”

      “He had been cooperative.”

      “A ruse. I thought you’d know better.” She started to walk away.

      Enosh followed her. “You really didn’t betray me, Sapphire? It would be terrible for you if you did.”

      “I hate that man,” she said, “with all my heart.”

      The memory of her sitting on that beach in Enji, with the dying girl in her lap, returned to him. The girl—her sister, he learned much later on—was still bleeding from the wound Bannal had given her when she died. He felt ashamed for not remembering sooner.

      “I needed to ask,” he said. The words rang hollow in his ears.
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      Sume could clearly remember swearing to her father once that she wasn’t going to grow up to be the kind of girl who sat around waiting for a man.

      Somehow, she had not only failed him, but herself. The dreams of standing up for herself and defying fate in a way her brother never could were rapidly fading behind her. She didn’t know what she’d done, other than fall in love. Wasn’t choosing love supposed to mean she was seizing her own destiny by the horns? Didn’t all the stories speak of defiance as the first step? She loved a man she knew she shouldn’t have. If it worked the way it did in stories, it signalled the beginning of a journey that would have Jin-Sayeng remember the name Kaggawa as anything but a broken man’s.

      Instead, it led to…this.

      She glanced at her belly, which had already swollen to unimaginable proportions. She’d been told by the local healer that she still had a few months to go. She couldn’t understand how it was possible for her to stretch even more. Was the baby supposed to burst out of her belly before it was done? She wasn’t even sure she was allowed to voice out her frustrations. She’d caught the healer looking at her funny at the first sign of irritation that she wasn’t anywhere near the end of this road, as if she was supposed to enjoy every moment of it. Enjoy it, like she enjoyed making the damn thing. She was willing to accept she’d made a mistake—a giant, glaring one at that. However, if it was a mistake, well…

      Why wasn’t Enosh suffering alongside her? He made it, too, and was just as willing, if not more so. So where was he? Why hadn’t he answered the letters they’ve sent over the last few months?

      She returned from her walk in a mood. Kefier was sitting on a bench outside the house they were renting, his face sombre. “We should leave,” he said, instead of greeting her. “We’ve wasted too many months here as it is. You know he’s not going to send word. He’s deliberately been avoiding us.”

      Sume stopped walking and stared at the ground.

      “Sume—”

      “I know,” she said.

      “If the man wanted to see you, he would have found you months ago,” Kefier continued. “In the meantime, Dai grows sicker, and if there’s any place to find help for him, it won’t be here. The locals have grown weary of us. They think Dai’s been possessed by an evil spirit and that he needs the help of a mage.”

      “We’re in Gaspar,” Sume said. “I don’t want to involve the help of a mage from around here. Their reputation…”

      “I know,” Kefier said, mirroring her words. He crossed his arms. “The healer tells me she might know of someone. They’re in Jin-Sayeng. I think we should return as soon as we can. We might be safer there. We can at least speak the local tongue.”

      “There are no mages in Jin-Sayeng,” Sume replied. “You know how it is there. The healer just wants us out of her hair.”

      “She gave me a name,” Kefier continued. “A certain Sagar, she said. She said this person will know what to do. Sume—”

      She walked past him, straight into the common area where they both ate and slept. Dai was lying motionless next to the window. Every time she laid eyes on him, she had a hard time remembering he was her brother’s son or her father’s grandson. It seemed like forever since she’d heard him speak, let alone contrast him to the ideal image of what Kaggawa’s legacy ought to look like—whatever that was.

      She heard someone call out Kefier’s name. She glanced through the window and noticed three men walking through the gate. Their clothing made it plain that they were mercenaries, not just local villagers.

      Kefier got up from the bench.

      “We’re not here to cause trouble,” one of the men said. He reached into his pocket slowly before pulling out a purse. He placed it in Kefier’s hand before patting his shoulder.

      “Did this come from him?” Kefier asked.

      The man shrugged. “The important thing is that it’s enough money to get you both a passage to Jin-Sayeng. The lady is far from home, as we understand.”

      Kefier nodded towards the distance. “What’s happening out there?”

      “He’s way in over his head,” one of the men piped up. “But we’ve almost got it under control. It won’t be long before we get that thing into a cage and out of here.”

      The shock on Kefier’s face was palpable. “You’d think you were all wise enough to leave such a dangerous thing alone. It’s killed so many in the Boarshind. Being near that thing alone—”

      “We know,” the man said. “I was in the battle at Lake Enji. Believe me, I know what that thing is capable of. It fills my nightmares.” He crossed his arms. “But money talks louder than all the sensible warnings you can throw at us, and our masters have too much. When this job’s done, I might never have to work again.”

      “Because you’d be dead,” Kefier replied.

      The man smiled grimly. “I’ve considered the odds. It’s not much worse than what’s waiting for me back in the Kag.”

      “Tell Ylir this thing won’t buy him the world,” Kefier said. “Your master is leading you straight to your doom, all for what? Power? He’s got a mad hound on the leash and he’s not even going to bother training it before he sets it loose on his unsuspecting enemies. If you ask me, no matter how much he’s paying you to clean up, it’s too little.”

      The third man stepped in. “You’re being overly cautious. We heard what happened with your friend Oji. If it truly was an accident, like you say, you’ve only got yourself to blame.”

      “Get the fuck out of my face,” Kefier said.

      The men, at least, were wise enough to take his threat seriously. One spotted her at the window and tipped his head forward in greeting before they left. Kefier tightened his hand around the purse, his face tightened into an unreadable scowl for more than a few minutes. Eventually, he returned to the house to join her.

      “You heard all that?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Get your things ready,” he said. “That thing’s more dangerous in the hands of people than outside of it, and I don’t want to be anywhere near it anymore. Who knows? Maybe getting Dai far, far away will be enough. Maybe he’s under a spell, and distance is all it takes to snap him out of it.”

      “Maybe,” Sume replied.

      He handed her the purse. “If he wants you back, he’ll send for you,” he said. “Doesn’t matter where you are. He’ll find you and send for you.”

      “And what if I don’t want him back?” she asked. “What if I just want him to face this, with me? It hardly seems fair that I’m the only one who gets to bear the weight of it all—literally.” She couldn’t stop the bitterness from leaking through her voice. One mistake, and she was the one chained to it all her life.

      “You seriously waiting for that man to get a backbone and start living up to his responsibilities?” Kefier asked, in return. He jerked his head back. “Then get in line, woman. You’re going to be waiting a long, long time.”

      

      The grey-haired woman’s hands shook as she struggled to unclasp the lock from the lower half of the wooden gate. Kefier rushed to help her, but she shook her head. “It’s bad luck to allow a stranger let himself in.” Her voice was deep and whole, which was surprising coming from someone with skin that looked like dried apricots. She glanced at Sume. “Are you here for her?”

      Sume felt her belly flutter. She still wasn’t used to all the attention, and it was happening more often these days. She knew people meant well, that they were just trying to help, but she felt exposed all the same, especially after spending weeks on the road. Her mind couldn’t see herself as anything but the waddling woman about to give birth.

      “We’re here for my nephew, Dai,” Sume said, trying to get the woman to look past her giant belly and to the covered wagon that stood out on the street, under the rain. “We sent you a letter a few weeks ago.”

      The old woman squinted. “A letter? Let me see—ah. This is the boy who wouldn’t wake up. How many moons has it been?”

      “Eight,” Sume said.

      “I’m going outside!” the woman called back to the yard. Sume couldn’t see anyone, but she heard a dog bark in response. The wind rushed towards them and pushed one window open.

      The woman stepped out, grabbing two sedge hats from the porch along the way. She placed one over her head. Pulling herself up on her toes, she dropped the other on Sume’s.

      “You should know better than to go out like this,” she said, shaking her head. “In this kind of weather…”

      Sume flushed. “We’re just here for my nephew.”

      “So you say. Well, come along then. You—hold that gate open,” she barked, pointing at Kefier.

      They waded through the mud and back to the wagon. The woman hobbled to the horse first, pulling the blanket past his shoulders to cover his head. “There’s a stable out back. Your man can bring the horse in later.” She sneezed and walked to the back of the wagon, where she tugged at the canvas, revealing Dai’s still form.

      She ran her wrinkled fingers along his face and up his neck. “No fever,” she said, more to herself than Sume. “Breathing’s fine. Was there an infection?”

      “There was, after he was wounded. We thought as soon as it went away that he would wake up.”

      “His skin looks healthy enough. This rain! We need to go inside.” She pressed her knee on the wagon and grabbed Dai’s shoulders. Sume stepped forward to help. She kicked her away. “You should be in bed in your condition. Should’ve stayed in bed the last three weeks, if you had a brain in your head.”

      “We were on the road the last few weeks. On a ship before that. We haven’t stopped to rest since we left the port.” She felt the rain on her skin just then and trembled a little.

      The woman’s gaze softened. “Still.”

      “Kefier can take him inside.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” The woman hefted Dai over her frail shoulders. She hobbled forward and reached the gate before turning. “Take care of your horse.”

      “Look, ah, can I carry him, Grandma? I don’t want your back to break.” Kefier reached out.

      She slapped his hands away. “Call me grandma again and I’ll hit you. I used to carry sacks of rice up and down the mountain that weighed more than this. To the stable, now. There should still be a bag of feed left. You’ll need to get some more from the village later. Well? Don’t just stand there! Your animal will freeze to death! You!” she barked, pointing at Sume. “Are you deaf or daft? Get inside. Children, honestly.”

      The healer’s hut was sparse. She laid Dai down on the bamboo floor and went into a room. Sume sat beside him, taking his hand in hers. He had always been a little chubby; now he had grown so thin his collarbones stuck out like tree roots and blue veins spread out like cobwebs under his pale skin. She had tried to feed him, but the boy would not take in more than a few sips of broth or porridge at a time.

      The old woman returned with several blankets. “Tell me what happened.”

      “He was stabbed.”

      “By what?”

      “A sword, I think. I’m not familiar with the kind.” Sume pulled back Dai’s shirt, showing the puckered scar. “The healer who stitched him up said it hit nothing vital. But he lost consciousness. He’s been asleep since.”

      “And you said there was an infection?”

      She nodded. “Maybe three days after, he caught a fever. We took him to another healer, who bled him. He almost didn’t make it. The fever came and went, leaving him weaker each time. We tried everything we could—herbal baths, infusions. Kefier went out one night to kill a cat outside the window—we were told this would drive the evil spirits away. He didn’t want to do it, but…”

      She drew a deep breath. “I think it was two moons after, maybe three, before he could breathe easy. We thought he would wake up then, but he continued to sleep.”

      The healer chewed her cheek while she pressed her fingers around Dai’s thin arm. “This killing a cat thing—I’m not familiar with it.”

      “No, Sang. It was in Gaspar we did this. The healer in Aret-ni was most insistent. He refused to treat Dai any further otherwise.”

      The woman seemed to find this amusing, but she declined to comment. She took a jar of oil from the windowsill, unscrewed the lid, and dipped her finger. She wiped it under Dai’s nose and watched him for a moment. “So you returned to Jin-Sayeng after the fevers left him.”

      “The healer in Gaspar spoke highly of you. There were no ships heading for Jin-Sayeng, but Kefier found a boat and took us past the border to the closest town.”

      “He braved those waters?”

      “We had no choice.”

      “Some people would have chosen not to move at all.” The woman snorted. “But then, I already pegged you both as fools the moment I saw you out in this rain.”

      “It wasn’t an easy journey.”

      “What did you do after?”

      “We sold the boat and caught a wagon heading to Sutan, and then another heading to Bara after. Now we’re here.”

      “And this all took another couple of moons, I suppose? You must love the boy so much.”

      She paused. “I helped raise him, Sang. He’s the only family I have left.”

      “Where is his mother?”

      “She was in Fuyyu, last I saw her.” Sume felt her belly roll again and pressed her fingers along the skin where this happened. “I would like him to be well before I bring him back.”

      “Home is not Fuyyu, I take it. Home is Akki.” She tapped her ear. “I can spot that accent from down the road.”

      Sume gave a polite smile. “Akki is even further away. I’ve not been back in—” She stopped. A dark spot had flashed in the corner of her vision and her head suddenly felt like it wanted to split open.

      The healer moved away from Dai to place a hand on her shoulder. “Is this your birth month?”

      She almost didn’t answer. When she did, it was like someone else’s voice in her head. “I don’t know.”

      The woman frowned. “I’ll brew you some tea. And then I’ll see what I can do for your nephew.”

      Sume bowed her head. “You have my thanks, Mistress Sagar.”

      The woman stopped. “Sagar?” she asked. “That’s the name that brought you here?”

      “Yes. The healer in Aret-ni said so.” Sume felt numb. “That’s not you? But we were told in town you lived here.”

      “I never took my husband’s name. He must have meant my son.” The old woman glanced at the boy and then back at her. “Then he must have already come to a conclusion. Gods be kind.” She made the Sakku sign for averting danger.

      “I don’t understand.” Sume struggled to contain her panic.

      The old woman gestured. “My son had a gift, you understand. We tried so hard to keep him away from the priestesses. If this healer sent you to him, then it must mean…no, I’m sorry. I don’t deal with this kind of ailment.”

      “Don’t say that, Sang. We came all this way. Maybe he was mistaken? You must know something. Please.” She saw the old woman hesitate and pressed forward. “Your son. Where is he?”

      “I’ll see what I can do for your nephew, child.” She hobbled towards the kitchen. On the doorway, she paused, her face darkening. “My son is in Shirrokaru. I haven’t seen him in over twenty years. I don’t think I ever will again.”

      Then she ducked under the curtain, giving Sume the impression that for all her wrinkled skin and bent bones, she must have once been a tall woman.

      

      Kefier took a deep breath, inhaling the rotted scent of wet wood and plant sap. Several banana plants had grown too close to the barn window; one wall was cracked. The gelding eyed the seam before tiptoeing after him.

      “I hope that bag of feed of yours hasn’t sprouted yet, Jang,” he murmured. He found an empty stall and tried to lead Jang into it. The gelding had other ideas and refused to budge a few feet from the doorway. “Oh, come on,” he grumbled. “It’ll keep you out of the rain, at least. You know we can’t afford a fancy hotel for us.” After a few more moments, he gave up and left the horse in the middle of the barn. He removed the bridle, tied a rope around Jang’s neck, and rubbed him down with a towel.

      He glanced through the window at the healer’s small hut and hoped that she could figure out what was wrong with Dai. They had come a very long way for her skills—the healer at Aret-ni had sworn that he was sure Sagar could fix this. Sume complained little, but he knew she was getting tired. Some rest and relief from worry would do her good. Ever since they had left Gaspar, he had caught her looking more and more distant and he wasn’t sure how to deal with that at all.

      He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw the old woman staring down at him, her hooked nose dripping with rainwater. Normally, being surprised like that made him jumpy, but something about her steady stance and the stench of herbs that clung to her skin like a second coat calmed him.

      “How is he?” he asked, rubbing his head.

      “The boy? The boy is as well as he could ever be. I know a thing or two about caring for someone in his state. Your wife, on the other hand...”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a carrot. She handed it over to the horse. “You should have never allowed her to take this journey, if indeed you came from as far as she said.”

      “She insisted.”

      “Her feet are swollen, and she’s having headaches.”

      “You mean that isn’t normal?”

      She smacked his head with a damp rag. “After you’ve placed a child in that girl’s belly you could at least pretend to show more concern.”

      “I didn’t—I mean…I am concerned,” he said, rubbing the spot where she hit him. He swallowed. “I don’t know what to do. Is it that bad?”

      “I’ve seen this before. She can die at any moment, or the child could be stillborn.” The old woman peered through the window. “She’s sleeping right now. I’m going down to the village—a friend of mine may have the herbs she needs. Then again, perhaps she won’t. I’ll need to fix dinner, in any case.”

      “Do you need a ride?”

      She eyed the horse. “You need to take better care of your family. No, leave him be.”

      “But it’s pouring out there.”

      “It’s just the monsoon. I’ve walked that road for over sixty years.” She grabbed her hat. “If you want to be useful, one of those banana plants has sprouted a flower. If you could get it for me, I could chop it up for the stew.” She ducked under the barn door and disappeared.

      The banana inflorescence was harder to cut down than it appeared. He returned to the hut, his fingers sticky with sap. Despite the old healer’s words, he found Sume sitting wide awake, her hands on Dai’s head.

      A pang of guilt rushed through him. The boy had been hurt defending him in the first place. Oji’s son, he thought. He still couldn’t make that part make sense. The father, too, would have done the same for him. He curled his fingers into fists and glanced at Sume.

      “You should sleep some more,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “I’ll watch him. In your condition…”

      “Stop talking about my condition.” There was a layer of ice in her voice. “I don’t want to think about it. I would like to live one day without anyone talking about it to my face.”

      “Sume—”

      “Please.” She leaned back, her legs stretched across the floor.

      Kefier scratched his face. She was unbelievably stubborn. He knew that before he’d met her, of course, but it had ceased to be amusing as of late. He gestured at her. “I know you’d rather not talk about it, but you can’t deny that.”

      “Dai’s more important, right now.”

      “For fuck’s sake, woman. There’s nothing else we can do for Dai. What if something happens to you?”

      “I think I can handle myself just fine.”

      Kefier swallowed. “What if…what if something happens to the child?”

      Sume didn’t answer. He ran a hand through his wet hair and looked away.

      “A child without a father…” she started.

      He slammed the door shut. “Don’t say that!”

      She looked startled. He didn’t care, and drew closer, pointing at her. “Don’t even think it. You understand?”

      When she refused to respond, he stomped into the kitchen. He dumped the inflorescence near the sink and went out the back door to find wood for the stove.

      Sume was sitting near the curtained doorway when he returned. “You’re angry,” she said.

      He hated it when she felt like she had to point out his own feelings. “I don’t like hearing you talk that way. You’re not the only one who’s tired of this whole fucking thing.”

      She laughed.

      “I know,” he snapped, his ears burning. “I know you’ve got a lot more to worry about. That’s not what I meant.”

      “She’s not Sagar. You know that, right?”

      Kefier’s heart sank. “What?”

      “Apparently, Sagar is her son. Her name is Narani.”

      He tried to wrap his head around that. “Why does it matter? She’s a healer too, isn’t she?”

      “Sagar specialized in agan-wrought ailments, which she thinks this is. She doesn’t know much about these things herself. We’re in Jin-Sayeng, after all.”

      Kefier dumped the firewood under the stove and sighed. “Where’s her son?”

      “Shirrokaru. She tells me she hasn’t seen him in years. Doesn’t mean he’s dead, so maybe we can find someone who knows where he is. Or perhaps we can travel elsewhere, find a healer who can do something.”

      He held his hands out. “I don’t know how far Shirrokaru is.”

      “It’s another five or six days from here.”

      “Elsewhere is even further. The closest you can find anyone working with the agan is the Kag, perhaps. Across the sea to Xiaro? Or we’d have to go all the way to Dageis.” He snorted at the thought.

      “I don’t care. For Dai’s sake…”

      “If your Ylir hadn’t destroyed the mages in Enji, maybe we’d have a shot.” It was an unfair slight, but he couldn’t help it. “If he was more careful, you’d be in better condition to travel wherever it is you wanted.”

      “Are you actually blaming him for all of this?”

      “Do you want me to blame you?”

      “I didn’t say that. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      Kefier turned away. They’ve had this argument before, and he was too cold and too hungry to bite back.

      Of course, there should have been no argument that Enosh—the man she loved and knew by his merchant name, Ylir, and Kefier’s own brother—was an idiot. The man was single-handedly responsible for this upheaval in their lives, and for what? Some selfish reason, no doubt, which would only benefit him. Kefier noted that Sume was glaring at him, bit his lip, and sat down. “All right,” he said.

      “All right what?”

      “Don’t get yourself all worked up. The baby might pop out of you.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” she snapped.

      “Not if it’s not time yet! I don’t know!” If there wasn’t a storm outside, he would’ve walked out by now. Ab in heaven, were all women so temperamental when pregnant? Jang was looking more and more like the better company.

      It took all of Kefier’s strength not to hit the wall in frustration. Sume hated it when he lost patience, and they weren’t going to get anywhere if they continued arguing, which seemed to become easier the more familiar they became with each other. “Please,” he murmured. “Sang Narani told me you need to be more careful.” He gave a thin smile and tried to lower his voice. “You can’t die and leave me alone with Dai. That wouldn’t be fair.”

      Sume took a deep breath, as if she herself had just refrained from saying something hurtful. “All right,” she murmured. “I’m sorry. We need to work together to save him. And for what it’s worth, you’ve already done more than enough for us. More than I expected.”

      The sudden softness of her voice was enough to soothe his temper. He suddenly regretted being so hard on her. Being saddled with a child after getting abandoned by the man who planted it in her couldn’t be easy, and he knew—had seen—the burden she’d had to bear the last few months. “It’s not enough,” he replied. “I can’t bring your brother back.”

      “That life would have killed him, sooner or later.” She turned away and placed her hand on her belly. “We have to live with the consequences of the decisions we make.” She left him alone, then, in silence and in the dark.

      Sang Narani returned not long after with a bag of rice and a pork hock wrapped in paper. “You didn’t butcher that flower, did you?” she asked, casting one eye on him. “Well, at least you started the fire. I see you’re not entirely hopeless.”

      She dropped the hock into a pot of water before gesturing at the bundle of herbs on the table. “Lucky for you, my friend had exactly what your wife needs.”

      “Will it be enough?” He glanced through the doorway at Sume’s sleeping form.

      She snorted. “Of course not, unless she births tonight. Have you thought about what you will do?”

      “No,” Kefier admitted. “She has. She wants to go to Shirrokaru and find your son.”

      Narani laughed. “My son! That wayward boy? Two decades without a word to his poor, ailing mother, and you think you can find him?”

      “I didn’t say it was a good idea,” he mumbled.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      “What do I think?”

      She waved the wet ladle at him. “Don’t answer a question with a question, boy. Her mind is muddled. I can see it: she’ll jump off a bridge for her nephew if she’s convinced it would save him. You need to decide here.”

      Kefier glanced through the window for a moment, staring at the grey, pouring rain. “There will be healers in Shirrokaru, in any case. It is a very big city.”

      Narani cocked an eyebrow. “You’re afraid of her.”

      “Of course not! I...”

      “Do you honestly think I’ll let you both walk out of here while she’s in that condition?” She got up and stirred the pot. “You will stay here until she has the child, and then you may leave. The herbs alone may not save her, but being here is better than if she gives birth out there, with only you by her side.”

      “If there’s nothing you can do for Dai, she won’t want to stay. I tried. The boat was her idea. If I hadn’t gone with her, she would have gone on without me. Besides...” He clasped his hands behind his neck. “I am responsible for the boy, too. You did say. They’re my family, now.”

      She looked amused by his declaration. “You needed to say that?”

      A sudden thought occurred to him. “What if you went with us?”

      The old woman threatened him with the ladle. “Now you truly are daft! Why in all the spirits of this kingdom would I want to go with you? In this weather? With my back giving out more and more often these days?”

      “Maybe if you didn’t insist on carrying the boy…”

      “Gods be damned, children walking in here and spouting nonsense like it’s everybody’s business…” She pulled out an onion and began to chop it up.

      “Don’t you want to know what happened to your son?”

      “No. Don’t bring it up again. And get out of my kitchen—your prattling is ringing inside my head like a cat in heat. Out!” She lifted the knife. He dashed out before she could think of pointing it at him, and returned to the horse in the rain.

      

      Sapphire’s face was hidden behind a book when Enosh walked into her room. He pulled a chair close to her and sat in it backwards, his arms folded over the rail. “May I have a cup of coffee?” he asked in the sweetest voice he could muster.

      The look she gave him from the rim of her book made him regret his words, and for a moment, his entire existence as it was.

      “I didn’t make enough for two,” she said, in a tone you normally gave to people if you had a knife at their throat.

      He touched his chest, feigning heartache. “You needn’t be so harsh, you know.”

      She placed her book face-down on the table. “What are you doing here? Had enough of your whores?”

      “As a matter of fact, they’ve had enough of me, so I came up here to see if maybe you were up for it.” He smiled and waggled his eyebrows.

      She glared.

      “On second thought, you’d probably castrate me with a spoon. Look, I have quite the conundrum here. How can you not have any idea where your old master had gotten off to?”

      “Because I’m neither his confidante nor a mind-reader.”

      He laughed. “I told Yn Garr the exact same words. He ahhh—doesn’t believe you.”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      “Ah, but dear Sapphire, it is. You see, my master has a more drastic approach with these things. Have I told you the story of Hamis Begram? It’s a delightful tale of a world-famous builder turned alleyway beggar. You’d laugh.”

      She pretended to, for a moment, before returning to her book.

      “You fail to see how big of a predicament this brings you,” he said.

      “No, I see it. Your master wants me tortured in the slim hope that I might be able to reveal Bannal’s location to you.” She calmly turned a page. “And you, on the other hand, are going to do everything in your power to keep me safe and secure, because you don’t want him to find out that you need my help more than you let on.”

      Enosh coughed. “You do have a way with words.”

      “Do I? Perhaps I can pen him the letter myself, tell him that your pet has sorely outgrown your skills—”

      “Now, leave Giggles out of this…”

      “—and that perhaps his time is better spent with apprentices that are actually trained in the art of manipulating agan.”

      “Come now, Sapphire. You know that Yn Garr can’t find a replacement that easily. Maybe you’re a better mage, but you won’t even approach that thing, let alone do half of what I can do. My blood…”

      “You don’t have to explain it to me. I know how it works.” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you really think you’re the only descendant from that motley of mages who once defeated your pet?”

      “I’m the only one who can do this.”

      “So you tell yourself. Enosh, even you can’t be that naïve.”

      He paused. “What did you just call me?”

      “Your name. It is your name, is it not? Enosh Tar’elian.” Sapphire pressed her spectacles upward. “Before you attacked Enji, Lord Bannal drew the memories out of your brother Kefier. He knows everything. He knows that another descendant of Jaeth is alive, and within grasp. Get close to him and he may just use this against you.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Ke-if is about as useless in the agan as a little boy fighting with a stick. Why, when we were children, our father tested him. I won’t bore you with the details, but he landed head-first in the sand and was unconscious for several hours. We thought he’d died.”

      He drew back and saw that Sapphire wasn’t even listening to him. “Is that what you think, then? Bannal is going after my brother?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. He doesn’t know where he is.” Sapphire leaned back against her chair and regarded him with an expression that was almost smug. “Do you?”

      When Enosh said nothing in response, she gave a rare smile. “Then I suggest you find better ways to keep tabs on your family before they can be used against you.”

      Enosh returned to his room and found the letter Ranias had been keeping for him these past few months. For a long time, he stared at it, his fingers drumming across the yellow parchment. The sole candle on his desk flickered against the breeze from the open window.

      “Close that,” the woman in the bed said. “It’s cold.”

      “Go back to sleep,” he murmured. There was a plate of grapes beside the candle. He popped one in his mouth.

      She drew the blankets up to her chest and sat up. “What’s that you’re busy with?”

      When he didn’t answer, she giggled. “It’s a letter from your lover, isn’t it?”

      “You’re my lover.”

      “You’re such a flatterer.” Her Gasparian accent was thick on her tongue. “Aren’t you going to read it? I do so want to know what she has to say. Perhaps she wants you back in her bed. On cold nights such as this—”

      Enosh held his hand out to silence her and turned to the letter. He unwound the scroll. It was dated from several months back, sent from the port of Aret-ni. But he already knew that; he knew that Kefier and Sume had gone there when they left Enji and that they stayed for months before disappearing. Before that, eight months ago—a few hours after the attack on Enji, in fact—he had sent men to retrieve his woman from their camp and was told she was last seen on the road with his brother and a boy.

      “What boy?” he remembered fuming. The men had wilted around him, realizing the gravity of what they’d just said.

      They explained. He realized that the boy was her thieving nephew, Daj, or Drai, or something like that. He wasn’t sure how the boy had made it all the way out here. Probably did it to piss him off; it didn’t matter. The boy, he was told, was very sick—an unfortunate victim of their assault on Enji. He didn’t care. She could have left him a message, could have waited to tell him herself. Instead, she went off with that stupid boy, and with Ke-if. Kefier, his bastard brother, who seemed to have made it his life’s goal to interfere with his business and take his women at least once every decade.

      It was an old wound, one Enosh refused to pick at because he thought himself better than that. So he left things as they were, and moved on to more important things; he had to return Naijwa’s beast to the tunnels that had allowed them to transport it from the Kag to Gaspar, and his master Yn Garr didn’t need to see how much personal problems interfered with his work. But he hadn’t exactly told the men to stop searching, and a few weeks later they had returned to him with the news that Sume was staying at an inn in Aret-ni. No doubt she was waiting for a suitable ship to take them back to Jin-Sayeng. Animosity between Gaspar and Jin-Sayeng had all but closed the trade routes, but there were other ways.

      Where was he, in all of this? One’s brother, the other’s lover; they seemed to have conveniently forgotten all that they owed him. He had even saved the boy himself, once. He probably shouldn’t have. Getting involved with other people for no reason was more trouble than it was worth.

      He pressed the letter back down without reading it, and turned to hear someone knocking at the door. He got up, swearing under his breath, and opened it.

      A tall man with a dark beard stood outside. “Lord Azchai calls on you, Ferral,” he said, showing stained, yellow teeth. He was wearing dusty brown leathers.

      Enosh frowned. “Good evening, Makin. At this hour?”

      “He wants you to go on an early morning ride with him.”

      “At this hour.” He crossed his arms.

      Makin grinned. “It is the correct time of the day to smell the refreshing morning breeze.”

      “Do we do that before or after we trip in the dark?” Enosh sighed. “How were you able to find me, Makin?”

      “It is an easy thing. I am told to fetch you, so I send riders to every inn, and ask for a wealthy Kag who always—always—asks for someone to warm him at night. It has not failed to show us your movements.”

      “Always? You flatter me, Makin.” He took a cloak and closed the door behind him. “Not that you can blame me if that were true. Your bloody nights are awfully cold.”

      “Then stop doing business in Gaspar! You need tough skin around here.” Makin laughed as they made their way out of the inn. Past the yard and out on the road, he caught sight of several horses. An even taller man than Makin was standing against the fence, his breath billowing like smoke. Although he was dressed in outdoor riding clothes and not the silk tunics that marked his noble status, Enosh would recognize his face anywhere. Lord Azchai leapt to his feet and gave a beaming smile as soon as he saw Enosh.

      “Hertra Ylir yn Ferral,” he said, his voice booming like a drum. He held a finger and flicked it across his nose. “You’ve eluded me too long, my friend.”

      “And here Makin was just telling me how it was such a simple thing to find me.” He held out his hand to shake Azchai’s. “I didn’t realize he was with you, now.”

      “Rajiat proved a more disagreeable employer than I figured,” Makin said with a grin. “Although, after those threatrics you engaged in just to get under his skin—a dagger in the eye, really? How did you manage to get out of that one alive, and with hardly a scratch on you? I’m hoping it’s not something we want the mandraagars to examine, do we?” He peered at Enosh’s eye with a knowing smile and a scrutiny that made Enosh uncomfortable.

      “K’an Rajiat,” Azchai snapped. “I won’t have it said that I allow such discourtesy in my men.”

      “I apologize, K’an Azchai. Will you give me permission to withdraw and cut off my tongue with a hot blade?”

      “This man,” Azchai said, pointing. “I’m surprised Rajiat didn’t go out and cut it for you. Now, where was I?”

      “Makin was just telling me you wanted an early morning ride.”

      “Indeed.”

      Enosh frowned. “I didn’t think he was serious.”

      Azchai laughed. “Come now, Ferral. I made sure to bring you this spirited young filly. Just like you like them! Besides...” He tapped his eye. “You don’t know who could be watching. Place like this…did you know, Sir Ylir, that there are over thirty lords throughout Gaspar?”

      “Excellent. They can mingle with the Jinsein warlords and cut each others’ heads off,” Enosh murmured, climbing into the saddle. The filly danced under him. He dug his heels into the stirrup and caught Makin grinning at him. Azchai’s stallion lurched into the darkness. The filly snorted and followed him.

      A blanket of faint, greenish-blue light shimmered over the stars above them. The dazzling array was thought to be one of the few instances where agan could be seen by the naked eye. He felt the filly slow down and reached for the saddle to steady himself.

      Azchai turned to him. “I’ll cut to the chase. You’re not married, are you, Ferral?”

      The question caught him off guard and he had to stop himself from gaping. “My lord?”

      “I was told you weren’t. I wasn’t sure if you’d gone and married that Jin—Mhagaza’s concubine. What’s-her-name, daughter of that Jin hero. Not that it matters. Marry my daughter, Ferral.”

      He struggled to process that. “My lord,” he started again.

      Makin laughed. “Are you sure of this? He might give you addled grandchildren. I ah—also don’t seem to recall hearing you ask Reema for her opinion.”

      “Whatever it is, she may keep it to herself,” Azchai barked.

      “I think Reema is unlikely to do that.”

      Azchai ignored him and turned to Enosh once more. “Well, Ferral?”

      “I must confess, my lord, that your offer comes as quite a surprise.”

      “Of course it is,” Azchai snorted. “I wouldn’t have given it under these circumstances otherwise.”

      “Don’t get me wrong—it’s a great honour that you would think I, a humble merchant, would make a match for your daughter, but—why?”

      “Why not? Our joint ventures have been more than profitable so far.”

      “I hardly think allowing a private trade route exclusive between Cael to Barun a precursor for joining your family.”

      “Your company has kept Gaspar well-supplied with stone, cotton, and lumber, and my larders full of gold. But my army is small, Jin-Sayeng is at my doorstep, the k’ans get antsy, and so, as you see, one can always use more gold. You do not want to be a lordling, Ferral?”

      “I was told there was another woman, K’an Azchai,” Makin said. “Another Jin. She is lodging in the room next to his. Maybe we should have checked with her first.”

      “Use your brains. If he was sleeping with her, why would they waste money on two rooms?” Azchai made a dismissive gesture. “I see you’re caught off-guard. I’ll let you dwell on it.”

      “Off-guard? With the reputation this man already has in Gaspar?” Makin laughed. “You have to be careful, Ferral. The Gasparian lords are taking too much interest in you. It spells trouble.”

      Enosh cleared his throat. “My busy schedule and many responsibilities would make me a very poor husband. Please accept my apologies. I will have to decline.”

      Azchai spat. Makin grinned, and said, “Would it help if I told you what Reema looked like?”

      Enosh glanced at him. “Does she have warts?”

      Azchai held out his hand. “I will not sit here and allow you to insult my daughter.”

      “We weren’t insulting her,” Makin countered. He glanced at Enosh. “She’s a lovely girl. A true Lady Baimash, reborn. Seventeen years old. Eyes like golden rubies. Long lashes. Fishwife’s tongue.” He grinned.

      Azchai glared at him. “Enough.” He glanced at Enosh. “Her dowry isn’t much. Not by your standards. An estate north of my border, four hundred head of cattle, thirty steppe ponies, eighty-some goats, fifty servants. Ten beehives. Very productive. Also, one mage of Dageian make. I am told he hails from Enji and that you are very, very interested in his whereabouts.” His eyes gleamed.

      The smile fell from Enosh’s face. “You’ve got him?”

      “Yes.”

      “In your dungeons?”

      “Now, Sir Ferral, why in the world would I tell you that?” Azchai flicked his fingers. “I’ll remain true to my word. I’ll give you time. Makin did not lie about my daughter’s beauty, at least. She takes after my wife’s side of the family. As for my charge—well, you need not worry about him. He is well-guarded and won’t be escaping so easily this time.”
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