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How long have the stars been the same? 


Longer than weary eyes may count.


Tonight, a wanderer burns on the surface of Khusu’s pool, 


and soon all other lights will seem pale.


How many ages have rolled since the gods have seen a sail from the world beyond? The rising sun shall rob them of their isolation.


My time is coming. They called me fool, but none have known my pain. The pattern shifts; neither man nor god may know its final weaving.


What some call madness, I call vision. I have seen, 


and now one comes – haunted, driven before the winds of a fate 


he dare not face.


I have called the Serpent from his prison.


A man of war, seeking peace, yet disease and ruin will follow in his wake. What he bears will cast a shadow to drown the distant lights of Tel Aphos and make the gods who dwell there remember fear.


All that remains is to find the one to serve me when the general falls. Is that you Hetephes? Are you to be my handmaiden or will you choose your false father? So many others have failed.


You are restless in your narrow bed. Do you sense me watching?


Do you dream?


Should not the God of Visions and Crossroads know? 


It is selfish not to share. It matters not!


The ships are here, the star returns, and no novice’s dream could encompass what is to come…


If you want to know that, you must share The Serpent’s Quest.
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 Dedication  


 


For all those who set sail for new horizons 
with no certainty of ever returning to shore.


 





 The Ilwan Isles  
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 Authors’ Note  


 


When we set out to write this novel, we encountered logistical challenges in depicting multilingualism. After some discussion, we have opted to show the Ilwan language in italics whenever it is spoken in the presence of characters for whom it is a second language or who have limited fluency.


We wrote these books to have fun and tell a story we both wanted to hear. Leave your preconceptions at the door and join us on our journey, but be warned: dragons lie coiled between these pages.
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At first, he thought he was looking at his own face in the murky water: pale from lack of sun, framed by lank, matted strands. His hair had turned white during his stay in the dungeon, but when he lifted the bowl to the thin beam of light he gazed into the dark countenance of a smooth-featured man.





 Prelude  



 A memory beneath the fortress of Grunenfar  


 


“General.”


“Wake up, General.”


A few seconds passed before Kelbrin registered that the speaker was addressing him. It had been a long time since anyone bothered to acknowledge the title he had once held. 


The guards liked to pretend their convenient amnesia could erase the man who’d once ridden at the front of the Etan storm and toppled an empire. Kelbrin was an embarrassment now, a dissident who would have died a long time ago if anyone had the courage to wield the assassin’s knife. His jailers were under strict orders not to speak his name, just as he was forbidden to know theirs, lest his curse fall upon them when he died. They had profaned him, disrespected him in so many ways, but even their master feared the burden of his dying curse.


“Come on, wake up! I don’t have all day.” The speaker’s clipped words suggested impatience.


“Fenfreth?” Kelbrin spoke his totem’s name even though he knew it was in vain. Wards had been set in place, incense and charms to keep him from reaching the second world, from finding his spiritual brother, and drawing on the strength of their bond.


In any case, Fenfreth would never address him in that manner, which left madness as the most likely explanation for the voice.


He had been abandoned to wither and die. His captors hoped he would slip away, and the curse would be blunted. After all, no one would have his life’s blood on their conscience if he simply succumbed, cast away in the dark.


Kelbrin had endured far longer than they could have imagined, but in all that time, he had not been able to summon his totem. Why should anything change now, especially when…


He peered at the raw flesh where his totem brands had once been, cut and seared until the winding pattern the tai-sher had once granted him were all but gone. A raised whorl or two at the edges of the wounds were all that remained of the brands that had once bonded him to the other half of his soul.


“Fenfreth.” He moaned the name, his voice breaking with the loss. First, they had bound him, interred him in this cell, and now they had cut his brother from him.


They wanted him to die…


Kelbrin would oblige them if he could, but that was one trick he’d never learned. Death found others but never him. How many years had he ridden through fire and blood unscathed? First against the empire and then… his own… The boy he’d chosen, the soldier he’d raised… the monster who tortured him now.


“Dugan.”


“Hardly,” the speaker scoffed. “You know it’s not wise to name him.”


“He will not come here, not for a while, not after—” Kelbrin choked off a sob as he studied his scars. Execution would have been a kindness compared to this. A totem brought a warrior strength, clarity, but more important than all that, it was Fenfreth who should have led him to the Houses of Feasting. With his conduit to the second world severed, he might wander that limbo forever.


“He nearly killed you, didn’t he?” the stranger broke in. His voice was pleasant, as if the pain wracking Kelbrin were of no more account than a change in the wind. “And now the little coward skulks, hoping his latest outrage will be enough to push you over the edge.” The stranger laughed. “We both know you won’t die, but what will he do next time?”


The thought made Kelbrin shudder.


He squeezed his eyes shut, but tears still came, and there was no one to hide them from.


“You are not here.” He curled up on the filthy straw, holding his wounded arms before him. By rights, he should not have survived such wounds, but he had never been quite as other men. He had always understood that to be an aspect of his relationship with Fenfreth.


Every totem brought strength, but the serpent brand was rare. No other had borne its like, not in a thousand years. No name had echoed so long in the histories of his people.


“Tears? Not what I expected from the great Serpent General,” the stranger mocked. “It’s a truly pathetic sight.”


Kelbrin sniffed. “I suppose it must be.”


He could have laughed along with the stranger if he weren’t the one crying. Many dead would have cause to jeer at how far the Serpent had fallen. Could he be speaking to one of those?


“Wouldn’t your father be proud to see his son now? You hope to join him, no doubt, but he died trying to save your mother from the flames… You? You’ll just curl up and sob yourself to death.”


Anger found Kelbrin, even in despair.


He reared like a snake from his resting place. He could barely close his fingers, but he would choke the life from whomever… whatever dared to mock him. To invoke his father, his mother, to speak of their deaths. Now that was unforgivable.


He rose, deadly in his anger, his dying curse souring his tongue and saw…


Nothing…


The cell was the same, cramped and smoky. The door was shut, and only a thin shaft of light suggested any access to the world above. The gap was scarcely adequate to disperse the roiling vapours in his cell, but he’d always had a particular resilience when it came to poisons. Until he’d heard the voice, he’d considered himself immune to the effects of the dream smoke.


The loss of his brands must be to blame.


“You’ve gone quite an attractive shade of red, you know.” The voice sounded from thin air.


“Show yourself!”


“Why? So you can pummel me with those big mitts of yours? It’s quite remarkable, years in a dungeon, torture, deprivation, and you still look like the prize ox at a county fair.”


“You will soon regret this insolence.”


“Would you prefer I weep? Perhaps enough tears will rust the hinges from the door, or mayhap our groans will crumble old stone. Failing that, we could use your swollen head as a battering ram.” 


Kelbrin cast about. The speaker must be somewhere.


“Swell up any more and you’ll burst something.”


There.


Kelbrin rushed towards the opposite corner of his cell and stared into the distorted mirror of his drinking bowl.


At first, he thought he was looking at his own face in the murky water: pale from lack of sun, framed by lank, matted strands. His hair had turned white during his stay in the dungeon, but when he lifted the bowl to the thin beam of light he gazed into the dark countenance of a smooth-featured man.


Kelbrin blinked, suddenly uncertain. He did not remember the face of every soul he had dispatched, but he would have remembered killing such a strange enemy. The apparition’s skin was black as smoke-glass, with hooded eyes wheeling beneath arching brows. This was no Etan. Perhaps he came from further south, Neb or the deserts beyond… 


“You have no reason to haunt me, spirit. Be gone!”


Kelbrin raised the container with every intention of shattering it on the floor.


Hallucination or spirit, he knew enough of the tai-sher’s art to be certain that breaking the vessel would be a good first step.


“Before you do that.” The dark figure’s eyes spun, pinwheeling in the opposite direction to the rippling surface of the water.


“I do not hear you, spirit… I banish you from this place.”


He raised the bowl higher.


“Don’t force me to manifest in the piss-bucket!” the apparition blurted. “Neither of us would enjoy that.”


The thought of being harassed by his own bobbing turds was enough to stay Kelbrin’s hand for a moment.


“What do you want?” He lowered the bowl, staring into it as he remembered his teacher, Hárra, doing on occasion, though the tai-sher had always preferred smoke to water when talking with spirits.


The dark stranger’s face quirked. There was something impish in his manner. His ears were sharp – pointed and inhuman.


“I only want to help,” the spirit assured him.


“You’ll forgive me if I doubt you.”


The face in the water rippled, and for a moment took on a wild aspect. “Will I?”


The water stilled.


“Yes, I suppose I will… I didn’t come here to… hmm…” The stranger’s face contorted in exaggerated concentration. “Which one are you again?”


Kelbrin narrowed his eyes. “You’ll not trick my name from me, spirit. If you are here, and you have business, speak it.”


The spirit snorted. “Yes, a man with so much to lose is wise to be very wary of such things. Why, I might possess you and become…” The voice changed as it intoned: “Master of a ten-by-ten cell with all the rats and mould you could eat. Act now, and you could have your very own bout of dysentery. Hygienic wipes not included…”


Kelbrin blinked, the smoke must have finally overturned his reason. He lifted the bowl in disgust.


“Wait! Wait, wait-wait.. Wait… Stop?” the spirit gabbled desperately as water slopped over the side. “If you can contain yourself for just a few minutes, I want to offer you a—”


“I don’t care what you might promise.” Kelbrin brought the bowl down with a loud crash.


Shards erupted at his feet, and the water sprayed out in all directions.


Kelbrin gaped in horror at the sight that greeted him.


Instead of just a face, the large puddle revealed the whole man, liveried in the most outlandish fashion. His clothing was all stripes and whirls, stark divisions that hurt the eye. Kelbrin could almost hear the tiny bells that jangled on the end of his shoes as the water  settled.


“Wonderful, just great,” the spirit sputtered, swiping at his outlandish doublet. “Now we’ve only got until all this dries up.”


“You are no common spirit. Name yourself.” Kelbrin’s breath hissed between his teeth as his lips drew back in a rictus snarl.


An evil grin flashed over the interloper’s onyx features. “You may call me Rahash, or your lordship. I have borne other less savoury titles… but best if you don’t invoke those. Now, they’ll probably come to give you a new bowl eventually. If you are quick, you could use that to your advantage.”


Kelbrin snorted. “Escape? They never open the door without at least three guards present. Besides, where would I go?”


“You have friends in Amith, do you not? Powerful friends who might lend you a boat or three.”


“What need have I for boats?” Kelbrin protested.


“Every need in the world.” The spirit snatched back his hand from a part of the floor where the water had begun to drain away. “You’ve given up because you think yourself without allies, but what if I were to tell you of an undiscovered land?”


“I’d say you could keep the tall stories until they bring me a new drinking jug.” Kelbrin stiffened. “Besides, if I ever got clear, I would not run to some far-off land. My fight is here with the one I once served.”


“A choice you made.” Rahash wagged a finger. “They would have followed you, but you let the boy rule in your stead.”


“I did what I thought was right,” Kelbrin barked.


“You tried to bargain with fate,” the apparition scoffed.


“Then I shall not fail a second time. I raised the boy, and I will topple him.”


“No!” The stranger brought his hand down into his palm like an axe.


The apparition’s voice softened. “Please, General, see reason. Have blood and ash bought more than regret? You know what a direct confrontation would cost right now. You must bide your time. Guile and strategy will serve you best.”


“Nevertheless, I would fight,” Kelbrin said.


“That must not be! You have to run. Now!”


“And why is that?”


“You think I would come unless it were desperate? That I would choose you, of all people?”


“I don’t think you have the time to insult me.” Kelbrin gestured to the diminishing edges of the pool.


“All right, it’s the torc,” the stranger hissed.


That pricked his attention. Kelbrin leant over the evaporating spirit. “What do you know about that?”


“All I need to,” the spirit replied. “It was you who stole it, after all.”


“Claimed not stole.”


“And then Dug— He… claimed it from you, did he not?”


“He did,” Kelbrin snarled. “The fool doesn’t understand. It’s a curse, a power no one should ever use.”


“Oh, I quite agree,” the spirit said. “Certainly, it should be kept from that one at all costs. He already digs too deep, summons demons, you know.”


“Of course, I know. Why do you think I opposed him in the first place? We were allies once.”


“There are children who know that much, but this is more desperate. His corruption goes deeper than you can guess.”


The throbbing in his forearms was all conformation Kelbrin needed for those words. Once he and Dugan had fought that all might forge such a connection with the second world. Now, instead of realising that vision, the Tyrant courted the very corruption against which they had battled.


The sorceries of Abrass were a poison, an acid seeping into the world, and the torc… It was the pinnacle of Abrass’ debased craft.


All thought of the danger in speaking to a spirit was gone now, Kelbrin had to know. The only reason for the spirit to mention the torc was if…


“Oh yes.” The spirit nodded. “You are finally seeing it, aren’t you? His sorcerers have found a way to do what you most fear, with the torc to power his efforts...”


Kelbrin’s blood chilled. It had been bad enough that Dugan had embraced the ways of Abrass, but the thought that he had finally succeeded in melding that ancient corruption with totem magic… Kelbrin’s mind reeled.


He tried to think back past the pain of his encounters with his old protégé. 


There had been something different, a change in his features and mannerisms. 


Time had slid past him in this cell. 


Once he and Dugan had shared a dream, but the torc would turn it into a nightmare.


Since the first moment he had seen it, Kelbrin had sensed how the artefact warped everything around it, thinning the veil between worlds and bringing chaos.


Whatever perversions Dugan had already wrought on himself, he would now be able to bring about changes on an unthinkable scale, and when all men were merged with their animal aspect, then the Beast Lord would claim dominion over all.


“This cannot be,” Kelbrin growled, though there was no point in such empty words.


“And it shall not be, if you do as I say,” the rapidly diminishing spirit assured him. “You must escape, steal the torc… use it…”


Kelbrin gaped. “How can I use such a thing? You ask me to damn myself. It is a perversion of all I hold sacred.”


“And yet it can give you the power to do what you must!” the spirit insisted. 


“Never!”


“Shall the world burn because Kelbrin is too principled to do what it requires of him?”


Kelbrin’s gut twisted at the use of his name.


The apparition approached the drying pool’s glistening surface. “He took your brands, but with the torc you can still reach the second world, become the general you once were.”


Kelbrin shook his head, his doubts crowding in from all sides. “It is not a destiny I would choose. That path will only lead to more blood. It may be I do the world more good to remain here and—”


“Am I talking to the conqueror of Abrass or a jilted milkmaid? Of course, there will be blood. All you rotting here will do is make that certain.”


“To win I would have to embrace the torc’s corruption.”


“You think any of us has a choice in this? Don’t try to win… Run! Get the damn thing away from…him and then work something out.”


“On the word of a puddle… Where would I even go?” Kelbrin demanded.


“Have you been listening at all? There is a land far across the ocean. Take the torc there, find allies, and keep it from Dugan. Or wither in this cell while your folk are forged into beasts in the flesh vats he wouldn’t let you destroy.”


Kelbrin gazed across the remnants of the spilled water. Could there really be such a land, a place where he might escape the Tyrant? Could he bear the burden of the torc in order to keep it from Dugan?


“What’s happening in there?” came the muffled query from beyond the door.


Kelbrin remained silent.


“Don’t make me come in!” the guard warned.


Kelbrin closed his fist over a long shard of shattered porcelain.


The fading spirit offered him a knowing smile.


The key turned in the lock.


“Put it down!” The guard’s voice was tight, and his spear was levelled. Kelbrin could just discern another behind him in the gloom of the poorly lit stone corridor.


The shard was sharp against his fingers and suddenly seemed impossibly puny compared to the leaf blade pointed at his gut.


The dream smoke still poured in from one of the vents above, leaving him light-headed and weak. How long had it been since he faced a man in fair combat? Four years, five?


His hair had gone white in this place, and his arms ached. The only armour he wore was the filth in which he stood.


“I said drop it.”


The spear flashed.


The shard fell from his hand.


Escape had been a dream, another fevered vision, but he’d always known he was going to die in this pit...alone.


“Good.” The guard advanced quickly, chains clinking in his belt and then…


Years-smoothed flagstones and the newly wetted crust on the floor combined to send the guard spilling forward.


The man yelped as his boots lost their grip in the cell’s sludge, and he went down.


Kelbrin’s response was instinctive. He twisted so the flashing point of the flailing spear shot past him then pivoted to wrench the shaft from the falling guard’s fingers. His momentum drew him on, and he turned his newly acquired weapon and thrust out into the dimness of the corridor. A wet gurgle followed as the spear bit flesh.


It was luck more than design that took out the second guard’s throat.


Rather than try to pull back the shaft, Kelbrin let it go and threw himself down into the rotten-smelling sludge where the first guard still lay prone. The man had only just come to a halt and was trying to rise. 


Kelbrin never gave him the chance.


He bore down on the guard with all his weight while scrabbling for the man’s belt knife.


He grunted as his opponent landed a fist in his side, but his focus was unwavering.


Even without Fenfreth’s strength, Kelbrin had always possessed a singularity of purpose, and more pain meant little to him.


The knife came clear, and he pumped it into his enemy. He stabbed up and under the hauberk’s chain skirt and was rewarded with a scream as the blade slid over the inner thigh, opening the vein wide.


There was no time to follow up, though since the third guard was already wrestling his impaled colleague out of the doorway so that he could finish Kelbrin.


Kelbrin threw himself to the side just in time to avoid the thrust that despatched the man beneath him, but he was on his back on a slippery floor, pitting his knife against a spear.


His limbs were already screaming, and there would be no chance to dodge a second time.


The blooded shaft pulled back, trailing gore. Once again, Kelbrin’s reaction was instinctive.


The knife left his hand in a blur, spinning through the air, and buried itself in his attacker’s eye.


The guard gasped then collapsed.


The quiet in the cell was sudden and all-encompassing.


Kelbrin took his time getting up; he was familiar enough with the rhythms of the place to know that hours would pass before the three dead men were relieved.


He crept out and peered down the corridor.


The previous time he had come this way, they had taken him to Dugan and his torturer.


Dugan!


The bastard had more than these servants. For all he knew, one of the Tyrant’s demons was already whispering of his escape…


Kelbrin stilled his pounding heart.


Likely even the Tyrant had become complacent about him after so long. He had other things to occupy him, like unlocking the secrets of the torc.


Kelbrin glanced back at the smeared filth in his cell. Had the spirit lent him a scrap of luck? Was it true Dugan had unlocked the artefact? If so, he couldn’t leave the Tyrant to…


Kelbrin chuckled darkly. 


So a weak, newly escaped prisoner was going to stroll into whatever crypt held the torc, steal it, and saunter away…


He studied his closest victim.


A large man. The armour might just fit.


His head was beginning to clear by the time he had dragged on his opponent’s harness. A cloak had been folded next to the door, wrapping a bottle of homebrewed ale. He gulped down the entire bottle, then drew the hood up over his lank hair.


He might go unnoticed in the subterranean gloom, or so he hoped, because the spear he had claimed was serving more as a walking stick than a weapon.


The only question that remained was how he would find the torc, let alone a way out.


A torch flared into life further down the long corridor – an answer to his unspoken question?


He hurried on. Sure enough, another torch flared when he reached the next junction.


The spirit held sway over flame and water then.


Kelbrin blinked. The tunnels below the keep were almost as extensive as those that ran below Abrass herself. Some even whispered that links existed between the two complexes.


The Sky Father alone knew what foul sorceries had contrived these winding warrens, but he doubted he would find his way out safely on his own, which meant following the torches and…


The torc. That was what the spirit really wanted him to retrieve, but what choice did he have?


It was a cursed thing, a perversion, and his strength was already fading. Was he rationalising to think that it would be better for him to have it than Dugan?


He stumbled onwards, following the light until he was quite lost in the maze of tunnels.


He came to a halt when a familiar hum reached him, one he’d heard before when he’d first burst into the crypts below Abrass and claimed the torc in Dugan’s name.


He’d been weary then, too, panting from battle, but the sights he’d seen…


His gut clenched as he rounded the corner to find himself staring down a line of glass coffins – vats – that gleamed in the steady light of Abrassian glow stones.


This was no longer the dungeon he had left.


The tone that had drawn him intensified into the unmistakable resonance that had haunted his dreams.


Kelbrin cast about, but he was alone in these accursed tunnels – the right time and place. Perhaps he had the spirit to thank for that, too.


A door further down the corridor was open, so he made for it.


He was inexplicably drawn now; Hárra would have called it the weave of fate. Kelbrin put it down to grim curiosity.


The lights flared, and for an instant, Kelbrin was able to see through the dark crystal of the vats around him.


A figure, seven or eight feet tall, was suspended in the murk, corded with muscle and sporting the distended muzzle of a wolf. His heart thumped as the beast-man’s eyes flashed open, and a clawed hand flattened itself against the glass with a dull thunk.


It was not the first time he had seen such tanks, but the shambling wretches he had fought when they first recovered the torc were a far cry from this monstrosity. Dugan had not been idle.


Kelbrin all but fell into the brightly lit room. A sorcerer might call it a laboratory, but to him it was simply a nightmare jumble of conduits, wires, and bubbling chaos. A sharp, unnatural stench assailed him, the torc’s strident tone overwhelming.


The buzz and hum of the golden cradle at the heart of the room set his nerves jangling.


He recognised he was not alone a second before the robed man at the console in the centre of the room let out a yelp of surprise. That was followed by a dying gurgle as Kelbrin lobbed his spear.


A second adept to his left spread his fingers and sent a bolt of lightning blazing outwards. Kelbrin’s skin blistered as he ducked under the jagged arc and dived towards the sorcerer. The air crackled with the inhuman whine of a second spell, but Kelbrin’s dagger cut the casting short.


He came up panting, his legs barely able to hold him.


The pang of his overfull bladder became worse as his gaze alighted on the whirl of black metal at the heart of the golden matrix.


Dugan really was using the torc, as if what he had seen in the vats were not confirmation enough.


The light around him flared again.


He followed the line of devastation left by the sorcerer’s bolt. Something was sparking deep within the mind-bending assortment of wire and piping. Runes flared fitfully.


There was a wet rush as the first of the vats in the corridor behind him began to open.


A low howl followed.


Kelbrin had no illusions that he could face what had awoken beyond the chamber. Not weak as he was.


Go on, he could hear the spirit mock, take it or die…


Kelbrin gazed down at the sickening twist of enchanted iron. It stood against everything he believed, yet he was already reaching for it.


He snatched up the torc, tore it loose from its sorcerous fittings, and snapped it shut around his throat…


For a moment, there was nothing, then the world around him unfolded – he could sense the currents of the realms beyond, feel his old power stirring within him. It could be so much more if he wanted, if he drew it close.


The sounds from the hall need not frighten him, he could become more than any of them, he could… 


NO! Fenfreth’s voice was loud in his mind.


It required the discipline of a lifetime to only draw the strength he needed to cross to the door on the other side of the chamber.


He hauled open the door and slammed it shut as the first dripping shadows appeared from the hallway. The door was heavy and the bolt thick, yet it would not last long.


A light flickered brightly ahead, and he hurried towards it.


The spirit had said to run, and he would. Get to Amith. Beg for ships. Find this new land. Gain allies.


He surged on, borne by the corrupt power that now suffused him.


Escape was a slim hope, but even a thin thread was worth following…





 Chapter 1  



 The Serpent on the Shore  




“General?”


“Kelbrin.”


“Hmm?”


The memory of his escape dispersed like scattered droplets, replaced by the white-capped waves breaking on the nearby shore.


“I said, you look as surprised to see this new land of yours as the rest of us!” Elan said.


Kelbrin couldn’t share his second’s exuberance. They had endured a long journey, and he had, on occasion, questioned whether his guide existed at all. Until now, nothing had seemed real. If the map-makers were to be believed, they should long have drifted off the lip of the world. Instead, they had found a new coast. But even this did not mean the spirit had led him true.


Kelbrin kept his eyes fixed on the long ivory strand to starboard.


“You do see it, right?” Elan mocked.


He bobbed his head to acknowledge he’d heard her. It would do no good to fuel the rumours that his time in captivity had dulled his edge. The voyage had been hard, and murmurs were already flying among the crew. Hells knew what any of them would make of the story behind his decision to cross the great ocean. Even Elan didn’t have an inkling of the true nature of the guide that had brought them this far. His war band followed, as warriors always did, because the Serpent General had raised his banner.


Kelbrin hissed out a breath.


Defiler’s cock, his obligation lay heavy now. He watched the crew study the unfamiliar strand. Some smiles came from those simply relieved to see land again, but what would they discover once they set foot on the shore?


What had he led them to? They’d travelled further than any explorers in history. There was no knowing what they would find here. The word of an apparition in a water bowl seemed feeble when he’d sailed so far beyond anything on the old charts.


Here be demons, and all that.


He absently stroked the black iron that clasped his neck. Then snatched away his hand. It was too late to regret the weakness that had prompted him to claim the artefact: it was his to bear now. 


The torc had given him strength enough to win clear of Grunenfar, yet its taint was unmistakable. He could still recall his disgust as he’d lifted it from the eye-watering tangle of arcane machinery Dugan had constructed beneath his keep, but now there was a disturbing attraction.


Like some people who nearly threw up when they first tasted long leaf… then couldn’t stop smoking the stuff as they got older.


Kelbrin prided himself on discipline, and he was resolved to resist the torc, yet for a moment, he’d been unable to supress the need to touch it.


He flattened his hand on the ship’s railing and forced back the urge to caress the cursed metal.


Elan was sharp enough to notice his disquiet. He dropped his gaze to the fox brand on her forearm and smiled.


Cunning Elan was not the quickest or strongest he had commanded, but she was formidable for all that. Would she call him a fool for coming here if she knew the truth? Kelbrin curled his lip. She would call him a fool, but not to his face. She was like all the rest who had followed him from Amith, loyal to a legend. His smile faded. A legend that might very well prove their undoing.


“Something funny, General… or sad?” Elan’s question sounded innocent, but the woman was too damned perceptive.


Kelbrin’s throat went dry. He let out a rattling cough before answering. “The journey has been long. I look forward to feeling sod beneath my feet again.”


Anything was better than this leaking tub.


It wasn’t a fair description. Kelbrin’s tub was the pinnacle of the shipwright’s art – two-masted and, despite its size, easily able to keep up with the smaller vessels in the fleet. Like all Etan ships, she was long, narrow, and rode high in the water. The great sweep of the keel arched up to form the massive figurehead of a leering dragon.


“I’ve certainly had enough of looking at that constipated bastard.” Kelbrin pointed at the proud carving.


A strand of Elan’s long auburn hair slid free of its bindings as she nodded. “As you say, my lord. I think just about everyone on this boat is getting tired of watching a pensive dragon.” This last Elan said softly, pointedly regarding the remnants of the serpentine brands that coiled about Kelbrin’s forearms.


“Best watch your tongue lest you rouse his anger,” he snapped, but Kelbrin couldn’t help his slight smile. He often found value in Elan’s little gibes.


They stopped him from getting too puffed up.


His second raised her voice and turned to the rest of the ship. “We all look forward to going ashore, don’t we, comrades?”


A cry went up from the decks.


“Too much noise!” Kelbrin growled, instantly quelling the muted cheer.


So much for her cunning. Kelbrin regarded the settlement on the spur of land to his left. It was little more than a fishing village overlooked by a gaudy building, complete with flapping pennants, that he identified as some kind of temple. The dull, mudbrick village lacked even a low wall for defence. In contrast, the stepped temple with its bright murals against white walls was achingly out of place. Such a structure would not have lasted a month in the lands they had left. Could these people prove to be the allies Rahash had promised? Many barriers would have to be overcome before he could learn the truth of that. For a start, he doubted anyone in the village would speak Etan.


Too late for second guesses.


“Sorry for the noise.” Elan had the grace to look shamefaced. “Just happy to be going ashore.” She turned so she could study the village. “And there seems little danger in that sorry collection of mud – if I’m any judge.”


“But you are not the judge, Captain…” She wilted before his stern gaze. “Not yet, at any rate.” Kelbrin smiled to defuse the situation. He felt every year of his long campaigning as he studied the younger officer. “Perhaps one day soon the Fox will prove more cunning than the Serpent, but we have yet to see that sunrise.”


Kelbrin glanced down at the marks on his forearm. He was still not used to seeing the ragged, not-quite-healed scars. The scaled coils that had once wound down from his elbow were the sign of a bond that had sustained him for longer than any mortal man could ask. Of all the wounds he’d endured, their defacement had been the worst. The torc’s tainted energy had been the only way to ensure that his bond with Fenfreth had not been completely severed. Paradoxically, it was also why he dared not bring his totem close. There was no telling how far he could trust the old bond. Kelbrin didn’t know what he feared most, that Fenfreth would respond to his call and be twisted by the torc or that his totem would not answer the summons without it.


Defiler’s guts, he was feeling old.


“I pray we never see that dawning.” Elan grinned at him.


“Hmmm?” He blinked, not quite following what she was talking about.


“I said I hope we never see the day when the Fox must outdo the Serpent.”


“I’d be suspicious of such flattering talk from anyone else.” Kelbrin schooled his face to neutrality.


“A good thing no one else said it then.” She met his stare with mocking eyes.


Far too cunning…but loyal. Not like…Dugan. Kelbrin recoiled from the memory lest it further poison his mind or give the Tyrant’s sorcery something to lock onto. I can’t change what has been. This life has only one rule – fight or die.


A part of him wanted to laugh at such bravado. All through his desperate flight to Amith and the interminable voyage that had followed, he’d told himself his quest was good, necessary. The spirit in the water had offered him a slender filament of hope when he feared all was lost, but now he’d reached the end of the journey, and his hopes had dimmed.


Could he trust anyone? Even himself?


Kelbrin tensed his jaw and locked the storm deep within.


No going back.


“Are the transports ready?” Kelbrin rolled his shoulders to loosen the kinks in his muscles. He’d been standing still too long.


“Ready and waiting.” Elan straightened, as if giving an official report. “I think the horses will be happier to get ashore than the rest of us. Poor beasts – the journey has not been kind.”


“How many remain to us?” He already feared the worst. 


“Fifty-three have survived.”


Kelbrin winced and looked to the other ships behind them. The few horses they’d managed to bring huddled in dejected, near-skeletal bunches. Fifty-three? Once he had commanded thousands, columns of endless cavalry that had thrown up more dust than a desert storm and laid low entire kingdoms. For an instant, the old pride swelled, and he wanted to curse the fate that had brought him to this, but other images came, hard on the heels of those awesome scenes. Broken banners, shattered bodies, screaming beasts – the great library of the city of Abrass ablaze.


Have blood and ash bought more than regret?


Kelbrin couldn’t shake those words. He was well aware that Rahash had used them when he was at his lowest ebb, but whether he’d been manipulated or not there was a stubborn truth to be found in the question.


Appropriate that the concept should come from a reflection – the inversion of everything he’d believed, where his greatest triumphs had become unforgivable defeats.


“My lord?” Elan was still talking.


“Yes, yes, let us proceed – the world will look better from a saddle.” He tried to sound as if he believed his own lie.


* * *


The horses were almost as unsteady on four legs as the men were on two. Months of rolling in boats had made the beasts unaccustomed to solid ground. Kelbrin was forced to call a halt almost as soon as they’d moved the company past the strand.


Eventually, the bulk of his force gathered on a slope overlooking the beach that offered a view of the land beyond. The low scrub and succulent vegetation gave way to heavier growth, a dense stand of tall trees, and beyond that the tawny expanse of the villager’s fields.


A lesser commander might have allowed his troops to find their legs on the strand, but Kelbrin wanted to claim the high ground. Despite the day’s increasing warmth, he’d insisted on full armour.


The sticky, humid heat was alleviated only by the cool air flowing in from the ocean. As they gazed down, the mists thinned to reveal wide cultivated fields stretching off into the distance. The size of the fishing village could be no indication of the actual population of this land, given the extent of the cultivation.


Taller structures were only just visible through the haze in the distance. The scale of those far-off buildings brought renewed hope that they had not stumbled on a land of soft farmers and mud bakers. It also fuelled Kelbrin’s caution. They were in a strange place filled with unknown perils and people.


The real question that faced him now was how to approach the inhabitants. Rahash’s infrequent manifestations after Kelbrin’s escape had imbued Kelbrin with a spattering of the islanders’ language, but the spirit was a poor teacher. It was all very well memorising words like peace and friend, but Kelbrin was under no illusion that introductions were going to be easy.


Ranks of armed strangers had a tendency to engender mistrust.


He tugged at the torc again. In this heat, the damned thing felt as if it weighed twice as much as usual, and the skin that rubbed against the metal was tender.


I have to make this work. This is my burden to carry.


Kelbrin shuddered to remember the monsters he’d encountered beneath Grunenfar. The artefact provided the key to perverting the sacred bond between warrior and totem, but the torc was more than that. Kelbrin doubted that even its makers understood the corruption they had brought into the world. Vats and mergings, these were bad enough, but eventually the torc would poison everything.


As it’s poisoning me?


Kelbrin thrust aside the thought. He couldn’t allow cowardice to blunt his purpose.


What he’d seen was only a prelude to the disaster that might yet be wrought. Whatever the danger to himself, he had to keep the torc out of Dugan’s reach. The Tyrant would not cease until he had thrown wide the gates between planes, and the full chaos of the second world spilled through to consume everything.


Kelbrin ran a finger over the heavy coil about his neck. Fenfreth would certainly have had wisdom to impart, but he dared not summon him, not while he still wore the torc, which twisted and ensnared everything it touched.


The demon that whispered to Dugan and had instructed the alchemists of Abrass in the forging of such a device deserved whatever hellfire it was choking on.


Kelbrin stamped his feet.


Elan hurried over. “You have orders, General?”


The nearby warriors stirred, some glancing in their direction.


“You think they are ready to move?” he shot back.


Elan shrugged. “If an old man like you has found his feet again, then I’m sure they’ll find the strength to march.” The comment brought laughter from the nearest warriors, both because they knew their general didn’t like to be reminded of his age and because, venerable as he was, Kelbrin could out-march any in the company.


Elan cocked her head. “Do we approach the village or push on to some more significant target?”


Kelbrin narrowed his eyes. “What do you think?”


Elan winked. “Neither, of course. Heading straight inland would be reckless and would leave us too far from the ships. Besides, we are coming here to forge an alliance. We wouldn’t want them to see our advance as an invasion.”


“And what about approaching the village?” Kelbrin gave his second an approving grin.


“We should sound them out soon, but contact with peasants will likely have little diplomatic value and could be more trouble than it’s worth. The smart thing to do would be to hunker down, and let them come to us. Show strength but not aggression.”


Kelbrin nodded, well satisfied. “Astute.”


“Thank you.” Elan beamed. 


Kelbrin raised an eyebrow. “So, why are all these men and women are still lolling around?”


Elan looked doubtful for a second, then took his meaning. “Come on, you layabouts!” she boomed. “You know the drill – or did you all forget how to chop wood on the way over? We put up walls before we rest!”


This elicited a number of groans.


“Sir,” a younger warrior called, “can we at least get out of the mail first?”


Kelbrin stood straighter despite the weight of his own hauberk, “I tell you what, Davit, you give me a wall to hide behind, and I’ll let you doff your heavy shirt.”


The comment was met with more good humour, and the company set about constructing a stockade.


The trees about the hill had long trunks which spread into wide-flung branches bearing tufts of narrow leaves. The wood was not particularly hard or knotted like kaban or wirrel, but that was all to the good when speed mattered more than durability. With any luck, the fortifications wouldn’t be more than a temporary measure.


By the time the sun was ebbing in the sky, the top of the rise Kelbrin had chosen was ringed with wooden trunks. The ground had been cleared, and a ditch had been dug. They would spend the next few nights in tents, but Kelbrin had every intention of raising proper buildings within his new palisade.


He still wasn’t sure how he was going to put his case to the locals, but it seemed wise to show them they were dealing with civilised folk, capable of holding their own.


As Elan had said, it would certainly be undesirable to start with aggression.


* * *


It was just past noon on the second day when the soldier on watch called warning. Kelbrin was surprised at the speed and extent of the response to their landing. Metal flashed from the treeline beyond their stockade. As they watched, detachments of warriors filed up from the fields below, to be met by a delegation from the nearby village. The numbers of the approaching troops were far larger than he could have anticipated. Indeed, Kelbrin could not imagine how such a force might have been assembled so quickly without prior warning. This was no local patrol, but a proper army that outnumbered his own.


Determined not to be cowed, Kelbrin gave orders for his people to be ready and donned his least salt-stained cloak. He was sure to wear his mail beneath it. To show his good will, he left behind helmet and shield, and rode out at the head of his small unit of cavalry. It was a miniscule knot of men and women indeed when set against the massed ranks of local infantry, but he felt less concern than he might have – the Etans would have mobility on their side.


Not one mount could be seen in the ranks arrayed against them, and the infantry’s shields were of hide and bronze, and their helms and shields were of hide and bronze – serviceable enough, but hardly intimidating to one who rode high and wore a skin of steel. The blades on the local soldiers’ hips were little more than heavy knives, though their spears were long and might prove a danger to Kelbrin’s precious horses. Further inspection revealed that the troops were also armed with cudgels – the weapons might not have the elegance of a sword or dagger, but they were a tried and tested way to crack an opponent’s skull. Kelbrin began to wish he hadn’t left his helm behind.


The islanders’ body armour appeared light in the extreme, simple leather tunics that didn’t even cover the burnt umber skin of their arms. Just about the heaviest things the locals wore, apart from shields and spears, were dazzling collections of charms and fetishes that would have put a tai-sher to shame.


Javelineers and unarmoured skirmishers stood in loose ranks at the front, while their archers had been arrayed at the back, behind a screen of spears. A few squads of heavy axemen held the wings.


Kelbrin took it all in as he rode to meet the large force’s preening commander.


They were numerous, and had the look of an army that expected to win, but that was not necessarily a good sign. Kelbrin had been around long enough to know the difference between conscripts and veterans.


How long had it been since the locals had faced more than drill masters?


If Kelbrin could broker an accord, there would still be much to do to prepare them for the danger that snapped at his heels.


Kelbrin nudged his horse into a canter. The rest of his cavalry responded instantly to his cue. He might not have had much of a grip on the local language, but it was easy to read the consternation in the opposing infantry’s faces – they had no experience of horse soldiers at all.


Kelbrin drew up, dismounted, and approached on foot as a matter of courtesy – he still couldn’t help but tower over the puffed-up commander who awaited him. The man’s armour was so heavily gilded he’d probably need help from a second to take more than twenty paces.


The smaller man let rip with a torrent of words that tore straight past the simple phrases Kelbrin had been able to glean from the spirit in his water bowl, but he got the general message: You’re not from here. You should be on your merry way or get an arseful of sharpened bronze.


Kelbrin drew himself up to respond and pitched his voice to carry. He spoke the words just as he had been taught. “Forgive me, I speak little of your language, but I come in peace. There is much danger—”


The startlement on the other commander’s face stole the rest of his speech from his lips.


“Peace?” A man stood forth from the massed villagers and pitched his voice above the hubbub that followed Kelbrin’s announcement.The heckler let out a string of expletives that required little translation, and drew back his arm. Kelbrin’s natural reaction to the sudden aggression was blunted by the strange familiarity of the wild gleam in the agitator’s rolling eyes. 


He was still trying to fathom why a man whom he had never met should spark any kind of recognition, when a rock struck a glancing blow against his temple. The dissident’s missile tore his skin and scattered his thoughts. Only years of experience allowed him to mitigate the sudden attack – he moved with the impact and staggered back, blood already welling from his forehead. The wound itself was inconsequential, but the sight of Kelbrin’s blood had an instant effect on his followers. In a matter of moments, the fort on the hill above had disgorged ranks of steel-clad veterans, all intent on paying back the insolence shown to their commander. Kelbrin tried to call for calm, but before he could find his voice, the puffed-up officer in front of him jabbed his dagger towards Kelbrin’s midsection.


Kelbrin responded instinctively. He side-stepped the thrust. His arm blurred as he swept the blade on his hip from its sheath. The heavy pommel cannoned into the opposing commander’s face, pulverising nose and lip, shattering teeth.


Even as the officer reeled back, hooves thundered behind Kelbrin. Elan rode in, bringing him his horse. He turned and swung into the saddle, even as arrows thudded against his mail, shredding his cloak, and nicking his ear.


“Not what you expected, my lord?” Elan shouted, raising her long shield to cover them from the next volley. “Or is this a traditional greeting?”


“Stop flapping your gums and ride,” Kelbrin snarled, setting heels to his horse’s flanks. Even in the gathering chaos, he kept an eye on the local soldiers. Damned fools didn’t even possess the wits to form a shield wall.


Elan followed a heartbeat later, her war whoop ringing in his ears.


The woman was never so happy as when she was making a noise.


They were riding parallel to the enemy line, thundering past the front ranks before they were able to properly close. Dust and screams mingled – the music of warfare.


Arrows sang through the air, followed by thunks as they struck his warriors’ shields.


“We can’t let them keep shooting at the horses!” Kelbrin shouted. “We must eliminate the archers.”


They had overshot the army’s wings when the infantry from the fort crashed into the front ranks. The villagers and skirmishers on the right flank broke before the Etan warriors’ ferocity, but the spearmen held and tried to rally back against Kelbrin’s smaller force.


“They’ve some mettle, at least,” he murmured as he spurred his mount. The rest of the cavalry followed Kelbrin’s lead with the eerie coordination of a school of razor-fins. As one, the riders’ lances came down. They surged forward, a wall of steel and flesh, heralded by the jingling of harnesses and the crunch of hooves on the earth. The unshielded archers behind the mass of the main army never stood a chance.


The slaughter was familiar, almost mechanical, as Kelbrin and his force punched up through the rear of the line and rolled over the stunned soldiers with the meaty thuds of horse meeting unresisting human flesh. They scythed through, and those who survived the initial impact were as much a danger to their comrades as the cavalry. Men screamed and fell.


The blooded ranks broke, spreading panic through their fellows as they tried to retreat.


Kelbrin’s sword was soon slick to the hilt as he hacked again and again at his enemies’ fleeing backs. Those foolish enough to try to stand against him were mowed down almost as easily as those who ran. Despite himself, elation grew. His hundreds fell upon the thousands who had been arrayed against them, and the bitterness of fear and defeat flew from him. The shame he’d tasted in captivity melted as he revelled in the sheer elation of victory. Fenfreth was near, howling through his mind, lending strength – any fear that their bond had been severed was lost, as his scarred brands blazed into life with a fire that might yet consume the heart sustaining it.


Yet with that abandon, came a sudden, clutching horror that stole his joy.


The torc grew heavy, and the edges of his vision blurred.


No!


At the last instant, Kelbrin drew himself back from the brink of battle frenzy, and his horse slowed, even as the others thundered past. His need to keep a clear head prevented him from engaging in the charge, but the destruction his riders wrought reawakened the old blood lust.


“Onward. Cut them down!” he yelled after them.


Elan’s voice rose above the fray as she urged the cavalry on. She was wise enough to maintain the momentum even without him. She no doubt assumed he was hanging back so he could return to the foot soldiers and take command. What would the younger warrior think if she knew he was riding back because the gore trickling from his blade and soaking into his thighs was making him physically sick?


A sudden pressure in his side nearly unseated him.


Somewhat bemused, Kelbrin stared down at the man who’d thrust a spear at him. His horse snorted and danced in a tight circle, anxious to be off. The Etan charge had missed this wretch. He’d shown cunning and initiative to sneak up on Kelbrin – he also evidently had little appreciation for the strength of steel. Kelbrin’s side was bruised but his mail had held.


Still undecided, Kelbrin watched as the soldier pulled back for a second thrust. This time he would try for the horse. Kelbrin couldn’t allow that, so he split the man’s skull with a flick of his wrist. More blood sprayed across his horse’s flank.


Anger flared, a bright flame covering the ashes of his self-recrimination.


This was supposed to have been simple, peaceful. The plan had been to forge an alliance, not find another enemy.


But, had such an outcome ever been likely?


The spirit had promised it would all work out, and Kelbrin had wanted to believe him. Why? Because of favours in the past? Rahash was a creature of the second world and not to be trusted, and now Kelbrin had to face the consequences of his naïveté.


Old fool.


Better an old fool than a dead fool.


He stared down at the corpse before him: yet another who would never grow old, another soul sent on in his stead… 


You are where you are – no point in tasting the milk once you know it’s soured.


Kelbrin wheeled his horse and galloped back down the line, raising his voice to shout little-needed encouragement. Once let off the leash, his wolves would kill. It was what they knew. For all their numbers and pageantry, the locals were less versed in the art of slaughter.


The greatest weakness of any force is being reluctant to die.


Kelbrin’s veterans had long ago accepted that they would find their end, sword in hand, but the toy soldiers they fought had no such fatalism to draw upon. Those not directly involved in the fighting soon broke and fled, only for the cavalry to run them down.


The rout quickly turned to butchery. Screams split the air, which hung thick with the stench of voided bowels, piss, and gore. All the songs glorifying warfare could not gloss over this stark reality.


Kelbrin could only watch as his riders surged from him, leaving dark ribbons in the long grass.





 Chapter 2  



 The City of Ia-Deb  



 One Year Later  




“It’s not like them to be late,” Aki whispered to Sundet.


Hetephes pricked her ears, but kept her head down. She couldn’t afford to let on that her focus was on anything but the silver she was polishing. She was in enough trouble as it was, and she’d barely made a dent in the stack of ritual cups and bowls. Bad enough to have been caught outside the temple grounds again, without adding eavesdropping to her ever-growing list of sins.


If either of the senior priestesses noticed her half-hearted swipes, or realised she found them more interesting than the task she had been set… 


What was another hour of polishing or scrubbing to her? It seemed this was all she ever did anyway. No one bothered to tell her anything, so how was she supposed to learn?


How would she ever serve Khusu properly if she wasted her time scrubbing and pressing incense cones… it almost seemed her duty to do more. Her father, Lord of the Moon, God of Secrets… He would understand. Perhaps she was even expected to break the rules.


She slid the poorly polished bowl onto the clean pile and reached for a cup. She was careful not to make too much noise, lest she interrupt the priestesses.


Hetephes wasn’t much good at polishing, but she knew how to be silent when it suited her.


“We must avoid alarm at all costs,” Aki said in a low voice.


“There is a limit to how long we can pretend that all is well. Even the dimmest are starting to notice that rations are shorter.” Sundet’s sigh echoed heavily in the cool, dim interior of the many-pillared hall. “It doesn’t help that the Gods themselves send signs.”


“Nothing more than peasant rumour,” Aki said.


“The star is no rumour. All have seen it,” Sundet replied.


“The Wanderer has been seen in the sky in times past, and those who saw it must have lived to tell the tale, else we would not be here to whisper about it.”


“True enough, Sister, yet is it not eerie that the star should come at the same time as these strangers arrive on our shores? Then a plague, and now the poor harvest?”


“It is not so strange that one follows another, I think. Fewer peasants, smaller crop,” Aki said.


Sundet sucked her teeth in disapproval at Aki’s callousness.


“Yet all follows the star. These portends tell me that our suffering may have only just begun.” The bangles on the priestess’s arms made music as she traced a warding sign.


Aki snorted. “It’s not like you or I go hungry. Perhaps wait before pronouncing our doom.”


“I didn’t say that, it’s just—”


“Weren’t you the one who said we shouldn’t cause panic?” Aki fished about in her robe and brought forth a small honey cake. “Here, if you are so worried about calamity.” Aki beamed. “But will you eat it now or save it for this coming disaster?”


Sundet snatched the cake and scoffed it in one bite. “Only a fool refuses food in hard times!”


As if in sympathy, Hetephes’s stomach gave a little grumble. Not that she’d meant to skip breakfast, but the mere reminder of food had set her off. Aki glanced in Hetephes’s direction then placed a hand on Sundet’s shoulder, and led her into one of the side chambers.


So much for eavesdropping. Hetephes huffed then swiped a wrist across her brow. The dismal pile of tarnished silverware still towered over the neat little stack of polished bowls. She’d be lucky if she finished before dinner. She’d be doubly lucky if she didn’t die of boredom before the late-afternoon devotions.


While life in the Sanctuary of Khusu was sheltered, Hetephes’s unsanctioned excursions had made her all too aware of what was going on beyond the temple’s hallowed halls. It was senseless that anyone was still worrying about a little dirt on utensils when a greater sickness was creeping across the isles. She should be out there with the senior sisters, doing what she could to help. She’d been training her entire life to be of service to the people of the Ilwan Isles. Yet, they left her sitting here like a glorified house pet.


How many times had she tried to explain that her talents were squandered on menial tasks? But no. Half-bloods weren’t allowed to step beyond the pylon, not without a military escort, at any rate. It had been somewhat better before the foreigners occupied the peninsula. Now, the temple was tight as the high chanter’s sphincter in the silence before evening praise. There were many days when she cursed her divine blood, and today was one of them. For all she wanted to be of use, half-bloods were deemed too precious to risk... She was nearly thirty years old, but to those who counted their lives in centuries, she was still a child in need of protection. To hear Sister Sundet hammer on, the Wanderer might come round again before anyone trusted her to wipe her own…


But silver, she could have all that she could handle. Dull cups and dull lectures when the world outside still lived and breathed and changed. The sense of the life beyond the temple wall was an itch that taunted her. Sometimes, if she closed her eyes, she imagined she could see distant ports: the wild southern isles or even the holy city of Tel Aphos, with all its lights and wonders.


Yet, when those dreams faded, she wasn’t even allowed to roam her own city. Whenever she tried, they always found her and brought her back in shame.


“No, you can’t go to the market, little sister,” Hetephes muttered with a sneer. “No, little sister, you must not let the people look upon your feet. You sully the Gods’ breath by speaking to the—” She shut her mouth with an audible snap.


Priestess Sundet had returned on soundless feet and positioned herself right in front of the dais upon which Hetephes perched. The woman’s expression was infuriating – Hetephes couldn’t tell whether the senior priestess was amused or annoyed.


“I’m sorr—”


“Lying doesn’t become you, Sister. We both know perfectly well that you’re not sorry. The only thing saving you from your punishment is that we’re short of hands.”


“But…” Hetephes gestured helplessly at the silverware.


“Aki will have some of the orphans finish the work. I’m sure they’ll be grateful enough to be of service, and I daresay they’ll do a better job of it than you. Come.” She snapped a finger. “We have need of you in the holiest of holies.”


What? Hetephes straightened as if stung, expecting Priestess Sundet to elaborate, but the woman had already turned in a swish of gauzy linens.


Hetephes followed, still struggling to make sense of the sudden summons.


Sundet was leading her to the inner sanctum, and she could think of few reasons for such a journey that weren’t immensely good or unbelievably bad.


Was she to be exalted or cast down?


Hetephes ran through her litany of petty crimes, trying to spot anything that might deserve true censure.


Her mind seized as they came to the elaborate door that led to the heart of Khusu’s sanctuary. The moon was laid out in all His phases on the lacquered surface, watched over by patient guardians – winged sphinxes and serpentine river dragons. 


This was a door that she had thought would remain closed to her for years to come; now it gaped before her.


Her heart thumping in her throat, she gathered the fabric of her sheer linen dress, and hurried after the priestess. Of course, she had transferred smudged fingerprints to the fabric.


“Try not to scamper, little sister,” Sister Sundet called over her shoulder, “it’s unbecoming for one of your station.”


Hetephes scowled at Sundet’s back and slowed so that she, too, ambled along in the fluid manner of one of Khusu’s priestesses.


“A priestess never glares at her betters,” Sundet said without shifting her focus from the corridor ahead. “She doesn’t roll her eyes either.” Hetephes dropped her gaze from the gleaming murals above. The polished granite was cool against the soles of her feet. She swallowed down her trepidation as they approached the second set of doors that separated the hall from Khusu’s chambers.


Easily three storeys tall, the brass doors were polished to a high sheen and depicted the Gods’ triumphs against the demons of the moonless night. Each battle, each epic feat, had been engraved in exquisite detail and inlaid with precious gems. No mere mortal possessed the strength to open these two panels, but Sundet, like Hetephes, had the blood of the Gods flowing through her veins, so the panels split at the touch of her palm and whispered open wide enough to allow both of them to pass.


The doors shut just as smoothly behind them, as though moved by an invisible hand. Hetephes had to bite back a gasp at the spectacle of the inner sanctum. What she’d imagined during her classes was one thing, but beholding the true splendour in person was quite another. There was no ceiling. The light of the moon would bathe this chamber in all its glory come nightfall. Elegant pillars formed a rectangle of ambulatories. The floor, walls, and the pillars themselves were sheathed in minute tesserae cut from precious kala shell that could only be harvested in the outer archipelago. Even dreams had not prepared Hetephes for the spectacle of the noble’s ransom in precious shells adorning the chamber. Standing on such riches, was enough to set her pulse racing. Yet the cool gleam that bathed her also soothed, made her feel as if she was submerged beneath the surface of a lake. More magnificent still was the decagonal reflecting pool in the heart of the courtyard. It, too, had been lined with kala shell, but small bright fish flashed silver in the water, rising every so often to nip lazy ripples on the surface.


Khusu’s tears, these fish were called, and Hetephes had been told they were to be found nowhere else in the isles. It was said that those who swallowed one of the tiny fish would speak to the God Himself.


Sundet had stopped about six paces ahead of her, and turned to observe Hetephes. An indulgent smile tweaked her lips. “You can close your mouth, little sister. You’ll attract midges.”


“It’s…” Hetephes pressed a trembling hand to her collarbone. “I’d never imagined that it would be so...lovely. No. That isn’t even the right word, is it?”


“You should see it at full moon, and then you will know true beauty.”


Hetephes sagged slightly. If she was to see the sanctuary by moonlight, it could only mean that the night she’d dreamed of had arrived. “I can only imagine.”


“You won’t need to imagine much longer. Aki and I feel that you are ready now to take on a more senior role, especially with our sisters stretched thin with the troubles. You will be handling the observances tonight. We have decided that you are ready to be initiated.”


A welter of emotions bloomed in Hetephes’s breast and blurred her vision. “I’m ready?” Her voice came out more a squeak than a whisper.


Finally!


“We realise that keeping you among the novices will only feed your resentment. It’s time for you to take on the responsibilities of your divine heritage. Now come. You must purify yourself.” She eyed Hetephes’s dress. “And how on earth do you manage to make yourself so grubby? This will simply not do. Follow me. I’ll show you to the ablution facilities and instruct you on what must follow.”


The remainder of the afternoon flowed past her in a blur of bathing and fasting. Sundet herself oversaw the ritual shaving of Hetephes’s hair, which fell in sad, raven locks as the silvered blade did its work. It felt strange to pass her fingers over a smooth scalp. From here on in, she’d keep her hair shaved to the skin and wear only the assorted headdresses and wigs customary for those who served Khusu.


Sundet helped her line her eyes with kohl, teaching her the patterns appropriate for a priestess of the first degree, which she would use until such time as she was raised to the second. The dusky-skinned, serious-eyed woman who stared back at her from the mirror was a stranger to her, but Hetephes couldn’t help thrilling at the sight.


“Will I get to meet our Father?” she asked Sundet.


“It is up to His will if He will manifest tonight.”


“Did you meet Him?”


“I believe I witnessed His image,” Sundet said carefully.


“What did He say to you?”


“That’s none of your business!” Sundet snapped before her expression softened and she let go a tinkling laugh. “You’ll see soon enough. What passes between you and our Lord Khusu is highly personal. You are under no obligation to share it. In fact, I would advise against sharing anything that passes between the two of you with anyone.”


“And if nothing happens?”


“Oh, something will. Never you fear.” That enigmatic smile had returned.


Hetephes couldn’t help a flutter of nerves, and she tugged reflexively at the fresh linen that marked her as a first-degree priestess. She thrust her hands down at her sides when she saw Sister Sundet was smirking at her, and took her station before the reflecting pool at the start of the gloaming. Other priestesses arrived, singing the Sacred Adorations. Their voices echoed sweetly, while they rattled their sistrums, and the sparrows that roosted in the high places of the temple chirruped in counterpoint. The sky had turned the colour of doves’ wings, and already the first faint pinpricks of stars showed. The Wanderer, getting brighter still, which had so concerned Sundet, was one of the first.


Censers were lit at the corners of the courtyard, and long fingers of resinous smoke coiled into the still air. Rose, frankincense, star jasmine, and cedar – heavy scents that underpinned another, richer smell conjuring memories of crushed moon lilies.


All the while, she concentrated on her breathing, tried to remind herself to keep her hands loose at her sides and not bunched into sweaty fists. She added her voice to the others’ and was amazed at how the sound reverberated through the adorned pillars as they worked their way through the verses. It was as if another, divine tension blurred the air and made her heart soar.


Presently, Sundet, now garbed in the formal braided wig and crescent moon mask of a senior priestess, approached. She dipped a silver chalice into the water of the reflecting pool and held it out. The flashing body of a fish darted in the proffered cup.


She was to drink down the fish? Her gorge rose at the thought, but she kept her hands steady as she accepted the chalice from Sundet. It seemed somehow sacrilegious to consume a denizen of the holy pool, but if it was expected, who was she to...


A fine spray hit her face as the fish thrashed in the goblet.


She glanced at Sundet. Perhaps there was some mistake.


“Every last drop,” the priestess said.


“And then?”


“You hold vigil. We will come for you at dawn.”


“Is that it?” Hetephes could hardly believe it was so simple. Too simple, perhaps?


She would have an entire night to find out. 


A slight twinge reminded her that she’d skipped breakfast. Well, now she’d have a fish, small as it was. She peered at the tiny thing, steeling herself for what was to come. 


Just gulp it down and swallow hard. She did her best to ignore the image of the little beast flitting around inside her.


You’re hardly the one that comes off worst.


Sundet huffed slightly, shifting her feet.


Hetephes couldn’t stall any longer. How bad could it be? All the priestesses would’ve undergone this rite, and they were all still here. Still sane. Relatively. She suppressed a smirk.


Biting back the urge to mumble ‘bottoms up’, Hetephes brought the chalice to her lips. The metal rim clinked against her front teeth, and then she cushioned it against her bottom lip, as countless other sisters must have over the years.


She closed her eyes and drank deeply, cringing slightly when the cool, slippery body slithered over her lips and tongue. She swallowed fast, hating the sensation of the wriggling thing going down her throat. Then she gulped the rest of the liquid to rid herself of the salty, slimy taste.


“Good,” Sundet crooned as she took the chalice from Hetephes’s limp grasp.


“Will it be terrible?” Hetephes whispered.


“Beautiful and terrible.”


Hetephes widened her eyes at that statement, but Sundet merely chuckled and placed a hand on her shoulder.


“You will do well, little sister. You are half-divine yourself. Meeting a God should hold no fear for you.” With that, she placed a soft kiss on Hetephes’s forehead and departed from the inner sanctum.


On cue, the half-dozen singing priestesses followed, and Hetephes was left alone in the chamber.


“Now what?” she mumbled, casting about. She placed her palms on her stomach. Was the little fish still wriggling down there or had it perished immediately? What an awful way to die, even for a fish. No strange feelings assailed her; it was just her alone in this large courtyard beneath the darkening sky.


No one had given her any instructions either, apart from ‘you will await the God in the inner sanctum’. What did one do to await a God anyway? Should she sing? Go through her Adorations once more? Recite poetry? Strike up a conversation with the thin air on the off chance that He’d drop in for a quick chat?


“Father, I entreat you, Father, I beseech you.” She looked up hopefully, but the moon was unchanged, no stair of silver, no beam of divine blessing.


“Bother.”


Hetephes felt faintly silly standing there, dressed as if she were attending one of the high festivals, but with no one to accompany her. She watched the winking coals of the censers, making an effort not to fidget. The flaring embers were little red eyes set at strategic spots.


What a horrible thought… if they were eyes, whose eyes would they be?


Who was watching her? 


She couldn’t help but recall the scenes of the demons on the great doors. What if Khusu didn’t come. What if…


She blinked, trying to maintain her focus on those baleful points of light. She was beginning to feel peculiar. Certainly, the fish was still alive and thrashing within her. Her skin was warmer, stretching taut over sharp bones. Breathing required conscious effort, and she swallowed reflexively. Out of the corners of her eyes, the gleaming pillars bulged and flexed, yet when she turned her head so she could study them square on, they held still. Normal.


Except…


When she peered at the stars caught in the multifaceted surfaces of kala shell, it was as if an opalescent skin had formed, shimmering into a multitude of vortices. She squinted, trying to make sense of the scintillating distortions.
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