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A SERMON OF STEEL













PROLOGUE







For the eyes of His Revered Holiness Who Sees All That Is Worthy and Unworthy,


Scion of Heaven, Line of Daeon, Speaker of Speakers,


Herald of the Red Sun and Sword of the Righteous Path,


Lord Emperor of Karneria Amarexes III,





Your humble servant, scholar in pursuit of truth for the greater glories of the Empire of Karneria, writes you with regard to a subject of immense importance, and it is with a burden so great as to bend her back that she reports to you that we are well and truly fucked.


Pardon the coarseness, Holiness, but I fear that this message shall be sanitized so thoroughly by your advisers that profanities must be heaped so that at least some measure of the severity of the situation should reach you.


My correspondence regarding events unfolding in Cier’Djaal and the status of the holy garrison, Fortress Diplomacy, you have charged has been thorough, but permit me to squander a moment of your precious time by reiterating.


Our original charge, under Speaker Careus, third of his order, was to stymie Sainite efforts to secure economic and military dominance in the city while furthering Imperial interests.


And for years I dutifully reported that we did exactly that. Even with the added complication of interference of the local ruling elite known as fashas and the escalation of criminal warfare between rival criminal organizations, Jackal and Khovura, our orders were carried out. With permission from the capital, we escalated our garrison into full warfare with the hated Sainites.


I regret to inform you, Holiness, that this was a huge fucking mistake.


We were able to topple the Sainite garrison quickly, but the mobility of their scraws meant that most of their manpower and matériel were evacuated to hidden bases around the city. Attacks from local shict tribes meant that our reinforcements did not arrive as scheduled. The conflict with the Sainites was long and bloodied and left us in poor condition for what occurred next.


You will doubtless receive many reports on what happened. Your humble servant of the Empire has included her own breakdown of numbers—loss of matériel, soldiers, arms and armor, and so forth—in the pages to follow, but permit me to be frank about the reality of the situation we are facing.


The Sainites can no longer be considered the greatest threat to the Empire.


It was foolish to think that the tulwar clans would remain disparate. Our history tells only that we broke them once, sparing no words for how many legions were killed trying to do so and the fact that three emperors died over the course of their subjugation. The success of their attack on human holdings in and around Cier’Djaal can only confirm that we are looking at a unification we did not think possible.


They are led by a creature—a dragonman, I am told—that has brought the ruling clans under his guidance and has led them to dozens of victories, compounding with the horrors that resulted in the catastrophic failure at Harmony Road.


Further, shictish incursions have reached an all-time high. While we considered them mere nuisances on Imperial roads, it is evident that their designs are stronger, their ambitions are greater, and their machinations deadlier than we considered.


Your servant understands if the following blasphemy requires a swift and immediate execution, but she would be no servant of the Empire were she not to point out that Karneria’s hubris has led to this disaster.


We were fools to think we could hold the reins of humanity forever. Fools to think that no other race could challenge us. Fools to think that the shicts would always lurk in the shadows and the tulwar would dwell in their caves. Fools to think that our empire would keep growing.


And, if you do not consider the … event that occurred in Cier’Djaal to be evidence enough that we are grossly unprepared for the trials that lie ahead, Holiness, you are a fool, too.


The war has yet to begin. Defeat is not yet assured. And while there are serious doubts as to our preparedness, there can be no overlooking the bright side.


The subject of previous letters, a priestess of Talanas of no previous note, now known as the Prophet, proves an excellent opportunity. Somehow, she orchestrated the salvation of our mission. Somehow, she managed to unite us, as our foes united. Somehow, she is the reason your servant can write to you now.


She has emerged from the ruin of our charge with a message.


And we would be fools not to listen.


Humanity can no longer stand divided.


Our foes can no longer be dismissed.


Heaven is watching.




With utmost humility and urgency,


Glory to Karneria, May the Conqueror Forever Watch Her Walls,


Haethen Caladerus,


Foescribe of Arda Scriptis





















ONE



HIS GLORIOUS REIGN


The barest choke of a gasp whistling through a ragged hole.


Chains rattled, shook flakes of rust free to fall as red motes in the rising light of dawn.


Her jugular shifted beneath the emaciated stretch of her flesh, laboring to push another breath out through the jagged tear in her throat.


And a drop of blood oozed out.


It traveled downward, staining a red path across the length of her jaw. It slid affectionately across her cheek, past her temple, and down a strand of tangled hair. The thick red droplet hung there for a moment before falling upon the scale-and-feathers of one of the two great wings that hung limp from her back. It hung from the tip of emerald plumage, quivering, as though reluctant to leave her.








[image: ]











But, like all the others, it finally fell.


And, like all the others, Lenk watched it disappear into the pristine blue waters over which she hung. And when he could no longer see it, he looked up into her face.


If she was in pain, the emotionless silver mask that was her face did not betray it. If she could beg for reprieve, the choked noises she made did not sound like it. And if there was anything he could have done to stop her agony, he could not think of it.


Or perhaps he wasn’t trying hard enough.


In the days since it had all happened—since he had been betrayed by Kataria, since had betrayed Shuro, since he had released hell upon the earth—he had often come to this spot. For a dead city, Rhuul Khaas had become noisy of late, and the reservoir at its eastern edge was one of the few places that was still relatively quiet.


One would have thought that, by now, he would have known more about the poor creature that hung over it.


Her name was Kyrael. She was an Aeon. Once, both those names had meant something. They were the names of a trusted adviser, a friend, a lover. They were the names of a herald of the gods, sent to shepherd men and watch over the earth. They were the names of one who had betrayed heaven and duty and been betrayed by the same.


But to Lenk, she still looked like a corpse.


She was tall and slender, even chained upside down as she was, and the elegant musculature of her naked body was still apparent, if withered. She hung with long arms and long wings drooping down over the reservoir. And even the way the chains wrapped about her ankles, holding her over the great pool of water from four cardinal pillars, was almost dainty, like jewelry rather than shackles. And her face—that pristine polish of silver carved in unfeeling, tranquil expression—was still unmarred by time and strife.


She was probably beautiful before Mocca had torn her throat out.


Punishment, Lenk had been told, for her betrayal. In the last days before Mocca had been cast down by the armies of heaven and thrown into hell, she had done him a final kindness by leading his worshippers away that they need not be caught in the battle that would see him thrown down. And, denied the masses that had adulated him, Mocca had responded by condemning the immortal Aeon to forever bleed into the waters.


He’d had another name back then. Mocca might have forgiven her. But Khoth-Kapira, the God-King, did not suffer betrayal.


She had loved him, Lenk had been told. She would have done anything for him. She had given up the bliss of heaven and the love of the gods for him.


And he had still done this to her.


Perhaps Lenk just came here every day only to remind himself of the fate of those who stood at Khoth-Kapira’s side.


And yet, in all the days he had watched her blood feed the waters, he had yet to leave. He was still here, watching another cold dawn rise over the dead city. She was still here, bleeding out as she had done for centuries now.


And they had no idea how to help each other.


Kyrael, the perpetually bleeding angel from beyond the stars, was the closest thing to a kindred spirit he had.


And that probably said something about him.


Too damn late to do anything about that now, though, he thought with a sniff.


A sudden tang of acidic reek hit his nostrils. And above the rushing waters of the reservoir, he heard the sound of heavy feet dragging on stone. Behind him, a wet, guttural hiss boiled out of a mouth thick with saliva.


That had once alarmed him. Less so, these days. But as he turned to see his newfound company, he feared he would never get wholly comfortable around the creatures with whom he shared this city.


The man’s back was bent, weighed down by the mass of tumorous flesh growing out between his shoulder blades. His arms hung so low that they scraped the stone floor. One leg was limp and dragged behind him; the other was thicker than his arms and hauled the great mass forward.


His face was a mass of molten flesh. One eye had sealed shut; the other was wide and unblinking. His lips had split open to make way for a serpentine snout that burst out of his mouth. A long, slimy tongue flicked out between two jutting fangs.


Lenk cringed. The man did not seem to notice.


“The master commands you to—” the creature began in a thick, slavering voice, but caught himself. “The master requests your … your presence. Urgent. Come. You must come.”


Lenk sighed, knowing the statement to be a farce. Mocca hadn’t requested he come. God-Kings did not “request” anything.


“Come,” the man insisted again. “Come, come … you must—”


“I heard you the first time,” Lenk said.


He trudged to a nearby pillar. His sword was right where he left it: leaning against the stone, the dawn’s light glinting off its hilt and catching him right in the eye. Almost like it was staring at him expectantly.


Remember when you wanted to get rid of me? it seemed to ask. Remember when you were going to leave me behind and go off and live a peaceful life? Remember how you were going to settle down with a nice young lady and stop surrounding yourself with bloodshed?


Lenk glanced over his shoulder at the abominable creature staring at him. Then he looked back to the sword. And the sword looked back.


How’s that working out for you, champ?


“Shut up,” Lenk muttered. Ordinarily, talking to a sword might seem crazy. But given his circumstances, it didn’t feel quite so bad.


He hefted the scabbarded blade and buckled it over his shoulder. It settled with a familiar, comfortable weight that galled him. He did remember wanting to leave this weapon behind.


If only he could remember what it felt like to not have it on his back.


The abomination stalked away. Trying his best to ignore the sound of Kyrael forever choking on her own blood, Lenk followed.


The gray streets of Rhuul Khaas wound their way through rising buildings and sprawling courtyards. Towers and homes stared down at him through empty window eyes, their doors open in gaping yawns. Statues of learned robed men smiled upon him as he passed. Fountains long dried up sat beneath frescoes of weathered tiles depicting scenes of bustling markets and people bowed in worship.


Aside from a few marks of age here and there—loose stones and the occasional foundational crack—Rhuul Khaas was in remarkably good shape for a city dead for centuries.


Kyrael’s doing, Lenk knew. When the city had fallen to the mortal armies, she had evacuated the people to spare them the slaughter. The city had escaped the ravages of war. When Lenk had first arrived here, it had stood empty and silent, a massive tomb for only a handful of people.


Not so anymore.


A flicker of movement at the corner of his eye. He didn’t bother looking. He was never quick enough to see them.


But he could hear their throaty hisses slithering out from the mouths of alleys and empty doorways. He could feel their unblinking eyes peering at him from the shadows of windows and rooftops. On occasion, he could see a serpentine tail or flaccid limb being dragged around a corner, or the shadow of an emaciated, spindly body slip away.


Abominations? Horrors? Sins against heaven and mockeries of men?


Lenk had no idea what to call them. He could barely stand to look at them. Their own names, they had given up long ago, and any word he might have had for them seemed somehow insufficient to describe them.


Except the one leading him.


He had decided to call this one Jeff.


It just seemed polite.


“Wait,” Lenk said as he looked up at suddenly unfamiliar buildings. “This isn’t the way to his quarters.”


“Not quarters,” Jeff hissed. “Not today. The master is in the square. He has something you must see. He has something he must show. We must watch. We must know. We must …”


The creature’s voice trailed off into a witless burble that Lenk strove to shut out. He hated listening to these fiends, hated looking at them, hated being reminded what they were.


And what he had done to aid them.


Their path wound them through the city streets, up a long staircase and into the city’s upper levels. A stone walkway circled a great plaza. And what lay within it, surrounded by great statues of benevolent robed men, Lenk could not ignore so easily.


A wound in creation, a scar that could never heal, a hole that stretched below the streets of Rhuul Khaas, beneath the earth itself, and into some place much darker. It stretched across the plaza in a jagged scar, a gaping black hole around which the dawn could not touch.


Lenk could not look at it.


And Lenk could not look away from it.


Every time he looked upon it, his mind slipped away from him, back through the days to the fateful night he had stood before it. Back to the night when it had bled a red light and stained the black sky. Back to the night when he had looked into a woman’s eyes, as blue and deep and full of fear as his own, and made his choice.


His choice that had made Shuro try to kill him.


His choice that had summoned these abominations here.


His choice that had freed the beast trapped in that dark scar.


He turned away, hurrying to catch up with Jeff as the creature shambled across the walkway and between nearby buildings. But he could not outrun his thoughts.


Often, he wondered if Shuro had escaped, if she had made it out of Rhuul Khaas. Only rarely did he wonder if she hated him for his choice.


He already knew the answer to that.


But he could not think on this for long. For it wasn’t long before he couldn’t think over the noise.


A distant burble. A formless wail. A verbal poison that seeped past his clothing and into his skin, echoing in the deep sinew.


Voices. Hundreds of them. Straight ahead.


“Ah,” Jeff murmured as he led Lenk down another staircase. “They have come.”


They emerged out from between two buildings and into a great, sprawling square. The buildings here sat lower than in the streets, giving way to the towering stone statues of the same robed man with elegant features and a warm smile, arms extended out in benediction over those gathered below.


And they were many.


Hundreds. Maybe thousands. It was hard for Lenk to tell how many there were. They boiled together in a stew of deformed flesh and black cloth, each face running together, each body melding into one another.


Some had misshapen limbs: spindly, desiccated legs and arms hulking with bloated, tumorous tissue that erupted out their back in flesh mountains. Others had eyes that did not blink or move of their own volition, mouths with jaws that hung all the way to their knees, tongues that slid out between jutting fangs and coiled around their necks. And many more had scales, tails, black claws, and yellow eyes.


Men and women. Young and old. Large and small and hale and infirm and desperate and scared and writhing and squealing and wailing and screaming. Whatever they had been before, Lenk didn’t know. Whatever monsters they were now, Lenk finally had a name for.


Reverent.


Their eyes—mismatched, misshapen, many—were all turned in the same direction. Their limbs—hulking, withered, flaccid—all reached toward the same spot. Their voices …


Their voices …


“—it hurts. It hurts so much, master, please—”


“—I came so far, all for you, please help make it—”


“—look upon me, master, bless me, help me—”


Their voices were everywhere.


“Come,” Jeff gurgled, shambling forward. “Come with me. He wants you. He needs you to be here … he needs you to see …”


Lenk glanced over his shoulder, as if wondering if he could flee from this. But he knew he could not. This city was not his home. And one did not reject an invitation from its master.


And so, keenly aware of the sword on his back, he followed Jeff into the crowd.


He lost his guide within moments, the misshapen creature disappearing into the hundreds of other misshapen creatures as their fleshy throngs closed in around him. Yet for all the glistening flesh and molten deformities pressing in on him, there were deeper horrors.


“—master, please, master, help me—”


They groaned.


“—it hurts! Oh gods, what have I done, it hurts so—”


They wailed.


“—told me I was foolish, I was insane, they never listen, they NEVER—”


They screamed.


Their words clawed at his ears, at his flesh, burrowed into his sinew. Their every letter was racked with agony, with fear, with desperation. It hurt to listen to, hurt to be around, like their every word poisoned the air around him and made each breath like agony.


And in the space between each word, he could hear his thoughts.


You did this.


Between his ragged breaths, he knew.


You brought them here.


And when he shut his eyes, he heard it.


You let him out.


“Children.”


A single word, spoken softly. Yet it rang out over the square as clear as a note from a glass bell. And the reverent and their wailing fell silent at it.


“Stand aside.”


And in a shuffling, awkward mass, they did. A great curtain of flesh parted, leaving a long wake of stone that stretched between Lenk and the center of the square where a dais rose.


Lenk wasted no time in hurrying down it, keeping his ears shut and his eyes down at the street. He only knew he had reached it when he saw the shadow stretching out upon the stones before him.


The shape of a stately robed man.


“You’re late.”


Whose beard writhed.


“Did my child find you all right?”


Lenk looked up and the first thing he noticed was Mocca’s smile.


Set beneath gentle eyes and framed in a face with elegant, dark-skinned features, it was a warm, fatherly smile. The kind that perfectly complemented the soft white robe that Mocca was garbed in and matched his thin arms outstretched in benediction. Still, Lenk thought it odd that he should notice that first.


As opposed to the beard of serpents coiling out of Mocca’s jaw.


“It’s not your child,” Lenk replied.


At this, the serpents hissed, offended on behalf of their host. Mocca merely smiled and shook his head.


“Do they offend you, my friend?” he asked.


Lenk stepped up onto the dais beside Mocca and turned and gazed over the assembly. And they, with their thousand terrified eyes, stared back. It wasn’t long before Lenk cringed and turned away.


“They’re monsters,” he said.


And they’re here because of you, he added.


“You lack respect.”


An ancient, rasping voice reached Lenk’s ears. A darker shadow loomed over him.


He looked up into eyes that were black, as though someone had scribbled over them with coal. An old man’s face, skin gray and fraught with wrinkles, scowled down at him from its position in an elongated head. Withered limbs ending in black claws stretched out as its old man’s body, flabby and emaciated all at once, leaned forward. In lieu of legs, a great serpent’s coil brought the demon closer to Lenk.


“It is the burden of the layperson,” the Disciple hissed, a long purple tongue flicking out of its withered mouth. “Come, let us show you what we have sacrificed.”


“Enough.”


Mocca raised a hand. The demon froze, inclined its massive head, and settled back upon its coils. Lenk shuddered—it hadn’t been so long ago that he was killing demons like these, wiping their stain from the earth. Now he stood alongside them.


And their God-King.


“I suppose they are hideous to you, as they are to me,” Mocca said, looking over the crowd. “But then, I suppose you only see the flesh: the twisted muscle and jagged bone.”


“Do you not?” Lenk asked. “Can’t you hear them? They’re in pain.”


“They were in pain long before my Disciples changed them into what they are now,” Mocca said, gesturing to the demon. “The ugliness I see here is the fear and desperation that drove them to this. The ugliness is the city that cared not a bit for the mother whose children were killed in a thieves’ war, the people who would not lend a man a shovel that he might bury his father.” Mocca’s expression grew cold. “It’s the world, Lenk. It’s the fear and hatred and terror they were given that drove them here, to me.”


He spread his arms out wide over the crowd. And they raised a hooting, gibbering, wordless screech at his gesture.


“And it is I who shall cleanse it.”


Admittedly, Lenk didn’t intend to snort. It wasn’t a good idea to back-sass a man with snakes growing out of his face.


Yet it wasn’t rage that painted Mocca’s face when he turned to look at Lenk. Rather, it was a decidedly unamused frown.


“I’ve had centuries to rehearse this, Lenk,” Mocca said. “Don’t rob me of the drama.”


“You just make it sound so simple,” Lenk replied, shaking his head.


“Is it not?”


Lenk stared at him flatly for a moment. “Not a week ago, you crawled out of a hole to hell. I’m standing in the middle of a city that shouldn’t exist, surrounded by ungodly monsters who look at you like a god, hanging around a demon and, if that wasn’t fucked up enough, you’ve got snakes growing out of your face. There is no part of this that is fucking simple, Mocca.”


“Khoth-Kapira,” Mocca said, correcting him. “And do not forget why you are standing here, why you helped me out of that pit. You know as well as I do that this world is ill. Its plagues are wars and violence. You have seen them up close.”


Lenk could only nod weakly. So many weeks later, so many miles away, he could still remember it all: the battles between the Karnerians and Sainites that had driven him here, the brutality of the shicts and the tulwar in the tribelands that had harried him. Just thinking about them made the sword on his back feel heavier.


As if to remind him that this was not a world where it could be dropped so easily.


“Mortality is defined by its brevity, Lenk,” Mocca continued, folding his hands behind his back as he looked over the crowd. “By its very nature, it is in a headlong rush to end itself. The wars you have seen, the wars that will yet come, are but a symptom of a base plague that wracks this world.”


“You sound so certain,” Lenk said.


Mocca hesitated. “Should I not be? When I speak of a war of wars, a time of strife and of suffering so great and so vast as to boggle the minds of gods, do you truly believe such a thing could never come to pass?”


Lenk closed his eyes. His scars ached. His shoulders sagged with the weight of his sword and all the weight of the blood it had spilled.


“The people I will save here, Lenk, are nothing compared to the people I will save by preventing this cataclysm. So many will owe their lives to you, Lenk.” Mocca paused, glanced over his shoulder, and regarded Lenk out of the corner of his eye. “Or perhaps you would be satisfied with just one?”


All other pains in Lenk’s body fled at the sudden chill that swept through it. Mocca’s words sank into him deeper than the abominations’ ever could. And as they settled in Lenk’s flesh, he knew what Mocca spoke of.


Kataria.


She was still out there, somewhere. Somewhere in that wasteland, filled with its countless people and their countless bloodthirsts. Wherever she had disappeared to, Lenk did not know. But he knew she needed his help, as he needed her.


He needed her to live. And Mocca was the only thing in this world that could make that happen. That was why he had to be freed.


He told himself this.


He shifted his feet. The weight settled on his back.


The sword didn’t believe him.


Something touched his shoulder. Mocca squeezed his arm gently. With a hiss, his beard of serpents slid away, retreating back into his flesh. What was left was just a man with dark eyes and a gentle smile.


“We will save her, Lenk,” Mocca said. “Her and so many others. I have the power to help them, to prevent so much bloodshed. But I cannot do it without you.”


“A God-King shouldn’t need my help,” Lenk replied.


“Gods are nothing without faith.” Mocca shook his head. “And I am nothing if you do not believe in me.” He fixed his eyes intently on Lenk’s. “Do you?”


Dark eyes. A gentle smile. A neatly trimmed goatee and perfectly manicured fingernails.


Funny, Lenk thought. Look at him in the right light, he looks just like a man.


And in the golden rising dawn, Lenk could almost believe it. He could almost forget that there had just been a beard of vipers a moment ago where flesh was now. He could almost pretend he hadn’t seen this man crawl out of a pit so dark that light feared to tread there.


Almost.


But this was not a man. And this was not Mocca. This was Khoth-Kapira, the God-King, cast down from heaven to earth and from earth to hell for sins ancient and countless. This was a demon. Foe of man. Enemy of the gods.


And yet …


Man was intent on killing himself and everything around him. And the gods did not answer their prayers.


And when gods were silent, demons spoke.


Lenk placed a hand on Mocca’s. He felt flesh. Warm and alive.


“I do,” Lenk said.


Mocca smiled, nodded. “Then let me show you.”


“Show me what?”


Mocca released him and turned back to the crowd. “How I will fix this.” He leveled a finger at the crowd. “You. Child. Step forward.”


Somehow, they knew to whom he spoke. The crowd of abominations shuffled aside with a murmur, revealing a misshapen creature. No more horrifying than the others, Lenk thought; this one had thin spindly legs, a long flaccid arm that dragged behind it, a mouth rimmed with fangs, and a single unblinking eye focused on Mocca as it shuffled forward.


A man? A woman? Lenk couldn’t tell. Not even when it approached the dais and sank to its knees before Mocca.


Mocca sighed, then laid a hand on the molten scars of its brows. He stroked its head, pity playing upon his features. The creature leaned into his touch, a pet deprived of attention.


“You poor soul,” Mocca whispered. He shut his eyes, breathing deeply. “I see them. Your family. I feel your hatred.” He shook his head. “But you mustn’t hate them, child. Their cruelty was driven by their fear. The same fear that drove you to the embrace of my Disciples.” He ran his fingers down to the creature’s gaping jaws. “Alas, they are but pupils. Their methods are … inelegant.”


The abomination loosed a sound halfway between a groan and a whimper. Mocca simply smiled and took its face in both his hands.


“In such a short life, you have felt so much pain. I can ease it.” Mocca tilted his face toward the sky. “If only you accept … just a little more.”


A single breath. His eyes snapped open. And the light of the dawn paled before the golden light that burst from Mocca’s stare.


That same light poured out of his fingertips and into the creature. It let out a squeal, struggling to escape Mocca’s grasp. But his fingers sank deeper into its flesh, white smoke sizzling off his knuckles as the golden light seeped out of his digits and into the creature’s flesh. A dark voice from a deep pit tore free from Mocca’s mouth.


“A little more,” he said. “Witness my miracle.”


The creature’s shriek was lost, as was its form, bathed in a light so bright that Lenk had to shield his eyes from it. And when that was insufficient, he shut them tight and looked away, trying to ignore the terrified wails of the crowd.


Only when they stopped did he dare to open his eyes. The light was gone. The screams had quieted. And in their wake, Lenk’s curse seemed woefully insufficient for what he saw.


“Gods …” he whispered.


“No,” Mocca said. “Me.”


The creature was gone. No, not gone. Changed. It no longer stooped, but stood tall and proud. Its molten flesh had tightened across the broad muscle of a body, hale and whole. Its flesh was dark and warm, its hair was black and lustrous, its face was square and handsome and terribly human.


It was …


He was a man.


No, more than a man.


Lenk saw it in the length of his fingers, the strength of his naked body, the height and the hair and the bright yellow eyes. His face was angular and beautiful, too much for any normal human. This was … he was something else. Something more. Something powerful.


The man looked down at himself, at his long fingers and his thick legs and his nakedness. His face brightened with a childish disbelief as he took himself in. And when he finally found breath to do so, he screamed. Not the terrified, agonized scream of the damned, but the joyous, bright wail of the living.


“Master!” he screamed, falling to his knees before Mocca and coiling around his feet. “Master, you have saved me!”


“I have, child,” Mocca said, nodding. “And I have so much more work to do.” He stepped over the man, toward the crowd, and extended his arms. “And who among you shall also witness?”


They let out a feral, animalistic screech. In one surge of glistening flesh, they rushed forward: monstrous limbs outstretched and mouths gaping in wails.


And once more, Lenk had to cover his ears. But it did no good.


“—master, save me! Save me! I have been faithful! You promised—”


They screamed.


“—it hurts so much, master! Make it stop! Make it stop, please, I beg—”


They wailed.


“—let it end! LET IT END! OH, MASTER, I WANT SO BADLY—”


Their every word was racked with such agony that it was poison in Lenk’s ears. He could stand it no longer. He fought his way through the throng of monstrosities, who ignored him in their rush to the dais.


And when he was finally clear of them, he cast one final look to the center of the square.


And there he saw Mocca, his arms outstretched, his beard of vipers writhing, a hundred misshapen hands reaching out toward him.


And a look of ecstasy scarred across his face.















TWO



TEN POUNDS OF FLESH


In the right light, Cier’Djaal might look like a beautiful city.


As dawn turned to morning proper, its light—still too early to beat down as a desert sun should—fell over the city like a blanket. And nowhere did it shine brighter than the Silken Spire.


A breeze heralded the sun, sending ripples through the great sheets of spun silk that clung between the three pillars overlooking the city. Their colors, a riot of crimsons and violets and silvers and midnights and indigos and oceans, all took on a heavenly glow as the sunlight seeped through them.


And against the bright golden glow, the Spire’s tailors could be seen in eight-legged shadows upon the silken sheets they wove. The spiders, each one the size of a horse, crawled lazily across their haphazard tapestry of a web. Idly, they spun their webs, adding another strand of color to the wild rainbow if the mood took them. Frequently, they fed on whatever food had been left out for them that day. Upon their gorgeous miasma of a web, they seemed quite content.


And Asper couldn’t help but wonder if they ever looked down.


Did they ever look down on the Souk and see that its many market stalls and stands now stood empty, its merchants long fled? Did they ever look long to Cier’Djaal’s neighborhoods and see the smashed windows, caved-in roofs, burnt-out husks of homes? Did they ever glance down to the streets and see the cold bodies of wives and husbands and soldiers and merchants and let their eight eyes linger there, if only to wonder if those carcasses might be good to eat?


Did they ever wonder what had become of their city?


Don’t be stupid, Asper chided herself. The view’s probably great from up there.


Indeed, she thought as she turned away from the Silken Spire, in the right light, Cier’Djaal might seem like a beautiful city.


Just so long as one didn’t look down.


And, especially, so long as one didn’t venture into a neighborhood like the Thicket.


Thickets being relatively unknown in the desert, the small collection of dark houses with their peaked roofs and wooden doors had been named for its once-thriving foreigner community. Adventurers, journeymen, and merchants from places like Karneria, Nivoire, and Muraska had all come to Cier’Djaal to seek their fortunes and found themselves in the dingy little neighborhood where the houses were made of subpar wood and the shadows of Cier’Djaal’s walls seemed to cling just a little bit dimmer.


The foreigners had mostly fled now, as anyone with sense or luck had when the war between Karneria’s black-clad Imperial Legion and Saine’s rowdy bands of bird-riding warriors had broken out. Months later, looters and squatters and thieves had had their fill of the Thicket and left behind decaying houses stripped of any goods, a neighborhood spared the violence that had wracked the rest of the city only because it seemed too shitty to fight over.


And when foreigners, thieves, and armies alike had turned up their noses at such a place, what manner of creature moved in?


This was what Asper was intent on finding out.


“This is a bad idea.”


No matter who protested.


“A really bad idea.”


Or how right they probably were.


Asper didn’t look over her shoulder. Such an action would suggest doubt to anyone who might be watching. She had walked into enough shitholes in her life to know that one didn’t timidly creep in. If she had to dip her toes into shit, she might as well dive in with both feet.


“We should turn back,” someone said from behind her.


“Feel free,” she replied, continuing to stride through the Thicket’s shadowed streets.


“The boy’s right,” another person grunted. “This place didn’t have the best reputation when the city was still safe. We used to send Jhouche here in teams of six.”


“We don’t have six,” she said. “We have three. I’m happy to do it with one, if you’re scared.”


“It’s not a matter of being scared,” the second voice protested. “It’s a matter of being sensible. And coming to a place like this based on an anonymous tip? That’s just madness!”


Only at this did Asper bother to turn around. She took in her companions with a hard-eyed glare. The young dark-skinned, delicate-featured Djaalic man in his blue priest’s robe looked hardly fit to be here, eyes darting about nervously from beneath his hood. And even the middle-aged man in the polished armor of a guard with the thick beard streaked with gray looked ill at ease in these dark streets.


“And who else am I to ask for help, Dransun?” she demanded of the guard. “Who is left?” She gestured to the houses, to the empty windows. “The war has bled the city dry. There’s no one left to save it but us.”


“Our intelligence suggests that the Karnerians and Sainites have retreated to their bases.” The young man in the robe spoke up. “It’s been months of fighting now. They’ve got casualties of their own to worry about.”


“And ours outnumber theirs twenty to one, Aturach,” Asper replied. “And even with all those dead and wounded, there’s still so many more people that could stand to die.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or had you forgotten there’s an entire tulwar army just a few days from Cier’Djaal?”


Both Dransun and Aturach flinched at that knowledge. And, Asper admitted, it felt cruel to remind them. At least in the Thicket, they could have pretended for a few moments that their biggest concerns were bad neighborhoods.


But things in this city had a way of getting out of hand.


Months ago, Asper’s sole concern was getting paid along with her companions. Weeks ago, her attentions were on saving Cier’Djaal’s people from the foreign armies of Karneria and Saine tearing each other apart in its streets. And now, after a few mere days, her thoughts were for the army of savage tulwar, simian and barbaric and brimming with steel and flame, lurking out in the tribelands beyond the gates. The savagery of the tulwar, thousands strong, would dwarf any foreigner’s, she knew.


Because she knew who led them.


“Suffice to say,” Asper said, “we are not at the point where sensibility is an option. Lest you forget.”


“I can’t forget, priestess,” Dransun said with a sneer. “I was there to see you get your ass kicked.”


At his words, the pains returned: the creak of her fractured ribs, the ache of a jaw that had been nearly broken, the throbbing pain of her left arm in its sling. She felt all the bruises on her face and on her body beneath her robe flare up. Somehow, in all the hustle and bustle of trying to keep from dying horribly, she had almost forgotten she was close to dying horribly.


She forced herself not to blink. Every time she closed her eyes, she could see Gariath in her head: his teeth bared in a snarl, his fist hammering into her jaw, his clawed fingers twitching as he so effortlessly snapped her arm. And if she wasn’t careful, she could hear his voice as he swore to burn Cier’Djaal to the ground.


The memory aggravated the pain. Every breath suddenly felt ragged and her body screamed in shapeless agonies. And in response to the pain, something inside her burned: a profound agony, a more eloquent pain, that spoke pointedly as it stirred inside her broken arm.


They will die, the pain purred through a voice laced with white heat. You can’t save them all.


She gritted her teeth, drew in a deep breath that felt like swallowing rusted knives, ignored that pain, ignored the other pains. Or tried to.


Deep breaths, she said. Once. Twice. Again. Until it’s bearable. You can handle pain. You can handle this.


And at this, the pain inside her laughed.


“Turn back if you want,” she suddenly said, turning around. “But if we’re going to save this city, we’ve got only one chance.” She started stalking into the shadows of the Thicket. “And it’s in here.”


She never stopped. Never looked behind her. Never gave them a choice to do anything but follow her.


They traveled in silence through the Thicket. Their eyes occasionally darted at stray shapes moving between the shadows. And though Dransun occasionally reached for his sword and Aturach often muttered a prayer, Asper did not so much as blink.


After all, what left in this city could possibly threaten her?


She came to a halt in front of a building. She glanced at its doorframe, then pulled a piece of parchment out of her sling and unfolded it with her good hand and her teeth.


House 117.


As it was written on the parchment, so was it burned into the doorframe. Knock three times, the parchment read. Then wait. Then two times. Password is “oil-based landscape.”


She glanced at Dransun and Aturach. They took up positions behind her, their eyes on the alleys and street. Marching into danger was quickly becoming routine for them.


Asper rapped on the door, as instructed. Three times. A brief pause. Then twice again.


A long silence passed. Long enough that she had just raised her fist to knock once more when a muffled voice spoke from behind the door.


“No solicitations,” someone mumbled.


“I’m here about purchasing a painting,” Asper replied.


“Nothing sold here. Go away.”


“I was really hoping to buy a … an oil-based landscape.”


A longer silence passed. And when there was no answer, Dransun muttered under his breath.


“Don’t like this. Silences this long mean he’s talking to someone.”


“You think he sold us out?” Aturach asked.


“‘Sold us out?’” Asper grinned. “Listen to you, all shady and roguelike.”


“I’m not joking,” Aturach snapped back. “We’re in a dangerous place where dangerous people usually dwell. My tone is totally appropriate.” A moment passed. “So … like, dashing roguelike or dangerous roguelike?”


“Dashing,” Asper said. “Definitely.”


Aturach sighed. “How come no one ever thinks I’m dangerous?”


She would have laughed at that, if it didn’t hurt like hell to do so. And in another moment, the door creaked open. A Djaalic man, dark skin mapped with wrinkles and dark hair streaked with gray, peered out.


“This isn’t a good time, shkainai,” he whispered. “The couthi are preparing to leave.”


“This’ll just take a moment,” Asper said.


“No, I mean they’re preparing to leave Cier’Djaal. Things have gotten that bad. They wonder if they can ask to forward you their new address and offer you a modest discount on your next purchase.”


“No. Tell them I need to see them.”


“I have been authorized to offer an extremely generous modest discount.”


Asper leaned forward and jammed her boot through the door. Before he could pull away, she leaned in and seized his collar with her good hand.


“Ordinarily, I’m happy to play these games,” she growled. “I say a bunch of mysterious passwords, we negotiate, you eventually let me in. But I have spent the last few weeks dodging Karnerians and Sainites, pulling corpses out of the muck, and getting the shit kicked out of me. I am sorry to both you and your associates, but if you don’t let me in right now, I will be happy to break down the door and persuade you.”


The man eyed her left arm in its sling. “Your arm is broken.”


“That leaves me three good limbs to shove up your ass.”


The man cleared his throat, eased the door open, and brushed her hand away. He sniffed as she stalked in. The interior of a humble home, sparsely furnished but clean, greeted her.


“In the back,” the Djaalic muttered, gesturing toward a door wedged between two bookshelves at the rear of the house. “And don’t touch anything, please. I don’t know where those three limbs have been.”


Dransun and Aturach fell in behind her as she pushed the door open. The back room was dimly lit by a candle. Several crates had been stacked in the corner. Atop them, a mess of black rags and a portrait of an elegant woman in demure, smiling repose sat unmoving.


But not for long.


As she approached, the black cloth suddenly straightened up and fell down into the shape of a well-cut black robe bearing four sleeves. Two large clawed hands slipped out from the top; a pair of smaller, delicate hands folded pleasantly in front of a long torso. From a height of six and a half feet, the portrait inclined down as whatever eyes lurked behind it focused on Asper.


For a moment, it held her gaze. Then, all four limbs extended in a welcoming gesture as the creature inclined its portrait-covered face low in a long, sweeping bow.


“Pleasantries and clarified surprises of a genial nature are heaped upon your face, shkainai,” the couthi said in a droning monotone. “This one confesses he had not expected to see you so soon.”


“It’s been months, Man-Shii Kree,” Asper replied.


“Apologies are offered in suitably modest amounts, shkainai. This one was hoping to avoid bringing to your attention the unfortunate implication that this one did not expect to see you again, suggesting that he had anticipated an unpleasant and likely painful demise had been visited upon your person.”


Man-Shii Kree straightened up, folding his four hands in front of him. His portrait betrayed no particular emotion.


“This one hopes it is not necessary to indicate his appropriate relief to learn that your fluids remain internal, but this one does so, anyway, in hopes of soothing previous conversational offenses.”


Asper stepped toward Man-Shii Kree. “I’m not here for conversation,” she said. “I’ve been told you and your associates have something I need.”


“It is with immense regret that this one must inform you that Man-Shii Kree’s Curios and Wonderosities, Safe for Human Consumption (Oral), is temporarily unable to provide assistance as relocations are underway. Suitable replacements can be recommended for a modest fee of—”


“I’m not looking for you, specifically. I need you and your associates.” She leaned forward. “I need the Bloodwise Brotherhood.”


Man-Shii Kree stood completely still. For a moment, Asper wondered if he was pretending to be dead in hopes that they would leave. When he spoke again, his monotone took on a chilling quality.


“This one does not wish to so swiftly destroy the doubtless carefully constructed web of intrigue woven by established enigmatic phrasing, shkainai, but this one must inquire as to who, exactly, has offered such information on the dealings of the Brotherhood?”


“The only ones who know about the Brotherhood are the ones who need to know about the Brotherhood,” Asper replied. “That’s the saying, isn’t it?”


“Your aphorism is noted, discerned as charming, and met with apology, as this one would normally demonstrate adequate politeness by indulging it. Immense lament is heaped upon your face, shkainai, as this one must regretfully inform and implore that those who know about the Brotherhood are carefully selected and given such information.”


Even as his smaller hands remained delicately folded before him, Man-Shii Kree’s immense upper arms unfolded and hung at his sides. His long fingers popped as they flexed, the long black claws at their tips glistening in the firelight.


“It is with even greater regret that this one does not recall you being such a selection, shkainai.”


She heard Dransun reach for his sword. She heard Aturach whisper a curse. She raised a hand to calm them before reaching into her sling. She produced another folded letter, sealed with wax, and handed it to the couthi. The creature’s smaller hands took it gently, unfolded it, and held it up before his portrait.


Another moment passed, this one not nearly so long, nor so quiet. Man-Shii Kree made an unpleasant chittering sound behind his portrait. While it had no emotion that Asper could deduce, she guessed it probably wasn’t anything good.


“I see,” the couthi said.


Without another word, he swept to the far end of the back room. He pulled back a thick rug and reached down, hooking a long finger into a knot in the wooden floor. Hinges creaked as he pried up a hidden door, revealing a dark hole with a ladder leading down.


“Follow me, shkainai,” he said, abnormally curt. “Your associates will wait here.”


“The hell we will,” Dransun said, stepping forward.


“Dransun.” Asper fixed him in place with a glance and kept him there with a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”


The guardsman glared from her to the couthi, lips trembling like he wanted to say something particularly fierce. But if he had any idea how to threaten a four-armed freak with a painting for a face, it didn’t come to him. He stepped aside and watched her as she followed Man-Shii Kree down the ladder.


They continued into a basement below the house, winding their way through stacks of crates in the darkness. It was only until she noticed that they had been winding for quite some time that she realized the basement went deeper than she imagined. She reached out a hand and felt a stone wall instead of a wooden one.


“Tell me something.”


Man-Shii Kree’s voice echoed in a suddenly bigger space. His monotone ebbed away with each word, leaving behind a rasping, guttural sound punctuated with harsh clicking noises.


“Where did you get that letter?”


“It doesn’t concern you,” Asper replied.


“Subjects that concern the Brotherhood concern me a great deal, shkainai. What you ask for is not something we give away lightly.”


“But you will give it.”


“The couthi honor their debts.”


The rest of the trip continued in silence but was mercifully short. Man-Shii Kree came to a sudden halt. She narrowly avoided bumping into him as a door creaked open ahead, releasing a soft green light.


Asper entered a cramped room and glanced around. A hundred eyes looked back at her.


Beakers, vials, jars of various sizes; her reflection stared at her from countless containers. The room was alive with glass and the substances they contained. Red fluids, blue sludge, green slime that oozed and bubbled, various fetal creatures floating in embalming fluid—some still and some still twitching. The reek of low-burning flames and chemical stink filled her nostrils, made her gag.


But she swallowed her bile back down. It wouldn’t do to vomit in front of one’s hosts.


Especially those that thrust knives in her face.


In one fluid motion, a figure hunched over a nearby table looked up, saw Asper, and whirled on her, a long blade clenched in one of its four hands. The couthi turned its portrait upon her, the tasteful landscape in its frame at stark odds with the weapon thrust in her face.


“Calm yourself, Yun.” Man-Shii Kree stepped in front of her, placed one of his larger hands on his fellow couthi’s, and guided the blade away from Asper. “She is permitted here.”


“We did not discuss interlopers,” the other couthi growled in the same guttural clicking voice as Man-Shii Kree. “You should have warned me, Kree.”


“I won’t be long,” Asper said, taking care to take an extra step out of the couthi’s reach. “I’m simply here to pick up a delivery.”


“Delivery,” the other couthi hissed. “The Bloodwise Brotherhood does not make ‘deliveries,’ shkainai.”


“You will have to excuse Man-Khoo Yun,” Man-Shii Kree said, stepping past his associate. “He was returned to our company in rather poor condition.” The couthi glanced over his shoulder at her. “Though he was returned. Thanks, in part, to your companion.”


Asper blinked. “What?”


“The shict. What was her name? I can’t remember. They all look the same to me.”


“Kataria?” Asper looked to Man-Khoo Yun. “You saw Kataria? Where? Is she all right? What about Lenk?”


“Dead,” the couthi replied. After a moment, he shrugged with all four limbs. “Or not. Maybe wounded. Maybe sick. Maybe eaten. I have no particular desire to know, one way or the other. I last saw her in a camp full of her wretched kin and have no desire to know her fate.”


“Still,” Man-Shii Kree said as he busied himself at a nearby table. “It is thanks to her that the Brotherhood did not lose a member. It hardly forgives the sins of her vile race, but a debt is a debt.”


“And the couthi honor their debts,” Man-Khoo Yun said.


Asper barely heard them. The sound of her heart thundered in her ears. Kataria was alive, or at least, she had been. Lenk might be, too. It had been months since they separated. Lenk and Kataria had left the city in pursuit of an end to the war. Dreadaeleon and Denaos had left her in pursuit of their own ends. And Gariath had simply left. She had feared to wonder at their fates—almost all of them, anyway—but the thought of them brought old fears rushing back to her.


A sudden stab of pain returned her to her senses. Her chest began to tighten, as though the excitement was simply too much for it. She forced herself to calm down, to breathe deeply.


Lenk and Kataria might be alive. They might not be. They might need her help.


But so did thousands of people.


“Your delivery, shkainai.”


She looked up. Man-Shii Kree extended to her a square object wrapped in brown paper and secured with red twine. A box, she surmised, no longer than a hand across and half a hand tall.


“This is it?” she asked.


“This is what the letter specified. All components are accounted for.”


“I was just expecting something a little … bigger.”


“Your letter was very specific. Did you not read it yourself, shkainai?”


“Er, yes. Of course I did.” She reached out, snatched the package from him, and tucked it under her free arm. “Thank you, gentle …” She fixed the two couthi with a puzzled look. “Men?”


“We clear our debts with you and your associates with this,” Man-Khoo Yun growled. “And with this wretched city, as well. I cannot wait to be rid of it.”


“The situation has become more unstable than profitable. Our fleet of merchant ships shall be making its way to Cier’Djaal on the route to Muraska,” Man-Shii Kree said. “We and our assets shall depart with them.”


“Hence, if you are dissatisfied with your deal, do not come looking for us,” Man-Khoo Yun said. “And do not seek our services again.”


“Unless,” Man-Shii Kree added, “you should be ready with fair compensation.”


“Gods willing,” Asper said, “we’ll never have to see each other again.”


She turned and headed toward the door when a voice caught her attention.


“Priestess.”


It was neither the guttural clicking sound nor the chilling monotone; Man-Shii Kree spoke in a voice that was shaky, unused to softness. Yet it sounded plaintive, almost piteous. Enough so that she stopped in her tracks and faced him.


“Do you think you can save them?” he asked.


“What?”


“We know, priestess, about the tulwar.” His portrait betrayed no emotion, yet his voice quaked. “Is it true? Are there thousands at the gates?”


She opened her mouth to say something to reassure him, to soothe his fears, as she had soothed the fears of so many before. But something inside her just didn’t see the point.


“Not at the gates,” she sighed. “Not yet. Nor do we know how many there are, exactly. But there are many.” She closed her eyes. “And they are coming.”


“And if they come …”


“Then they’ll burn Cier’Djaal to the ground and kill everyone inside its walls.”


“You are certain?”


She was, if she knew Gariath. She had seen the look in his eyes. She could still feel his claws around her throat.


“What’s it matter to you?” Asper asked with a sneer. “Aren’t you leaving?”


“We are, priestess. However …”


His larger hands slid up inside his hood. His smaller hands slid the portrait away from his face. Asper held back a gasp at what peered out at her.


Against bone-white skin, fist-sized eyes the color of coal shone brightly against the fires in the lab. His mouth was separated at the bottom into a pair of mandibles that clicked anxiously. And yet all the horror of his features was nothing compared to the map of twisted, hateful scars that covered his face. She knew scars like those, knew the kind of hands that made them.


And she shuddered.


“We couthi,” he chittered, “have experience with seeing our homes burn.”


“The shicts took everything from us,” Man-Khoo Yun added, sliding off his portrait to reveal a similarly flayed face beneath. “Our maidens, our armies …” He gestured to his scars. “Our very flesh. We who were not fortunate enough to be killed by their arrows were treated to their knives.”


“Only when they had painted our homes with blood did they see fit to burn it all,” Man-Shii Kree said. “We have nothing left but this.” He gestured to the beakers and vials around him. His smaller hands held up the portrait. “And these.”


“Then stay with us,” Asper said, stepping forward. “Stay here and fight. I have a plan. It can work.” She held up the package. “This is a part of it. We can survive this, if we only stand together. Stand with me. Fight with me.”


Man-Shii Kree exchanged a glance with his companion. After a moment, he sighed and shook his head.


“Long ago, I would have, shkainai. In the days when I was young and had a taste for blood, I would have grabbed my spear and charged with you. But I see their knives in my dreams, I hear the screams of our maidens still, and when I feel a breeze, I stiffen, waiting for the arrow to follow. I have given so much to war. I have nothing left to give.”


“Without our maidens, the couthi are left to dwindle,” Man-Khoo Yun said. “We cannot waste what few lives we have left.”


There was some part of her that wanted to scream at them, to call them cowards, to demand what made them think they were above this in hopes that, maybe, she could just scream loud enough and make them do what she wanted.


But another part of her, an older and exhausted part, heard them all too clearly. That part of her also heard screams in her sleep and had held too many men’s hands as they went limp in hers. That part of her couldn’t smell soap without thinking of washing blood from her hands.


That part spoke for her.


“I understand,” she said, sighing. “The city is dangerous. I can’t send anyone to help you out.”


“The couthi survive,” Man-Khoo Yun replied as he replaced the portrait over his face. “The couthi endure.”


“And, of course, we have every faith in your ability to succeed, priestess.” Man-Shii Kree did likewise. “But, should you not …”


“Fight to the last,” Man-Khoo Yun said, his voice slipping from its guttural growl. “No one ever survives the war, even if they live through it.”


“And should ultimate tragedy befall you”—Man-Shii Kree’s voice resumed its droning monotone—“this one hopes you will consider leaving instruction with dearest loved ones to seek us out for preservation of your corpse. All due information has been included with your package. Reasonable rates.”
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“And you’re all right?” Aturach asked as they made their way through the streets.


“For the last time, yes,” Asper growled.


“They didn’t … do anything to you, did they?” the young man pressed. “I’ve heard tales that the couthi take samples of people’s flesh as a price and they put them in vats and—”


“I was down there for less than half an hour,” she snapped back. “And as you can see, I’m perfectly fine.”


“It’s just that you’re walking a little slower, is all, and—”


“Fuck’s sake, Aturach, would you let it rest?”


The moment she raised her voice, she knew that was a mistake. Or maybe it was when she suddenly fell against the wall of a nearby building, breathing heavily. It was hard to tell, harder to think. Pain flashed through her body, ran up to her skull on explosive legs, robbed her of sight and sound.


She had overdone it.


“Asper!” Aturach called out, rushing over to steady her.


“Easy, boy,” Dransun said, holding him back. “Give her some room.” He fixed a glance at Asper. “You shouldn’t do things like that.”


“Really?” she replied with a sneer. “Thank goodness you told me. I’d never have guessed on my own.”


“I just mean that—”


“I know what you mean.” She nodded, waved him away. “I’m sorry. It’s fine. I just …” She chuckled; it hurt. “I guess I got my ass kicked worse than I thought.”


“It’s not fine, priestess.” Dransun’s voice was as dire as his face. “People saw you get your ass kicked, but they saw you get back up. They believe in you. They rely on you. And the only way we’re going to fight off the tulwar is with you. We can’t have you going off into shady deals with four-armed miscreants like the couthi.”


“The couthi are the only way we’re going to win,” she replied. “Trust me on that. And this city will need more than just me. It needs all of us.” She looked intently at Dransun. “It needs you, especially. Go back to Temple Row. Make sure preparations are under way. I’ll catch up with you later.”


“Catch up?” Aturach asked. “We can’t leave you here.”


“I’ll be fine,” she said. “You need to be there, too. We have people ready to fight, but we need them to be ready to run, if the time comes. You two can make sure that happens.”


“But—”


“If she says she’s fine, I believe her.” Dransun waved the young man over, guiding him away from her. “And so should you.” He cast one final glance at her, frowning. “Precious little left in this shithole to believe in.”


She managed a weary smile as they took off. She watched them round a corner, waited until she couldn’t hear their footsteps anymore, then waited a few moments more.


Only then did she allow herself to collapse.


The pain wrapped itself around her spine. She would have screamed if she had any breath left to do so. As it was, everything inside her came out in a hacking cough as her body shuddered. She wiped her hand across her mouth. It came back red.


Blood.


She was coughing up blood.


Oh my. Inside her, a voice not her own purred. The voice of the pain. Of the curse that fed. That doesn’t look good, does it? Her left arm burned as something stirred inside her body. Yes, things are rather a mess in here. I suppose your friend treated you a fair bit more poorly than you thought, didn’t he? But don’t worry.


She looked to her left arm. Beneath her sleeve, her skin glowed a faint, dull red. And within her flesh, she could feel the curse inside her look at her and smile.


I will take care of everything, Amoch-Tethr, her perpetual pain, the curse that ate flesh and bone and spirit, hissed.


“You ain’t lookin’ too good.”


Asper immediately shot to her feet, despite the pain, and whirled around. A tall, thin woman stood before her. Wrapped in dusty leathers, she stared at Asper with a sneer through a long face. She shifted the massive crossbow strapped across her back, snorted, and spit on the street.


“Course, you’re lookin’ better’n most.”


“You took your time,” Asper muttered, stalking toward the woman. “I was told you’d have given me a signal to let me know you were coming.”


“I’m here, ain’t I?” the woman grunted. “Don’t get much clearer’n that.”


“I had thought the Jackals would be a little more professional, is all.”


Only at this did the woman’s face deepen into a scowl. “Ain’t no more Jackals. Not anymore. Just us left. Just Sandal …” She tapped her chest. “And Scarecrow.” She glanced over Asper, looked to the package tucked against her sling. “That it?”


“Yes. It took some doing, but I managed to—”


“Give it here.”


Asper muttered a curse but obliged, handing the package to Scarecrow. The woman tore open the packaging, revealing a square satchel of hardened leather beneath. She pried its flap open, looked through the assortment of vials within, most of them a sickly green-and-yellow color, and nodded.


“Everything’s here,” she grunted. “Just like he said it would be.”


“Who?”


“Ain’t pay me to tell you shit.” Scarecrow let her fingers run across the vials before she selected a thin one filled with blue liquid. “This one’s for you. Be at the Karnerian garrison tomorrow to use it. We’ll take care of our part tonight.”


“You think it’ll work?” Asper asked.


“The shit the couthi gave us?”


“The plan.”


Scarecrow snorted. “Ain’t pay me to think. But if I had to lay odds …” She secured the satchel at her belt. “I’ve heard a’ worse plans’n this.” She pointed at Asper. “Karnerian garrison tomorrow. Later, the better. Sainite garrison after that. We need you, we’ll be in touch.”


“Who will be?” Asper asked. “Can’t you give me a name? I’m already trusting you enough by agreeing to this plan.”


“There’s your first mistake, lady. Trust is for idiots.” She grinned. “I hear you ain’t an idiot.” She turned and stalked off. “You want to save Cier’Djaal, you better hope I hear right.”


“Wait.”


Scarecrow let out a snarl of irritation, but she did come to a halt. Asper was aware how she was reaching out, as if to touch the woman with trembling fingers.


“If the Jackals aren’t …” She paused, swallowed something cold. “Tell me, what about Denaos? Is he … is he all right?”


Scarecrow chuckled blackly as she resumed her walk. “Take a look around, lady. Ain’t none of us all right.”


And within a few moments, she was gone. And Asper was alone.















THREE



THE LANGUAGE OF VIOLENCE


The key to any advance upon the city is the Green Belt.”


“Right.”


The old tea scent of parchments, rolled up and unrolled, shuffled across the table.


“Cier’Djaal doesn’t lend itself well to defense. The walls are low, the gates are open. Makes the city more inviting to trade. Once we get the city in our sights, it’s as good as ours.”


“Uh-huh.”


The copper pungency of ink stains, smeared across paper before it was dry in greasy thumbprints.


“The city receives much of its food from the Green Belt, situated in a shallow valley here. The dunes form natural walls around it, into which there are only three entrances. They are wide, to accommodate caravans. The Djaalics don’t keep these guarded, usually, but we can assume that’s changed since we made our intentions known.”


“Mm.”


The perpetual stink of pipe smoke, stale embers dying in the air and filling his nostrils with the odor of old hair.


This was not what Gariath imagined war would smell like.


He knew the scents of battle: the white-hot reek of fury, the blood-clotted stink of fear, the heady smells that made him dizzy just before he tightened his hands around someone’s throat.


He imagined war would be like that, only greater. And maybe it would, after all the planning, tactics, and strategy.


Assuming that part ever ended.


“Are you listening to me?”


The pipe smoke became particularly pungent. Gariath looked up into a pair of eyes ringed by dark circles. Above a long beard, a wrinkled, simian face looked back at him through two yellow eyes beneath a furrowed brow. The creature’s apelike features—long nose, sloping brow, scars of thick flesh across its face—were softened by age and weariness, though annoyance shone through quite clearly.


“Is it important?” Gariath grunted.


“Assuming you would like your attack on Cier’Djaal to end in something other than all of us being killed?” Mototaru puffed thoughtfully on his pipe, then exhaled a long cloud of smoke. “Possibly.”


“For that to happen, we would have to be fighting something stronger than humans.” Gariath waved a clawed hand. “I have fought many, killed many. I am not worried about humans.”


“Oh, good,” the old tulwar said. “For a moment there, I thought declaring war on an enemy that outnumbers us greatly and crushed us decisively in the past might be difficult. But thank goodness, you’re not worried. I’ll go inform the soldiers that they need not fear never seeing their families again.”


Gariath’s lips peeled back, baring sharp teeth at Mototaru. He drew himself up and loomed over the old tulwar, letting his wings and ear-frills spread and his claws sink into the wood of the table.


“You were crushed,” the dragonman snarled. “Because you were weak. I don’t have that problem.”


“Mototaru is right, daanaja.”


Gariath swept his scowl to the other side of the table. A younger tulwar, the gray lean muscle of his body adorned with silver fur and the orange-and-red cloth of his half robe, looked back. The thick knots of flesh across his face grew with color, reds and yellows and blues flooding his face as he furrowed his brow.


“No one doubts that you’re stronger,” Daaru said. He bared his own simian fangs—pitiful against Gariath’s, but still broad and sharp. “No one doubts that the tulwar are stronger. But if your attack is to succeed, we must have strategy.”


Gariath rubbed a sore spot beneath his left horn. “When did this become my attack? We’re taking Cier’Djaal for the tulwar.”


“The tulwar will follow you,” Daaru grunted. “But the humans are entrenched. They know their land and they are rooted deep inside it. It’s not a simple matter of going in and burning them out.”


“They are weak,” Gariath growled.


“They are many,” Daaru replied.


“So are we.”


“So we were,” Motataru added, “when we tried to first take the city so many years ago.”


Gariath’s eyes narrowed to slits so thin he could barely keep the two tulwar in his sight. He clenched his fist, felt a snarl boiling behind his throat. He held on to it for only a moment before it evaporated into a sigh.


There was a time when this argument would be over by now. He would punch them both, break one of their hands—probably Daaru’s, he was younger—and then start breaking things until everyone agreed that his way was best.


Perhaps he was getting too lenient.


Or, he thought, perhaps he was only now realizing the weight of things.


The map looked like such a flimsy thing on the table. He could tear it up in an instant, smash the table to pieces, light them both on fire. But the more he looked at it, the heavier it seemed.


There was the Lyre river in blue, a long jagged scar running along the north. Below it to the east was their position, the city of Jalaang they had killed so many to take. Farther west was the valley wall to the Green Belt, as Mototaru had said. And then, where the Lyre met the ocean, there was a big red dot.


Cier’Djaal.


The city he had left behind, the city he had sworn to destroy, the city he had beaten one of his companions—former, he caught himself, former companions—half to death over.


And there it was. Just a big red dot. A smudge of ink on a piece of paper.


But the more he stared at it, the more it seemed something bigger. He could see the people in it, all the people he had vowed to kill in all the buildings he had vowed to burn. He could see the long march between Jalaang and the Green Belt. And if he strained his eyes just so, he could almost see all the graves that would be filled with tulwar bodies because of him.


One here for Mototaru. One here for Daaru. Maybe a few hundred or so here for the ones he had killed back in Shaab Sahaar …


His nostrils quivered, suddenly filled with phantom scents of burning buildings, of flesh and hair cooking, of rank fear in the skies as fire rained from above and sent tulwar screaming into the streets to be cut down by humans.


All because of him.


He staggered suddenly, leaning hard against the table. His head suddenly felt like an iron weight, his neck like a blade of grass. The scents overwhelmed him, swirled inside his skull.


“Are you all right, daanaja?” Mototaru hummed.


“Stop calling me that,” Gariath growled. He shook his head, straightened himself. “I’m fine. I just need some air.” He snorted. “The reek of your pipe is giving me a headache.”


“Just as well.” Daaru nodded. “Not all the leaders are here. We should gather everyone and return to planning in an hour.”


“Not an hour,” Gariath growled as he stalked toward the door of the small house.


“Two hours, then.”


“No.”


“Then when do we—”


“When I say,” the dragonman snapped. “If this is my war, we win it when I say we do, how we say we do.”


“You sound confident,” Mototaru noted.


Gariath shoved the door open so hard it nearly flew off its hinges. Bright sunlight stung his eyes. He snarled.


“I got you this city, didn’t I?”


“True. You led. We followed. You won Jalaang and the trust of the tulwar.” Mototaru puffed his pipe thoughtfully. “They will follow you, daanaja.” His next words came sternly on a cloud of gray ash. “Anywhere.”
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Anywhere.


That last word hadn’t seemed so meaningful until Gariath had left the small house they had made their command room. And if he didn’t believe it before, it was hard to deny as he walked the streets of Jalaang.


Barely half the size of Cier’Djaal and nowhere near as wealthy, this city had originally been built as an outpost. After the failed Uprising, in which the tulwar attempted to storm Cier’Djaal and were brutally beaten back, Jalaang had been built as a precautionary measure against future aggression. Over the years, it had gone from a fortress to a city to a glorified trading post. Tulwar attacks had failed to manifest. The fashas of Cier’Djaal, thinking their backs broken, abhorred the waste of valuable trading space that Jalaang was using for guards and moved in more merchants.


Gariath supposed that Jalaang’s fall at the hands of tulwar clans would be considered “ironic.”


Lenk would have called it that, Gariath thought as he stalked through the streets. The pointy-eared human would have called it funny. The tall human woman would … He paused. What did she call it, again? Barbaric? Cruel? Unthinkable?


It was hard to remember. He had been too busy beating the life out of her to listen.


Whatever Jalaang had been, it was his now.


Or rather, it was his army’s. For whatever they had been, that was what the tulwar were now.


The streets were alive with them. Tall, powerful, long of arm and leg, they hurried throughout the city. Though they came from many different clans, the tulwar looked like one people here.


Tho Thu Bhu clansmen, their fur flecked with sweat, pulled red-hot blades from forges. Rua Tong warriors, muscles glistening, sharpened their weapons. Chee Chree hunters carefully fletched arrows with long simian fingers. All of them, their faces were alive with color. The tulwar “war paint,” the reds and blues and yellows that came into their gray skin when their blood was up, was on full display as they sparred and practiced drills in the yards of the barracks.


Once, they had been many. Now, they were one army.


His army.


A distant shriek caught his attention. At the far end of the city, gaambols hooted, shrieked, and hopped in their pens. Massive beasts, resembling red-faced baboons that stood taller than a horse, they eagerly stomped their feet and slapped the earth, baring large fangs eagerly as their Yengu Thuun clan handlers tossed them chunks of raw meat, which they eagerly tore into.


It wasn’t hard to imagine those simian noises intermingling with the screams of dying humans. It wasn’t hard to imagine the gaambols feasting on a different kind of meat.


And it was even easier to imagine them lying dead on the ground, bleeding out on the sand among hundreds of tulwar corpses, their eyes glassy and staring up at the sky, mouths wordlessly whispering with dying breaths …


You led us here, daanaja. You led us to die.


He shook his head, pushed out the thoughts, drew in a deep breath.


And he could still smell the reek of burning flesh.


He growled, locking his eyes on the ground as he stalked through the streets. He ignored the tulwar who noticed him and hailed him by raising their weapons and howling: “Rise up!” Ignoring their crowing and excited howling was easy. Ignoring the reek of their rage, that was much harder.


Since the humans had attacked their city of Shaab Sahaar, he had smelled nothing else. The march to Jalaang had been rife with the odor of their anger. He couldn’t blame them; half their city had been burned down that day.


He wondered what they might do if they knew he was responsible for it.


Within a few more steps, his nostrils filled with plainer scents: the reek of filth and offal, of dried blood and old wounds. Only then did he look up.


Right into a broad, yellow smile.


“Hello, daanaja. What brings you to our little side of paradise?”


Chakaa stood before him, tall and muscular. Her skin was black as pitch, her fur grew in sparse patches on her arms and legs, giving way to knots of old scars that mapped a body left generously bare by her tattered half-robe. She had no color on her face like other tulwar—that is, except for the ugly yellow of her sharp-toothed smile—but then, there wasn’t much about her like other tulwar.


The intricacies of tulwar society were still a mystery to Gariath, but he had learned enough to know that Chakaa and her clan, the Mak Lak Kai, were malaa: creatures who existed outside the Tul that governed all tulwar life.


While the tulwar had lengthy explanations as to why this made her and her kin undesirable, they had fought well to help take Jalaang, and Gariath would not cast them out of the city. Still, he had yielded to their demands to keep the Mak Lak Kai far away from the other tulwar.


And Chakaa didn’t seem to mind jail duty.


“I’m here to see the prisoner,” Gariath said.


He glanced up. The large warehouse at the edge of the city was already showing signs of its Mak Lak Kai occupation. Shit and blood were smeared on its side. Gaambol offal lay where it had fallen. If the other Mak Lak Kai noticed, they didn’t mind. They gathered in small clusters around campfires, gnawing undercooked meat and sharpening rusted blades.


Gariath couldn’t help but wonder if they had been branded malaa because they were so disgusting or if they had been called that first and simply decided to live up to the title.


“Where is Kudj? He and his kin were supposed to be helping you guard.”


Gariath glanced to an empty spot where a two-ton creature resembling a very drunken night between a gorilla and a rhinoceros should be. Kudj’s vulgores, the hulking creatures who had been called to the city once it fell, were nowhere to be seen.


“Apparently, the vulgore’s delicate senses were offended by our presence.” Chakaa laughed, spraying spittle from yellow teeth. “You would think two-ton beasts wouldn’t mind a little stink.”


Gariath’s nostrils twitched; whatever words one would use to describe the scent of the Mak Lak Kai, little was not one of them.


“He and his cousins are loitering at the other end of the city, discussing economics or tea instead of readying for battle. Flagrant disregard of your order.” She reached over her shoulder to the filthy leather-wrapped hilt of a very large blade strapped to her back. “Should I punish him for you, daanaja?”


Gariath might have said yes, were he not certain that Chakaa’s definition of punishment likely began with decapitation and ended with defecation.


“You have your own mission to look to,” he grunted.


“As you say. We leave tomorrow morning. Would you like me to bring you back a present? Maybe a necklace of ears? Or a nice bouquet?” She slapped her forehead with the heel of her hand. “But where are my manners? You were on your way to see the prisoner.” She stepped aside, gesturing to the door of the warehouse. “I beg your forgiveness; if we knew you were coming, we would have cleaned the shit out first.”


Gariath spared a moment to let his glower linger on her before stalking past and pulling the massive door open. The reek of ancient gaambol offal assaulted his nostrils immediately. The warehouse had been used as a stable for the Mak Lak Kai’s mounts—the other clans’ gaambols found their presence upsetting. But Gariath had had it repurposed when he decided the barracks serving as the previous prison was a bit too comfortable.


There was a moment, as he stalked into the reek-ridden darkness of the warehouse, flies buzzing at his ear-frills and roaches scattering away, where he wondered if he had been too cruel.


But once he saw his prisoner, he wondered if there was anywhere worse he could stash him.


“How are you getting on?” he asked.


Chains rattled. At the end of the warehouse, an immense shape stirred. Ten feet tall, roughly the color, size, and shape of a great stone, a creature rose up. As much as he could, anyway. A great, reptilian head, its snout dominated by a rhinoceros-like horn, swung toward Gariath. A single black eye took him in.


Kharga said nothing. Not with words, anyway. His scent was clear, though: a reek of rage and contempt and hatred that overwhelmed the stink of gaambol offal.


“Can’t complain,” a deep voice boomed back.


Gariath glanced at a nearby pile of shit before looking back at Kharga. “No?”


“Nah,” the other dragonman rumbled. “Chained up, covered in flies, surrounded by shit.” He snorted, dispelling a cloud of insects from his face. “Could be worse.” His scaly lips peeled back, revealing sharp teeth. “I could be stuck outside with your monkeys.”


Gariath growled. “The tulwar are warriors. They are strong, fierce, proud.”


“Make good rugs, too,” Kharga grunted. “Back during the Uprising, I stomped sixty of them into the earth. Felt like walking on air. Must have been the pride. Makes them nice and soft.”


“They took this city,” Gariath snarled. “They took you.”


Kharga straightened up. Through the shafts of light pouring through the broken slats of the roof, Gariath saw the dull shimmer of his gray, armorlike scales. And over them, the great iron chains that bound him. The dragonman let loose a long, low sigh.


“I should be dead, Rhega.” He spit the word, the name, let it lie limp and glistening on the ground in the shit. “It should have been you and me. No monkeys. No others. A real fight. A real death. You disgrace yourself with these chains.”


“You don’t deserve death at my hands, Drokha,” Gariath replied. “I thought you did, you and the rest of your cowardly people, but I changed my mind.” He stalked forward, looking up at the bigger dragonman. “Before you die, I want you to see.”


“See what?” Kharga snorted.


“See what you people sold yourselves for. The Drokha are supposed to be brave, strong, proud. And you sold yourselves to the humans, giant dogs to bark and bite at whatever scares them.” Gariath sneered, baring his teeth. “The Rhega would never—”


“The Rhega are dead.”


Gariath paused. Kharga spoke the words plainly, with only minimal contempt. It was a fact, not an insult, and Gariath knew it. The Rhega had once been numerous. But if there were others out there besides himself, he had never met one.


And when he spoke again, it was with that knowledge in his throat.


“Everything the humans built with your strength,” Gariath said, slowly, “all the enemies they drove back with your claws, all the stone houses they raised with your protection … I will burn to the ground.”


Kharga stared back, his expression unreadable. His scent betrayed nothing that Gariath could smell over the shit.


“Every wall, every home, every palace. The pubs where they eat broken meat and drink piss, the big homes where they make each other slaves. Everything with the stink of human on it will be gone, and only the scent of ash will remain. And when it’s gone”—he leaned forward—“we’ll sift through the embers to see if we can find the blood you sold to build it.”


Kharga blinked. “You think you can burn it down. You want to destroy Cier’Djaal.”


“Cowards think, Drokha. Weaklings want.” Gariath narrowed his eyes. “I destroy.”


The two dragonmen stared at each other. Gariath’s nostrils opened, inhaling the reek of offal and flies. He searched between the stenches, looking for a scent more profound: the odor of fear, of shame, anything that would betray Kharga. It had to be there, he knew, the stink that would show him that Kharga knew now just how far his people had fallen and for nothing.


A long silence passed and Gariath smelled nothing but shit. In the darkness, Kharga betrayed no shame, no fear, nothing.


No scent, at least.


His chains rattled as his body shook. A deep, low chuckle emerged out of the darkness.


Not a haughty chuckle, nor a desperate attempt to appear brave in the face of his captor. Kharga’s laughter was something bitter and black, the punch line of an ugly joke with several foul verses.


And in the heat of his breath as he laughed, to Gariath’s fury, there was not a single whiff of fear.


“Yeah,” Kharga grunted. “Good luck.”


“Wood burns. Stone breaks. Humans die,” Gariath snarled. “This city will fall.”


“I’m sure you’re the only one who’s had that idea before,” Kharga said. “You’re not even the first dragonman. Hundreds of years ago, when Cier’Djaal was just a village of oxshit and logs, we Drokha thought to come in and knock it over. And we did.”


“You did a shit job of it.”


“No, we were thorough. We were huge. And we did it. Over and over. And every time, they would just rebuild it bigger than before. Until finally, we came in and saw that their houses stood bigger than us.”


“A tall house burns the same as a small house,” Gariath replied. “It just has a longer way to fall.”


“Idiot Rhega.” Kharga slumped back against the wall, his chains settling against his scales. “Your breed was always stupid. You look upon something and think only of how you can break it. We Drokha looked upon their city and saw something else.”


“Weakness.”


Kharga did not reply.


“Cowardice.”


Kharga remained silent.


“Coin you’d sell your blood for, boots you’d eagerly lick, your own stupid shame reflected back at you.” Gariath rushed toward him, snarling through bared teeth. “Tell me. Tell me what you saw.”


“It’d be hard to explain,” Kharga replied. He smiled broadly. “Maybe you should ask your monkeys what they saw when they entered it.”


Gariath narrowed his eyes and snorted. He turned around and stalked away, ignoring Kharga as he called out after him.


“Even better, ask them what they saw after we painted the city with them,” Kharga bellowed, laughing. “Are they trying for another Uprising? Did they tell you how it ends?”


Gariath stalked to a nearby stake that had been used to tether a gaambol. He seized it in both hands and pried it out of the ground.


“I don’t want to spoil anything for you,” Kharga said as Gariath turned around to face him, “but after we sent their little rebellion running, I was picking pieces of them out of my toes for—”


Bone cracked. Splinters flew.


The hide of the Drokha was legend. Thick, armored scales that could turn aside blades, arrows, and the harsh sun of the desert. Some might have found it hard to believe that a large stick could hurt them.


But just as legendary was the philosophy of the Rhega. Which stated that nothing was impossible, just so long as one hit it hard enough.


Admittedly, as Gariath struck Kharga again and again with the stake, he knew this might not be seen as the most graceful argument. And as it splintered with each blow, leaving shards of wood embedded in the Drokha’s face, he knew he had not refuted any of Kharga’s points.


But Kharga was no longer talking. And in a few moments, Kharga was no longer conscious. And that, Gariath figured, still counted as a win.


But when the last few splinters fell from his hand and Kharga lay on the ground, unmoving, Gariath felt no better. And he couldn’t get the sound of Kharga’s laughter out of his head.


Nor his words.


Ask your monkeys what they saw.


He stalked out of the warehouse.


Are they trying for another Uprising?


He walked into the setting sun of Jalaang.


Did they tell you how it ends?


And he trudged through the streets. The tulwar raised their fists to him, the reek of their anger peeling off them, their chants booming from their voices. Gariath couldn’t smell them, or hear them. And he did not dare look up at them.


He knew he would only see corpses.















FOUR



A GIFT FOR A DEAD CHILD


Thua had always been an honest boy.


He had no talent for lying, like his sister. He did not like to play hiding games and often cried if he went too long without finding his playmates. He did not like to be teased, either, though, so he often tried to play them.


But he had no head for deception, no tongue for lies, no patience for sitting still and waiting. Whenever it was his turn to hide, he would find it too much to sit still and would frequently come out of hiding with an explosion of nervous laughter, happy that the game was over, even if he had lost.


And as his father looked down at him, lying so still and peaceful beneath the blanket, he was tempted to lift the cloth and look under. There was some part of him that thought, if he did, his son would still be there, giggling that he had been able to sit so still for so long.


There was some part of his father that made his fingers brush against the cloth. But it was not enough to make him raise it.


Sai-Thuwan knew what he would see underneath.


He stepped back from the pyre. He saw the heaped, dry sticks beneath the swaddled body. He saw the still, motionless shape beneath the cloth. He saw the small bundle resting at the top where the head should have been, separate from the rest. Sticks and cloth; he tried to tell himself that this was not Thua, that this was not his son.


That he didn’t have to do this.


That he hadn’t caused this.


But Sai-Thuwan had been trying to tell himself that for days now, and the lies tasted more bitter in his mouth each time.


He walked wearily to the nearby bonfire. The sand crunched beneath his feet. Wind wound its way through the dunes of the desert, moaning softly to herald the falling of the sun. He pulled the torch from the fire and began to walk back to the pyre.


Halfway there, the wind kicked up. The torch’s light sputtered out in his hand. He sighed and went back to the fire, lighting it once more. And when the wind blew it out again, he sighed deeper and went back. But by the third time, when it began to blow again, he was weeping.


“Please,” he whispered to the wind. “Please. I don’t deserve it. But he does. He is such a good boy. He never did anything to deserve this.” Tears stung his eyes, were blown away by the wind. “Please. Let him have this. Please.”


The wind did not hear him.


But someone did.


A shadow fell over him. An arm draped across his shoulder. He looked up. A woman’s face looked back at him: middle-aged, wrinkles tugging at the corner of her eyes as she smiled. Her long, pointed ears quivered—four notches in one length, five in the other.


And he felt his own quiver in response.


And Sai-Thuwan knew this woman, this shict.


Shekune. Spear of the Ninth.


The torch rekindled to faint life, shielded by her body. Together, they walked slowly to the pyre, keeping the torch alive. Together, they stood beside Thua’s pyre. And when Sai-Thuwan’s hand faltered, Shekune took him gently by the wrist and together, they set his son to the flame.


As the sun sank in the distance, they stood together and watched. Thua’s pyre glowed brighter as the sun disappeared. And when it had fallen behind a distant dune, he was one more bright star in the night.


And only then did Sai-Thuwan speak.


“It’s my fault.”


He had thought that finally saying those words, after so many days of thinking them, would feel a little better. He was wrong.


“Every parent says that about their child,” Shekune said. Her voice was vast and deep like a river. “And every parent is right.”


“He was such an honest boy. Too honest for this world and its monsters. When he was little, he would always try to tell me things, but he spoke so plainly, without a thought, that I never listened.” His head sank. “I never listened to him.”


Shekune, her long and hard body wrapped in furs and leathers, did not move. She only barely looked at him. Her eyes were on the pyre.


“Thua was so unlike his sister,” Sai-Thuwan said. “She was always causing trouble, always picking fights, always making life hard for her mother. He was always so quiet, always wanted to play by himself. We didn’t look at him enough … we didn’t …”


The tears came once again, sliding down his cheeks. He tasted salt at the corners of his mouth.


“But he cried,” Sai-Thuwan said. “He cried so easily. Whenever he fell down, he would cry. And his sister would tease him for crying and he would cry more. I worried he would grow up weak. And so when he cried for me, I pretended I didn’t hear him and … and …”


He looked to Shekune. For what, he didn’t know. Absolution, maybe: some assurance that it wasn’t his fault. Or at least damnation: some assurance that it was. She didn’t look at him. But her ears, long like spears, were aloft and open.


She was listening.


“But even as she teased him so much, he loved his sister.” Sai-Thuwan looked back to the pyre, could barely see it through the tears. “I remember … when they were growing up, we found his sister in a tent with Janashi, our neighbor’s daughter, under a blanket, in each other’s arms. His mother was furious, said there was something wrong with her. And I didn’t know what to do. But Thua …


“Thua came to us. He begged us to listen to him. He told us about his sister and how she … who she loved. His mother was still angry, but I listened. I tried my best to. And somehow, after a long time, we all understood.”


Sai-Thuwan looked at his hands. “His mother died fighting the humans,” he said. “Back when we were building Shicttown. I was so scared of losing him and his sister that I tried to make peace with the humans, even after all they had done. His sister hated me for that, but I thought that was fine. She could hate me, so long as we had peace and I did not have to lose her. And then she ran away. And we did not have peace. And the humans took …”


He looked at the pyre as the fires crackled. Was his son still somewhere in there, he wondered?


“And now … I have lost them all. It’s my fault.”


“It is not, Sai-Thuwan.”


Now Shekune spoke. Now her dark eyes were upon him. Now her ears were flattened against her head and her overlarge canines were bared.


“You tried to protect your children, your family, your tribe,” she said. “Any shict would have done the same. You thought you could have peace with the humans and their city.”


“I was a fool.”


“You were a father. You were a chieftain. You were trying to protect your people. That is not foolish, Sai-Thuwan.”


“But they attacked us. They killed us, burned down Shicttown, sent my tribe scattering and—”


“And they were always going to attack us. They are humans.” She hissed the words. “This is what they do. They build their cities and tell us that they own our land. They hunt our game and tell us that they own our meat. They push us into the desert and tell us that we belong there. And they will not stop until we are all dead. Or until they are.”


Sai-Thuwan felt his ears rise up, open up, let in a sound. No earthly sound of wind and voice and sand. He heard something dark, something furious, something born from a hard place from Shekune’s heart that filled his ears with all her anger and all her hatred and found his buried beneath his sorrow.


Her Howling. The true language of the shicts, unspoken and impossible to ignore.


“You have lost a wife, Sai-Thuwan. You have lost a son. How much more will you lose? Your people? Your land? Your daughter?”


He shook his head. “My daughter is already lost.”


“She is gone. But she will come back, Sai-Thuwan. She waits for you to be her father again, to protect her.”


Shekune extended a hand to him. He stared at it, his ears full of Shekune’s words and his heart full of her anger.


“How?” he asked. “How do I protect her?”


“Your tribe knows Cier’Djaal. Your tribe knows these lands. Find them. Gather them. Add them to mine. Show us the ways into the city. And we will make this world safe for them once more. Safe for her.”


Sai-Thuwan looked into her eyes. Dark and wild, like a beast’s, Shekune stared at him without blinking. And like a beast, there was no lie in those eyes. And what she said, he wanted so desperately to be true. And what her Howling spoke, he could feel so keenly.


And as he reached out and took her hand in his own, the sound of her rage brought him to his knees.
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From all the way up here, they no longer looked like people.


The color had drained from their faces, along with their fears. Their screams had been torn from ragged throats until their mouths simply hung slack. Whatever had been in their eyes had along faded, leaving behind glassy, vacant stares.


They no longer looked like people. Merely corpses who hadn’t realized they were dead yet.


Kataria was not so far away that she could not see that.


Far below, down the sloping dune, the tulwar knelt amid the wreckage of their caravan. Their wagons were shattered into splinters; their gaambols lay bleeding out on the sand. Those few that remained were on their knees, silent and empty, patiently waiting for what happened next.


The khoshicts seemed no more hurried. Short, slender, dark of skin and hair, they walked silently among the wreckage. Their long, pointed ears trembled as they spoke to each other in their own Howling. Their faces were hidden behind leering grins of the wooden masks they wore, visages twisted in silent laughter as they poked through the rubble in search of what had survived their attack.


A few trinkets, a few bars of raw metal, a nice bow or two.


This, they decided, was all that was worth preserving.


And, with that settled, they quietly took their knives out and began cutting.


No begging or crying. When the khoshicts’ blades slid across their throats, the tulwar simply slumped over. They seemed less like bodies and more like bladders, air leaking out and leaving a deflated skin behind. They did not make a sound more than their bodies hitting the sand.


What good would it do? Kataria wondered. Not like khoshicts would listen.


It was hard to tell, what with their masks and all, but even the khoshicts seemed to be finding this routine. The desert had always been alive with trade before, and shict raids on tulwar and human caravans were not unheard-of. But these were not raids. Raids left people alive.


What the khoshicts were doing—what Shekune was doing—could not be described in so tame a word.


She meant to cleanse this desert of every nonshict. Too long had her tribe suffered in the shadows of human cities, at the blades of tulwar warriors. Too long had she indulged ideas that they might one day share this land. Too many of her people—Kataria’s people, all shicts—had died in pursuit of that farce.


Shekune knew this. Many shicts did.


But not many shicts knew what would happen afterward.


It seemed as though only Kataria realized just how many more humans there were than shicts. It seemed as though only Kataria knew what humans would do once they considered the shicts more than mere raiders. And it seemed only Kataria wanted to stop the massive retaliation that would inevitably follow Shekune’s war.


Not like khoshicts are interested, she thought bitterly.


As if in response to that, a khoshict’s ears twitched far below. A wooden grin looked up toward her position. She quickly ducked back behind the dune and held her breath. When she heard no sounds of pursuit, she slid down the dune’s slope.


Her boots, bow, and quiver lay in a heap at the base of it. She collected them up and went treading lightly across the sands, balancing on her toes as she did. Wind and darkness would conspire to make her tracks harder to distinguish from those of the roaming yiji packs.


Or so she desperately hoped.


The desert, of late, had little room for things that weren’t desperate.


She made her way across indigo sands, careful to keep to the shadows cast by the dunes beneath the rising moon, lest there be eyes upon her that she hadn’t noticed. Though the possibility of that diminished with each step—after all, any eyes cast her way would likely have been followed by an arrow.


And it wasn’t like a shict with skin as pale and hair as blond as hers would be particularly hard to pick out in the darkness. But with each breath that passed out of her mouth and not out of an arrow wound in her lungs, she ran a little faster, left a few more tracks, until she was outright sprinting as she rounded the corner of a dune, where the dying embers of a campfire greeted her.


“We can’t stay long.” Kataria dropped to her rear and began pulling on her boots. “There’s a war party not far from here. I don’t think they saw me, but they’ll find my tracks, eventually.”


At the edge of the halo of fire’s light, a figure lifted its head.


“They attacked a tulwar caravan. Heading to Jalaang, I think. This is the sixth one I’ve seen destroyed.” Kataria clambered back to her feet, dusted sand from her leggings. “Shekune’s getting bolder. Humans, tulwar, soldiers, or peasants; she’s attacking everything.”


The figure lowered its head again and cast unseen eyes back to the fire.


“It’s worse than I thought. The tulwar are gathering. They’ve been leaving their villages in droves. If Shekune draws them into her war, every shict is going to be in danger. Humans are one thing, but fighting humans and tulwar?” Kataria attached her quiver to her hip and slung her bow over her shoulder. “The yijis are nearby, right? We’ve got to get out of here if we’re going to—”


“Who cares?”


The figure spoke in a muted voice, as though from some place in a deep ocean, lungs filling with salt water.


“It doesn’t matter.”


The fire crackled. The glow illuminated Kwar’s face: dark eyes that had once not sunk so low, sharp dark-skinned features that had once not been so dull, lips that had roared instead of whispered into the fire.


“It doesn’t matter, Kataria.”


She was not the woman Kataria remembered: the woman she had met so long ago in Cier’Djaal, the woman who had loved her, cursed her, kidnapped her, begged her for forgiveness. That woman was wild. That woman roared.


That woman had died when her brother had.


That day, she had watched Thua’s blood paint the sand, heard his last words. That day, her face had been painted with horror. And in the days that followed, she had screamed her voice dry and her throat raw. But sorrow and fear, these were precious to shicts, something they did not spare often and had too little of to begin with.


And they had drained from Kwar’s heart and her face and left her stare as numb and empty as the masks her people wore. The hollowness of her eyes seemed to reach out and Kataria found herself turning away, just to avoid being sucked in.


That was the lie she told herself, anyway, to avoid telling herself that it hurt too much to look upon Kwar’s face and not remember what her smile looked like.


“Tulwar have always killed shicts, shicts have always killed humans,” Kwar whispered, looking back to the fire. “And humans have—”


“Fuck, I know that,” Kataria snarled. “I’m not out to make people sit down and exchange coy kisses, I’m trying to stop our people from getting wiped. Out. Do you not get that? Shekune’s war, what she’s doing, it’ll make the humans retaliate against our people, they’ll come after us and—”


“They’re not your people.”


A few words. Empty and numb. Yet they cut Kataria all the same, made her cringe as though she were bleeding.


“You are a stranger to them,” Kwar said. “You have their ears, but they can’t hear your Howling. You talk the same language, but they can’t understand you. They don’t know you or anything about you.” She stared at Kataria blankly for a moment. “Except that you lay with a human.”


“Don’t.” Kataria’s voice came out a chest-born snarl. “Don’t you even fucking try.”


“But it’s true.”


“Yeah, it’s true. And he’s gone now. You took me away from him and now he’s gone.”


“Dead, probably.”


“Not dead,” Kataria replied, firmly. “Not him. But gone. And I’m here. And so is Shekune. And so are you.” She sighed. “And I lay with you, too.”


“And forbade me from touching you.”


“Don’t—”


“Don’t what, Kataria? What could I do? I have lost you. I have lost my father. I have lost Thua.” Kwar looked off into the night, let her voice escape on a breath that should have come from a dying woman. “What could I do? What would it matter?”


Kataria stared at Kwar, eyes as hard and sharp as an arrowhead. “There’s always more to lose.”


Kwar simply pulled her knees up to her chest, lowered her head, and closed her eyes. Whatever there was left to lose—if there was anything left—she looked as if she would simply sit and wait for it to go.


“What are you going to do?” Kwar asked. “How are you going to stop it?”


Kataria didn’t know. And so Kataria didn’t answer. To say the words aloud, to admit she wasn’t sure how one person could stop a war, would make everything too real. Everything she needed to do—stop Shekune, stop the war, stop the retaliation—required her to keep running far ahead of reality.


And she couldn’t do that staying here.


“I’ll think of something,” she said. She moved about the campfire, collecting what supplies remained in haphazard piles and stuffing them into a satchel. She attached it to her belt. “Or you can. Stay here and contemplate how many more people are going to die.” She stalked past Kwar, toward the distant dunes. “Let me know if you think of something.”


She had taken only two steps when she stopped. Warm fingers curled around hers. A soft voice whispered.


“Don’t,” Kwar said. “Don’t leave me, too.”


She closed her eyes, felt Kwar rise up behind her. Those warm, dark fingers intertwined with her own. A hand slid around her shoulder. The voice in her ear was something soft and weak, sand disappearing on a cold breeze.


“Please,” Kwar whispered. “I know it’s bad. I know I’m not helping. But I’ve just … I’ve lost …” The words she sought were lost in a choked, sobbing plea. “Please. Don’t go.”


Kwar’s hand slid down around her waist; she felt its desperate warmth in her belly. The sweat of Kwar’s palm made her own slick as her fingers gripped even tighter. She felt the khoshict’s breath as Kwar drew her tighter, laid her chin upon her shoulder, and wept softly.


“Please.”


If Kataria closed her eyes, it was almost easy to pretend that this was how it always was: this warmth, this softness, this need that reached out of Kwar’s fingers to pull at hers. It was almost easy to pretend they were still in Kwar’s tent, forgetting the world beyond its walls, forgetting everything but the sweat of their skin, the crook of Kwar’s smile, the way her breath left her.


And she could almost pretend that this hand around her wrist had never cruelly bound her, that this hand around her belly had never viciously struck her, that this voice whispering in her ear had never spoken so many cruelties, accused her of so many villainies.


Almost. But not quite.


Kataria pulled free of Kwar’s touch. Part of her ached to feel chill where warm skin had just touched. But another part of her, a small and angry part with sharp teeth, pushed her away.


“Not now,” Kataria snarled. “Not ever again.”


She wasted no more words, stalking away toward the dune where they had left their yijis. She had made her decision; never again would Kwar touch her. And whether the khoshict stayed or left, that would never change. So she kept walking toward the dunes, never looking back, even as she heard the crunch of sand as Kwar followed her.


And, if she closed her eyes, she could almost pretend she didn’t care.















FIVE



A FAIR PRICE FROM A BLACK BUTCHER


Dreadaeleon’s eyes snapped open and beheld a dot of orange light. It moved back and forth and his stare, unconsciously, followed it.


“Both eyes intact,” a voice behind the light muttered. “And in good condition.”


“Mm-hm,” someone else said, their voice followed by scratching of pen on paper.


There were stories of wizards. Dreadaeleon knew them, same as anyone: tales of crotchety old men with long flowing beards high up in towers, or slinky enchantresses raiding forbidden libraries beneath the earth, and they always had something like big poofy robes with stars and moons. The stories had delighted him as a child.


“Ten fingers, all intact. Slight bend to the left little finger.”


“Got it.”


And then he had become one.


“Ten toes, likewise.”


“Uh-huh.”


No wands and crystal balls. No laboratories of alchemical formulae and bubbling crockpots. No pointy hats, poofy robes, long beards, curly-toed shoes, eyes of newt, or whatever. And, definitively and disappointingly, no slinky enchantresses.


There was a ripping sound as a pair of shears rent his shirt in twain. A chill crept over him as his sweat-slick torso was exposed. He closed his eyes again.


“Torso looks mostly intact,” the voice said. “I’d put the weight at maybe … ninety-five, ninety-seven pounds.”


“I’ll cut the difference and say ninety-six.”


There was magic, of course. Wizards had it in their blood, along with their bones and their skin and their hair and every other piece of him that was currently being cataloged. And absolutely none of it could ever go to waste. But beyond that, there wasn’t much to being a wizard except for an awful lot of bureaucracy, record keeping and—


Another shearing sound as his trousers were torn apart and hung at his ankles.


And whatever this is, he thought.


“Genitalia looks fine,” the first voice said. “Legs seem a little atrophied.”


“Could probably put that down to the imprisonment,” the second voice said.


“Or maybe he’s just skinny, I don’t know. Put down both, so they can’t say we weren’t thorough.” The first voice sniffed. “Right, then. All that’s left is the teeth. Hey. Hey, wake up.”


A tap on his naked chest. He opened his eyes again and glanced down at the man standing before him—short, stout, bald, and wrapped in the simple clothes of a clerk. Behind a pair of spectacles, his eyes looked huge as he looked over Dreadaeleon’s naked form.


“Yeah, I’m not enjoying it any more than you are,” he said. “But I guess they don’t tell you about this part of being convicted of heresy, do they? Before your execution, we need a comprehensive list of what we’ll be harvesting afterward. That includes what’s behind this.”


He reached up and tapped the contraption of leather and steel strapped over Dreadaeleon’s mouth whose metal clamps kept his lips pinned shut. A Seen-And-Not-Heard: an inelegant device for an inelegant solution to the problem of wizards speaking their spells.


“I’m going to take this off to get there. Bite me, spit on me, speak a single syllable of a spell and we’ll have trouble. You’re not going to make any trouble for me, right?”


Dreadaeleon glanced to either side, where his arms had been stretched out against the broad table and manacled. He looked back down at the clerk, as if to ask what he could possibly do while chained to a table deep beneath a tower swarming with wizards who wanted to kill him.


Eventually, the clerk seemed to catch on. He glanced over his shoulder to the other clerk—a skinny, dark-haired young man scribbling things down on a clipboard.


“Keep your pen ready,” the bald clerk grunted. “I don’t want to do this any longer than I have to.”


He got up on a stool and reached around, unclasping the Seen-And-Not-Heard. It fell off and clattered to the floor. Dreadaeleon took a moment to stretch his jaws, lick his lips, all the things he had been deprived of these past few days. After a moment, the clerk reached up to his mouth. His fingers hesitated just shy of his lips, a look of concern crossing his face.


And Dreadaeleon couldn’t help but smile.


“You seem nervous,” he observed.


The clerk shot a glare at him but didn’t dispel the observation by reaching forward. His hands remained a fair distance away.


“Makes sense,” Dreadaeleon said. “They told you what I did to end up down here, didn’t they? The men I’ve killed?” He chuckled. “I overheard someone saying Palanis isn’t doing too good. Are you going to visit him after me? Are you going—”


His tirade was cut off by the clerk shoving his fingers into his mouth, prying his jaws apart.


“I said no talking,” the clerk growled.


“You actually didn’t,” the second clerk noted.


“Well, I meant to,” the first said. He muttered as he peeled back Dreadaeleon’s lips. “Yeah, I’ve heard about what you’ve done. The civilians you murdered are bad enough. But you killed members of the Venarium, brothers and sisters who swore the same oaths as you. I was sick enough at that before I heard you brag about it.” He glared hard at Dreadaeleon. “I’m going to enjoy watching you burn, heretic.


“Teeth are all here,” the clerk said over his shoulder. “Tongue’s in good condition, unfortunately. The rest of him …” He paused, pulled back a bit more of Dreadaeleon’s lips. “Blackening around the gums. Some withering of the rear molars.” He raised his eyebrows. “Signs of the Decay?”


“Doesn’t seem likely,” the second clerk noted. “The Decay kills.”


“In most cases,” the first clerk said. “Write it down, regardless. I don’t want the wizards getting up my ass if they harvest him down and find out he’s damaged.” He hopped off the stool and collected the Seen-And-Not-Heard. “External analysis looks satisfactory. They should get some good parts off this shitstain.”


“It’s the internal you have to watch out for,” Dreadaeleon said, sneering. “The brain, especially. Full of dangerous thoughts, that one. Thoughts like ‘maybe this organization is nothing more than a treasonous, tyrannical crock of—’”


That thought, and the thousand more profanity-laced ones he had been brewing, went unheard. The Seen-And-Not-Heard was reattached in an instant, secured at the back of Dreadaeleon’s head.


“We’ll find out in four days,” the clerk said. “They’ve got you scheduled to go onto the slab right after you’re executed. They said they want you gone quickly.” He sneered at Dreadaeleon. “For my part, I hope they don’t go so quickly that you can’t feel it.”


He turned and pushed past the second clerk and out the door to the tiny cell. “You coming?”


“Yeah, soon,” the second clerk said, still scribbling on his clipboard. “If there’s a sign of Decay, I need to be absolutely clear that it wasn’t our fault. That means a lot of fucking notes.”


“Do it later. Come to lunch.”


“Do it later.” The second clerk looked at the first blankly. “The Lectors made it clear that this fucker’s going to burn for what he did. And if I mess up the notes, I’ll burn with him.” He waved off his companion. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”


“Yeah, sure.” The first clerk hesitated at the door, looking back at Dreadaeleon. “Listen, not that you were going to, but … keep that thing on his face, all right? The Lectors don’t trust him even to speak.”


“I don’t look for conversation with heretics.” The second clerk chuckled, waving his companion away. “Go on. You’re distracting me.”


The bald clerk grunted and left, shutting the door behind him. The second clerk continued scribbling in silence for another few moments before glancing up. He shot a meaningful look to Dreadaeleon before creaking open the iron door and peering out into the hallway beyond. He glanced left and right, then quietly lit a candle ensconced in the wall beside the door.


He eased it shut and then set his clipboard aside. Hurriedly, he rushed over to the table Dreadaeleon was strapped to and undid his manacles. The boy slid off the table to land rudely upon the ground. He muffled a curse behind the device on his mouth as he fussed with it.


“Hold on, hold on,” the second clerk said, reaching behind Dreadaeleon’s face. “They make these things so you can’t get them off by yourself.”


There was a click as the straps on the Seen-And-Not-Heard fell off. The clerk winced at the sound, but nonetheless reached into a satchel at his hip and produced a small loaf of bread and some mostly fresh meat wrapped in paper. He thrust them at Dreadaeleon.


“Hurry up and eat,” the clerk said. “No one but us should be down here, but that doesn’t mean others might not come.”


Dreadaeleon took the food and lifted it to his mouth before hesitating. He glanced askance at the clerk. “You didn’t bother to wrap these? They’ve just been stewing in your pocket?”


“Just shut up and eat.”


Dreadaeleon shot him a grudging glare before taking a bite. But once that happened, it was hard for him to stop himself from almost inhaling the food. These pilfered meals came too infrequently for him to resist devouring them. And while it wasn’t luxuriant, it was better than what he got regularly. The watery slop his jailors gave him was only enough to keep him from dying before they could have the pleasure of killing him.


That was the Venarium’s conservation at its finest: Why bother expending decent food on a heretic when they were just going to have him executed? Why bother giving him a trial, hearing his side of the story, when they had already made up their minds?


Cowards, he thought. Hypocrites. As though it’s my fault their precious concomitants are dead.


In fairness, he replied to himself, you did kill them.


But they sent them after me! Annis, the other Lectors, the Venarium … they could have left me alone! I wasn’t hurting anyone. But their stupid oaths, their stupid rules, their stupid … stupid … STUPID!


He was grateful to have merely thought that. Words were not his strong suit lately. He supposed having spent the majority of these past weeks with a pound of metal around his mouth, strapped to a table or otherwise locked in a cell, would do that.


But there was nothing left in him for clever words. Behind his eyes, he could feel his magic burning like a fever. The Venarie, the power that flowed within all wizards, boiled at the thoughts of the indignity and humiliations that had been heaped on him by his captors. His palms itched, eager to explode into flames. His breath turned hoary in his mouth, ice forming on his lips.


It was only discipline that kept him from storming out of his cell and casting spells at anything that moved.


Well, discipline and the fact that he had had his ass magically kicked just a few days ago. He couldn’t imagine the outcome would be any different this time, save that he would be naked and they wouldn’t bother to simply capture him this time.


There was a knock at the door. He froze with a mouthful of food. The clerk stared at the door with eyes wide. After two breaths, there was another three quick knocks. And finally, two more knocks a moment later.


The clerk got up and pushed the door open. A pair of wizards—tall, stern-looking, wearing elegant brown coats and broad-brimmed hats—walked into the room and took up a position on either side of the door. Librarians, Dreadaeleon recognized; the elite seekers of the Venarium.


A Lector never traveled with fewer than two.


A moment later, she came in through the doors herself. A tall, thin woman, as elegant as could be in the drab confines of Venarium uniform. Her coat was clean and pressed, her leggings and shirt loose, her boots brightly polished, and a thick spellbook hung by a gold chain at her hip. Framed between dark curls, Lector Shinka looked down a long nose toward the sweaty naked boy sitting on the floor with a mouth full of partially chewed food.


And somehow, Dreadaeleon got the impression that she was regretting choosing him to help her destroy the Venarium.


“So.” Shinka glanced at the clerk. “Did no one think to get him some clothes, or is this display purely for my benefit?”


“There was no time,” the clerk said. “You told me to get him free and fed. You said he needed his strength.”


“Yes, yes.” Shinka sighed and placed a finger to her temple. “I suppose it’s my fault for not telling you my needs. For future reference, though, they don’t include a skinny naked boy.”


Dreadaeleon thought to protest but suspected that doing so with a mouthful of food wasn’t likely to raise her opinion of his dignity.


She wandered over to the clerk’s clipboard and glanced it over. “How is our little champion doing, anyway? Everything on the up-and-up?”


“Yes, Lector.” The clerk caught himself, coughed. “Well, mostly.”


Lips pursed, Shinka did not so much shoot the clerk a look as impale him with it. “I do not like ‘mostly.’”


“All his external functionalities are intact,” the clerk said, shrinking away. “But … there’s slight evidence of—”


“The Decay.” Shinka looked from the clipboard to Dreadaeleon. “You did not think to mention this to us?”


Dreadaeleon finished chewing, swallowed. “A past condition. Long since healed.”


“Wizards rarely heal from the Decay,” Shinka replied. “And its conditions rarely stay in the past.” She narrowed her eyes. “Too much relies on you being able to perform, concomitant. If you can’t—”


“I can.” Dreadaeleon’s voice was a low growl. “I can bring down Lector Annis. I can bring this whole fucking tower down and everyone in it, given the chance.”


Shinka’s lip curled back. “I’ll remind you that, given the chance, Annis did to you what you did to that meat.” She pointed to the mess of crumbs and grease on his fingers. “And I’ll further remind you that I have no desire to bring down this tower and every desire to spare as many lives beyond Annis’s as possible. I will need them if I’m to save this city.”


“Ah, yes,” Dreadaeleon replied, licking his lips. “You’re still on about that, I see. Thinking you can drive the foreigners, the thieves, the cultists out of Cier’Djaal with just a wave of your hand.”


“I can’t drive them out.” Shinka’s eyes glowed red. Electricity danced across her fingertips in cobalt arcs. “But with a wave of my hand, I can make their bowels erupt out their anuses. So that’s a start.”


Dreadaeleon grunted, took another bite of his meal.


“The Venarium has stayed neutral for too long,” Shinka continued. “Wizards were trusted with both power overwhelming and the insight and reason with which to control it. It’s reckless to allow archaic traditions to shackle us when foreign armies run rampant through our streets and violence plagues every quarter.”


“How very noble of you,” Dreadaeleon said, swallowing. “Centuries of protocol be damned, I’m certain the Venarium will see the error of their ways and heed your keen insight of ‘war is bad.’ After all, all good reigns begin with assassination, don’t they?”


Shinka was a wizard in every sense of the world: clever, calculating, and conservative right down to her expressions. And when Dreadaeleon spoke, she did not snarl or spit or glare. She merely regarded him with the slightest coil to the corners of her mouth and spoke softly and easily.


“Annis’s dedication to a cause he believes in is admirable, but unfortunate. If his intervention hinders the efforts to secure safety in this city, then it is with a heavy conscience that he must be removed from his position as Primary Lector.”


As easy as though she had been filling out a form. Not a single word fumbled or a single breath out of place. How long had she been rehearsing that speech, Dreadaeleon wondered? And whom did she intend to tell it to once she killed Annis?


Well, let’s not be unfair, old man, he told himself. It’s when you kill Annis that she’ll tell it to someone.


That was his role in all this, after all: the dangerous heretic who would inexplicably break free of his restraints and bring down Annis, thus allowing Shinka to assume control and use the Venarium to save the city. Annis would be an unfortunate martyr, Shinka would be a triumphing heroine, and Dreadaeleon would be forgotten.


Free.


Stricken from every Venarium record. Expunged from every history. A brief footnote in a long, rambling diatribe that would be ignored by every dull-eyed, barknecked reader until he was long dead.


He smiled bitterly at the prospect.


“Regardless,” Shinka said, “you should know there’s been a change in plans.”


He looked up, eyes twitching. “You can’t go back on this. Not now. Not after—”


“Calm yourself.” She held up a hand. “I was hoping to persuade Annis to delay your execution by a few days to allow you to get your strength back.” She cast a glance over his skinny, naked form. “Unless that’s as big as you get.”


“I’m slender. Lots of men are—”


“But we have no time,” she interrupted. “There has been an incident in the desert. The tulwar clans have assembled into some manner of army. Jalaang has already fallen. They’ve got eyes on Cier’Djaal. There’s some kind of red lizard-thing leading them.”


Dreadaeleon’s brows shot up. “Gariath?”


“I don’t know what they call it and I don’t care. A bunch of backward savages is just that, no matter what kind of army they pretend to be. But I’d rather have Cier’Djaal secure before I deal with them.”


She held up a hand and extended four fingers.


“Your execution is going forward as planned. Four days. On the third, at midnight, you’ll be freed from your cell. Annis’s study is on the top floor of the tower. We’ll do our best to make sure our people are doing the patrols that night, but it’s up to you to get there.”


“Fine,” he said. He rose and brushed crumbs from his flesh. “And when I succeed …”


“You’ll get what you want,” Shinka replied. “Two days to collect whatever you need and leave the city. Once you pass out the gates, no one will so much as speak your name.”


“Are you certain? The man who brought down the Venarium would be the subject of some talk.”


“The boy who proved useful to progress will be of small concern compared to what we’ll have to accomplish. We have thieves to smoke out of their holes and foreign armies to drive away. Cier’Djaal will be a very busy place.”


“Someone’s coming,” one of the Librarians beside the door muttered. “I can hear them.”


Shinka glanced at Dreadaeleon, eyes alight with red power. She waved a hand. Invisible force roiled from her fingertips. An invisible grip seized him, raised him, and pressed him against the table in short order. The manacles clasped around his wrists of their own accord. He barely had time to grunt, let alone protest, before one of the Librarians was gathering up the Seen-And-Not-Heard and preparing to reattach it.


“Four days. Midnight. You’ll continue receiving visits until then,” Shinka said. She turned to move out the door. “And then you’ll be gone from my city.”


“About that,” Dreadaeleon called after her.


She hesitated, but did not look back.


“You seem to have forgotten about the people. What if they don’t support your rule? This is all about protecting them, isn’t it?”


Shinka remained silent before slowly turning her head to regard him out of the corner of her eye.


“As a rule,” she said, “I do not consider advice when given from men with their cocks flopping about.”


Dreadaeleon’s mouth hung open a fraction of a moment before the Seen-And-Not-Heard went back on. Just as well.


It wasn’t until well after she and her retinue had departed and the door slammed shut that he had even remotely come to think of a good retort for that.















SIX



A FEAST FOR POOR GODS


It was the moment that the last drop of liquid from the waterskin hit his tongue that Lenk noticed it.


He glanced to his left, to the man walking beside him.


He had once been broken—stooped of back, withered of limb—but one wouldn’t know it by looking at him anymore. Mocca’s power had changed him, as it had changed all the others.


It had made him tall and strong, straightened his spine, and sculpted his muscle into the creature that now towered over Lenk. Black hair shimmered in the desert sun; his skin glistened as he strode through the same sands that Lenk stumbled over. And where Lenk squinted against the glare of the sun, this man, this perfect creature, stared straight ahead with bright yellow eyes.
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