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WHERE DEAD MEN TREAD















PROLOGUE



The Seventy-Eighth Year


Rhuul Khaas


Man believes in nothing until he destroys it.


Among my colleagues and those alike in thought and prestige, during the conversation about the flaws of mortality—it is a lengthy conversation and the flaws are many—the subject of their seemingly inherent ingratitude continues to vex.


Show a man a book and teach him to read, he will continue to express himself by painting on the walls with feces. Show a man how to till his soil that he might grow more abundant crops, he will eat dirt to spite you. Show a man the face of heaven, he will pick up a sword and attempt to cut its eyes out.


Coarse, I know, but strive to understand our frustration.


We have danced around this subject in countless conversations across countless hours within countless days. So much that even our own very long lives seem wasted from all the time we’ve spent in deliberation. Yet it continues to plague us precisely because, with all the knowledge we have uncovered in those very long lives, the answer to mortality’s mistrust of us continues to elude.


Until now.


As with so many problems, speech proved inadequate for solving it. Only when I put ink to paper, as I do now, does it become clear. Nothing is truly real until it is written down.


Thus do I realize why it is mortality fears us.


A man—


Pardon. That must sound dreadfully narrow. It could easily be a woman, or a shict, or any of these creatures.


A mortal does not necessarily fear what he does not understand. Rather, a mortal fears that he is understood.


In his primitive mind, a darkness ahead is not an opportunity to learn, beckoning him to enter. When he gazes upon it, he does not see the unknowable. He sees—or thinks he sees—something within, staring out at him, understanding him, learning about him.


This thought, understandably, frightens him.


It is difficult for us to understand—or rather, for the others to understand, at least—for the collection and dispersal of knowledge remains our primary function. To understand and be understood, in our eyes, is the natural way of things. To the mortal, however, it is his greatest vulnerability, his greatest anxiety.


Yet also his greatest ecstasy.


For it is within this unknowing that he feels most comfortable with his gods. They remain so far away that he is insignificant to them and he takes solace in this, knowing that they understand him and, having not killed him yet, must love him. It is the vast gulf between his world and theirs that he creates a meaning to fill. It is in this great silence between them that he finds them comforting.


And there exists no doubt in my mind that, were the gods to open heaven and step down to stand before him, his first act would be to pick up a sword and try to kill them.


And that is why he resents us. We are too close for him to be unknown to us, yet too far to be able to be struck down. We are messengers, and our voices make his ears hurt. We are shepherds, and he has no wish to be herded. We are here and he cannot deny our existence, yet he cannot kill us and thus we are unreal.


Perhaps it sounds mad, but I find a certain strength in that philosophy.


The others, perhaps, view the mortals’ defiance as blasphemy. But I? I confess to a fascination with their logic. And the more I study it, the more I realize the wisdom in it.


In destroying, in hurting, in slaying, he understands. What takes us ages of deliberation to know, he knows in the instant he puts metal to it. He knows if it can be destroyed and what it will take to destroy it. He uses every part of his intellect in figuring out how to destroy it that it might not harm him, and, in doing so, he understands it. All of it.


Whatever it is. Be it construct or living matter, be it written word or speech, be it law or love or truth or… or…


I get ahead of myself. Oerboros and Kyrael often chastise me for this.


In my writing this down, it all seems so clear. Yet I know I could not show the others. They would think it madness, naturally. Or worse, seek to inform higher powers—distant though they may be. Yet someday I hope to refer to these notes and use them as the foundation for something greater. In this I hope to understand the mortal. In this I hope he understands me.


Perhaps it will hurt. But that may very well be the price of this knowledge.


Accept no truth that comes bloodlessly.


Adhere to no law that is not earned.


Trust no creation that you cannot destroy.


From the annals of His Word,


The First and Final Testament of He Who Held the Light,


Khoth-Kapira















ONE



PAPER MEN, FOLDED


When the pale light of dawn finally found Lenk, he was staring into the eyes of a dead man.


It was not a killer that he had studied for the past evening. The angles of the dead man’s brow, chin, and jaw were sharp, but they lacked the tension that belonged to men who killed for any other reason than a very good one. Or what they thought was a very good one.


Rather, in the scars on his face and the coldness of his eyes, Lenk saw a hard man. Not a desperate criminal; here was a man who had drawn steel enough times that he had simply forgotten why he’d started. Or even when he had ever begun.


Granted, it had been days since Lenk had seen a bath—or a stream or a mirror—but he had to admire the detail of the man. It was a rather good likeness of himself, he thought.


The words dead or alive framing his face, however, were new.


The sound of sloshing water caught his ear. He crawled quietly to the slatted window of his room and peered out. Farmers, their Djaalic skin made darker by years of honest labor, were just now emerging from their huts. They rolled up their breeches, picked up their tools, and waded into the murk of their rice paddies.


The Green Belt, as it was known, was home to such people. So named for its position beneath the city, the narrow valley had proven the only place in the region capable of sustaining agriculture. In years past, it had fed Cier’Djaal. Now it made rice to sell. But year in and year out, the farmers had remained the same. Good folk, honest and hard.


How many of them had seen a wanted poster like the one in his hands? How many of them knew his face belonged to the dead man called “the assassin of Cier’Djaal”?


How many of them, he wondered, had relatives back in a city in which he had left behind so many corpses?


Pain shot through his stiff muscles. These weren’t the thoughts of an innocent man, he knew. But even the most devout priest, after six days in a tiny room with no contact from anyone, would start to wonder what he’d done to deserve such isolation.


Lenk felt tempted to go out there, into the mucky fields, and talk to the first farmer he saw. He’d tell them who he was, what he had done, all the people he had killed—or supposedly killed—and simply wait for their response. Whatever happened next would have to be better than the isolated waiting, the paranoia, the wondering.


He told himself this.


Yet when one of the farmers glanced his way, toward his tiny room, he ducked away from the window and let the slats fall shut, plunging the room back into darkness.


He took a deep breath, rose to his feet. He walked to the single door and stared, for the fiftieth time that morning, at its handle. He hesitated to call his quarters a cell—he could leave anytime he wanted, assuming he was willing to face the consequences alone.


And for a man, even an innocent one, who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, there were many.


True, he had been there when the riot had been touched off. True, he had climbed over the dead bodies to escape the carnage. True, he had fled the city just as riot became war and war became massacre. True, the circumstances under which this had all happened, it could be said, did not make him seem innocent.


But he was.


He told himself this.


And, for the fiftieth time that morning, he laid a hand on the door’s handle.


“I wouldn’t.”


A shudder ran down his spine at the sound of the voice. Lenk expected he should have been used to it by now, considering how often he heard it.


Yet when he turned around and saw Mocca standing there, he forgave himself for his alarm.


He merely resigned himself to the ire he felt at the sudden appearance of the man in white—for it was still less disturbing to think of him as a man.


“Six days,” Lenk said. The sound of his own voice was a rasping, grating thing to his ears. “Six days I’ve watched fires burn over the city walls. Six days I’ve watched people carrying bodies out on the road. Six days of waiting with stale bread and drifting cinders and distant screams. Six days…” His eyes drifted back to the door. “And I have heard nothing from Kataria.”


And there, leaning against the wall as though it had been waiting all this time for him to arrive at this conclusion, was the sword.


“I’m not going to survive a seventh,” he said, reaching for the weapon.


“What, pray, do you expect to do?”


Lenk was so accustomed to Mocca’s voice that he didn’t even need to turn around to know he was wearing that half-delighted, half-arrogant quirked eyebrow. As though he knew something Lenk didn’t and was just waiting for the young man to stumble around long enough to be amusing before telling him. Lenk resolved not to give him the satisfaction.


“There’s a lot you can do with a sword, even without knowing what you’re doing,” Lenk replied. “That’s how I got here.”


“A point,” Mocca replied. “Rather, what do you expect has happened to her?”


At this, Lenk cast a glare over his shoulder. “Maybe she was captured. Killed. Trampled to death, speared, gored, branded, whipped, burned, I don’t fucking know. There’s a war going on not five miles away from here. If I went through every possibility I’d be here all fucking day.”


“Possibilities are easy to live with,” Mocca replied. “They’re distant things, cold breezes on warm days. Certainties are harder.” Beneath shadows cast by his white hood, his smile looked sinister. “Certainties crush people.”


“Look, I know being able to appear wherever and whenever you want permits you a certain degree of crypticism, but if you could kindly get to the point.”


“It’s possible she has been captured. It’s possible she has been killed.” Mocca shrugged. “There are a lot of people out there living with the possibility they might die and the certainty that you”—he pointed a finger at Lenk—“are to blame for it. Thus I can say with certainty that they will flay you alive for the possibility that they might not have to live with that fear.”


If there was anything more aggravating than a bastard who could appear out of thin air, it was a bastard who could appear out of thin air and who insisted on always being right.


And because Mocca was that kind of bastard, Lenk took a moment to draw in a deep breath before letting the blade slide out of his hand and clatter to the floor.


Mocca was right.


That thought settled upon Lenk’s shoulders, bore him to the ground as he pressed his back against the door and slid down to the floor. A shot of pain flared up in his side in protest. His fingers brushed against his tunic; beneath the cloth and the dressing beneath it, the wound felt tender.


Six days.


That number seemed real only when he felt the pain. Because only when he felt the pain could he remember how it had all happened.


Two powers had sat down in Cier’Djaal with the intention of making peace. It didn’t matter that both had brought their armies with them: the black-armored, fanatic legions of the Karnerian Empire and the reckless, beast-riding louts of the Kingdom of Saine. The people of Cier’Djaal naïvely believed that the negotiations would prevent their homes from becoming battlefronts.


And they just might have, had he not been there.


Lenk wanted to say it was just bad luck that had brought him to the window overlooking that meeting. He wanted to say that it was an elaborate series of circumstances that had made it look as if he had shot the bolt that had killed the negotiator and caused the two armies to accuse each other of having him do it. He wanted to rail against the gods who had put him there, bleeding from a wound as the city and his life fell apart around him.


But six days was a long time. Long enough for him to realize that there was no such thing as luck, nor circumstance, nor even gods so petty. There were only moments in which men like him had a choice to put down the blade and walk away or not.


He glanced sidelong at his sword.


Sometimes those moments lasted longer than six days.


“If you’re bored,” Mocca suggested with a tone that might have sounded sympathetic coming from someone less horrifyingly arrogant, “we could always return to our last discussion. I hope you’ve been giving some thought to my proposal.”


“I’m not bored.” Lenk leapt to his feet, ignored the pain, and strode toward Mocca. “I’m impotent.”


Without even looking up, he walked straight into Mocca. And without even blinking, he walked straight through Mocca. The man’s entire body shimmered, his white robes quavering like water that had been struck by a stone. When it resettled and he was whole again, his dark brows knitted in disapproval.


“You know I hate it when you do that,” Mocca said.


“I don’t know anything.” Lenk whirled on him, deliberately walking through him once more. “I don’t know how this all happened. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where Kataria is. I don’t know if she’s coming back.”


He turned to walk back through Mocca, but halted. He regarded the man—even though he knew Mocca was definitely not a man—through narrowed eyes.


“And I don’t know why you’re still here or even what kind of crime against heaven you are.”


Any man would be angry at those words, and Lenk desperately hoped that Mocca would be furious. He searched the man’s face for it: a scowl, a baring of teeth, a curse boiling behind his mouth. Anger would be something human, something understandable.


But it was a calm face that stared back at Lenk, a smile tugging at the corners of slender lips.


Mocca was not angry.


Mocca was never angry.


And Lenk suddenly found himself staring at the door again. But even if he could escape Mocca’s stare, he could not escape his voice. It was calm. It was confident. It was so very cold.


“You know who I am,” Mocca said. “You know my name.”


“Names,” Lenk replied without looking up. “Names. You have so gods-damned many.” He threw his hands up, tossing each one into the air. “God-King, Flesh-Shaper, Heretic, Murderer, Slaver.” He paused before spitting the last one: “Demon.”


He turned to face Mocca. And he saw it. One last ripple across the water, one more twitch of the lip, one final flash of light behind eyes that became all the darker for its absence.


“One more,” Mocca said softly.


Lenk opened his mouth. Silence.


“Say it.”


“Khoth-Kapira.”


The name fell from Lenk’s mouth. And in the deafening silence that followed in its wake, Mocca changed. His body was firmer, his phantom flesh was more solid, and his smile was something altogether more sinister.


“Before I was sent to hell,” he whispered, “that name burst from every mortal mouth from where we stand to where the sun rises. God-King, Flesh-Shaper, all those other titles were merely words. My name… was heavy with meaning. My name built cities. My name united people. My name”—his smile grew broader—“was everything.”


Demons, unfathomable though legends portrayed them as being, were not horrifyingly complex. Possessed though they once had been of heavenly grace, they were creatures of straightforwardly mortal ambition. They plotted, true. They schemed, yes. But above all else, they wanted. They craved.


And Mocca’s craving was etched across his face in his smile.


“No,” Lenk said.


“Just listen.”


“No.”


“What have you got to lose?”


“To a demon?” Lenk laughed, a shrieking, breathless sound. “Every—”


“No,” Mocca interjected. “Do not finish that word. Do not finish that thought if you can help it.” He pointed to the slatted window and the world beyond it. “That city, and any life you hoped to find in it, is dead. You stand in this room, alone, pining after a woman who may not even be alive. You have had six days to come to this fact, but out of respect for you, I shall make it perfectly clear.”


Lenk blinked. When he opened his eyes, Mocca stood but a hairbreadth away. And with a breathless voice, he spoke.


“You do not stand to lose everything. You had precious little on this miserable little stain of creation to take and it has all gone. All you are left with is ash and darkness and thousands of people who want you dead if it’ll distract them from the truth.”


“Demons don’t know truth. Demons lie.”


“No one but a demon would know what it is to look upon creation and see nothing but flaws. When I gazed upon mortalkind, I saw suffering, disease, war, hatred.” He vanished, reappeared at the window. “Heaven charged me to watch creation.” He raised a hand to the slats, watched it disappear, immaterial, through the wood. “And I watched it wither.


“The view from on high is absolute. The sound of a spider’s legs skittering toward a squirming fly is deafening up there. I saw everything. Every rape, every murder, every fire, every gorged cannibal, every orphaned child, every starving creature straining to remember it was once a man even as it pawed through offal for scraps.”


Something within the man—if he could still be thought of as that—changed in the moment he turned to face Lenk. His eyes drank the darkness of the room and became black as night, and his words took the weight of his name.


“Demon,” he said. “The swine that rutted in the muck I beheld called me that. I heard their words clear as any. But to my people…” He threw his hands out wide. “I was KING.”


And that weight, that terrible weight, struck Lenk like a hammer. The air rippled, a gale from nowhere howling out from behind Mocca, sending his robes whipping about and casting Lenk to the floor with its force.


The walls of the room fell away. The floor split apart. From somewhere deep in the earth, pillars began to rise: great columns of golden stone, each one carved in the image of a robed man with a short beard and a halo of serpents, granite eyes staring down upon Lenk. From between them, banners of white and red and gold flew, depicting encircled bands of snakes. And behind Mocca, the last wall of the room was swallowed by a great golden light.


Lenk shielded his eyes. He heard footsteps. He felt a shadow upon him. When he looked up, it was not Mocca who stared down at him. It was not the man he knew. This man stood taller, prouder, wrapped in a robe of the most pristine white and crowned with a halo of golden snakes that writhed and twisted and held themselves aloft with regal bearing, with ruby eyes glistening with an intensity reflected in the man’s own gaze.


“And I was,” the king that Mocca had been said. “I called the water that cleansed the filth and blood from the earth. I wrote the laws that made the animals civil. I abolished war. I cast out sickness. I healed the wounded and fed the hungry.” His smile was broad, triumphant. “Demon, they call me? I wear the title with pride. If it was a demon’s hubris that made beast into man, then it was a god’s vision that made it possible. I built heaven on earth, Lenk. And I can do it again.”


He held his hands out in benevolence, his skin painted gold by the light flowing from behind him.


“All you need to do… is…”


“Is what?” Lenk didn’t even hear himself, so weak and small his voice was against the splendor before him. “Is what?”


“Stand aside.”


“What?”


A small word. Fraught with confusion. The barest exhalation to summate the profoundest ignorance.


Yet it was enough to banish everything. Lenk’s eyes fluttered, and when he saw clearly once again, Mocca was gone. The golden light, the pillars, the banners, and the warm wind had all followed, leaving four lightless walls and a solid floor upon which Lenk sat.


Alone.


But not for long. The door shuddered on its hinges with a pounding whose urgency suggested that it had been going on for an appreciably annoying time. Lenk glanced at the window, saw the silver dawn light turning to golden day through the slats.


How long had it taken for what had just happened?


What had just happened?


Questions concerning demons, though pressing, were hard to focus on when the sound of wood rattling filled one’s skull. Lenk clambered to his feet and reached for the lock, then paused and recalled something that had been established when he had first arrived here.


The password.


“Ah.” He paused, trying to remember it as he spoke through the door. “Is it raining outside today?”


“It’s going to be raining red after I stab you and throw you off the fucking roof if you don’t open this door.”


That was not the password.


And considering the fury with which the threat had been delivered, it was a little alarming how quickly Lenk undid the lock and threw open the door. He could scarcely help it, though. No more than he could help the wild-eyed look of need that crossed his face when he stared at his visitor.


Bright-green eyes framed by dirty golden hair. Long pointed ears poking out between braids, flattening against her skull in a show of aggression. Lips curled up in a sneer, overlarge canines left threateningly bare.


It was decidedly more alarming that this sight should relieve him so much.


“Where the hell have you been?” he asked.


Kataria held up a dirty burlap sack with a moist brown stain.


“Getting breakfast,” she grunted.


“For six days?”


“For a few hours,” she replied, shoving him out of the way with her free hand and stalking into the room. “The other six days were spent taking care of some things.”


“And you didn’t send word? Didn’t stop in?” Lenk shut the door behind her, followed her to the center of the room. “You couldn’t be bothered to stop by and relieve me from wondering if you had been captured, executed, or—”


He caught her movement only in glimpses. First the whirl of her hair, then the thrust of her gloved hand as it shot out to grab him by the collar of his tunic. Finally he saw her teeth flashing bright white as she drew him in and pressed her lips to his, pushing past his teeth with her tongue.


After a few breathless moments, they parted with heated exhalations. She sighed, pressed her forehead against his as she ran a hand up behind his head, fingers coiling through his silver hair.


“There’s got to be an easier way to make you shut up,” she said.


“You punched me the last time,” he said.


“And what did you learn?”


He laughed. It wasn’t funny, of course; few of her jokes, which mostly revolved around violence and flatulence, were. And this wasn’t the sort of situation that lent itself well to humor.


But he couldn’t help it. It had been so long since he had spoken to anyone who wasn’t Mocca, so long since he had felt his hands touch warm skin that wasn’t his. He breathed her in, the scent of dust and leather, and felt the sweat of her brow kiss his flesh.


But she did not return his laugh. When she pulled away from him, her eyes were hard and her mouth tight. And he felt his own lips pull into a frown in response.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


She opened her mouth as if to say something. Then sighed and shoved the burlap sack into his arms.


“Eat first,” she said. “If we’re lucky, you might choke and you won’t have to worry about it.”
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For close to an hour, they sat on the floor and ate in silence.


Or at least they ate without words. The food Kataria had brought was a chunk of unseasoned and mostly cooked ox—it was the only edible animal this side of the Green Belt—and crunchy black bread. And they were people used to eating quickly and without utensils.


Some of us more than others, Lenk noted as he watched Kataria rip off a string of ox flesh with her teeth. The half-cooked blood dribbled down her chin and onto the lean muscle of an abdomen left exposed by her half shirt.


His eyes lingered there, upon her pale flesh and the blood staining it, stark against the absence of other grime. He squinted hard as he bit off more bread and chewed it.


Six days, he noted. And yet she wore no dust, no mud, no stains of travel upon her skin. Her shirt was dirty, as always. Her doeskin leggings were caked in dust, her boots likewise muddied. But her skin was clean, pristine.


She had washed recently.


A hand went to her belly, wiped the blood off with her glove. He looked up and caught her fixing him with a hard stare. She swallowed her food, took another bite, and only then started to speak.


“The bad news,” she said through a mouthful, “is that the wanted posters are everywhere. Every village and farmhouse out here knows what happened in Cier’Djaal. And they all know that they have you to thank for all the refugees, vagrants, and bandits that have started crawling along the Green Belt.”


He nodded, only half-listening. His thoughts were otherwise occupied. Had it really taken her six days to find that out?


“The good news is that the posters aren’t too accurate,” she continued, swallowing. “I’ve listened to some conversations, asked those who didn’t mind these.” Her pointed ears twitched in demonstration. “No one’s quite sure what you look like beyond the obvious: male, human… short.”


At this he finally looked up. “Short? How short?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“Like, shorter than average or short like a child or—”


“The one thing everyone knows about you, though,” she interrupted, “is the very obvious.” She pointed to the top of his head. “Namely, the fact that you’ve got a pelt like an old man.”


“It’s hair,” he muttered, touching his silver locks. “Not a pelt.”


“I’ve talked to Sheffu about it.”


“What the hell would Sheffu know?”


“Considering he’s paying to save you from whoever might want to take advantage of whatever reward is offered by those posters?” Kataria asked. “Anyway, he says we can still proceed with the plan, just so long as we do something about it.”


“Something,” Lenk repeated, echoing her ominous tone.


“Yeah.” She rose to her feet, pulled a slim-bladed hunting knife from her belt. “Something.”


[image: image]


With the shearing of a blade the only sound to disturb his thoughts, Lenk watched another lock of hair fall to the floor before him. He reached down, took it between his fingers, and held it up. There, shorn from his head, dull and gray, he supposed it didn’t look so unlike a pelt.


Just a piece of fur that could have come from an animal.


Any animal, really, so long as it had fangs and claws.


For what else was he?


Certainly not a man. Men were creatures of desire, of reason, and, most importantly, of choice.


Two weeks ago he might have called himself a man. He had wanted a new life, free from the bloodshed that had followed him ever since he had picked up his blade and called himself an adventurer. He had sought it in Cier’Djaal’s walls, looking for the perfect place to lay his sword to rest; maybe in the corner of a dusty little shop, or over a mantel, where he would one day point it out to grandchildren when they asked for stories.


Desire and reason he understood.


It was that last part, choice, that he always had trouble with.


Everything he had found in Cier’Djaal, he’d found with the blade. He’d found war between the gangs of the Jackals and Khovura. He’d found war between the Karnerians and Sainites. He’d found war between rich and poor, shicts and humans, tulwar and humans, all with the blade.


And with the blade he’d found himself in the middle of it, unable to put it down and walk away.


What could one call a man who couldn’t let go, even for the sake of his own life, but an animal? What could one call a man who was turned loose at the whim of another but an animal?


That was what Sheffu wanted. An animal. Any animal, really, so long as it had claws and fangs. Lenk just happened to be the one that needed something from him.


Of course Sheffu didn’t see it that way. He used big words like righteousness, savior, necessity to describe what he called a “duty that must be served to preserve mortalkind’s right to sovereignty.”


And he’d used these words to convince himself—if not Lenk—of the necessity of going to the Forbidden East, to the last known holdings of the demon known as Khoth-Kapira, to find any and all information that could be used to stop the demon’s return to the mortal world.


Lenk glanced at the spot where Mocca had stood.


If only he knew.


But for all that he didn’t know, Sheffu knew enough about men and animals alike to know what they’d do when cornered. He had promised Lenk that, if he would do but this one task, Sheffu would clear his name. He was a member of the aristocratic fashas of Cier’Djaal, and such a thing wasn’t entirely outside his power.


What could Lenk do, he asked himself, but hold on to the sword?


What choice did he have?


Another shearing sound filled his ears. Another lock of hair fell into his lap.


“What if we ran?” he asked.


“Ran?” Kataria seemed nonplussed by the suggestion, taking another clump of hair and lightly cutting it away. “Where to?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “Back north, maybe. Or further south. Somewhere where I’m not wanted for the murder of hundreds.”


“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”


“We could move back with your parents, maybe.”


“My parents.” Her voice was flat. “My tribe, as well?”


“Yeah. Sure.”


“My tribe that’s warred with human scum for centuries?”


“There’ll be tensions at first,” he replied, a grin touching his face. “But I’m likable scum. They’ll come to love me.”


“Firing their homes? Eating their livers? Hanging them up by their feet in trees and cutting their throats so that they might water the—”


“You could have just said no,” Lenk said.


“I didn’t want to sound pessimistic,” she chuckled. “Past the Green Belt, it’s nothing but desert. To get out of here, we’d have to have help. To get help, we’d have to talk to people. To talk to people, we’d have to—”


“Let them kill me for the reward money, right.” He sighed, leaning forward and burying his face in his hands. “We’re stuck here, aren’t we?”


“Well, you are, yeah.” She cut another thick strand. “I could leave anytime I wanted.”


He didn’t know why his hands shot up at that. Not until they curled tightly around her wrist.


“Don’t,” he whispered, his voice soft and desperate.


Only in that whisper, the breathless hush of his voice, was it clear. Not all these days, when he had been without her voice, her warmth.


Only in that long moment, that long hesitation before she placed her hand upon his, did he know why he clung to her.


“I won’t.”


That moment of hesitation stretched out, long after her words had failed to soothe him. He lived in it, that moment, dwelling on why it had taken so long for her to touch him, so long for her to say those words. Why was she clean? Where had she been for six days? Why did it hurt so much to think?


He lost himself in that moment, as she sheared the last lock, turned the blade, and scraped his head raw. And he didn’t look up until she dipped a cloth in a basin and drew cold water across a suddenly naked scalp.


“Think it’ll work?” Kataria asked.


Lenk stared at his pelt lying on the floor before sliding over to stare into the washbasin. When the water settled enough that he could see himself, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. This hairless man had his scars, his angles, his jaw, but there was something in his cold blue eyes that hadn’t been there before. A deep weariness that he hadn’t had two weeks ago.


The eyes of a dead man.


“Yeah,” Lenk replied. “It’ll work.”


How could it not?


Even Lenk didn’t recognize whom he was staring at.


And as he rose to his feet, trudged to the door, and plucked up his sword, he wasn’t sure if that was such a bad thing.















TWO



FRAYED


The important thing here, Asper told herself, is not to breathe too deeply.


That seemed logical to her. Breathing deeply had a calming effect, steadied the nerves. For this next part, she had to be nervous.


She leaned out of the alley mouth, peered into the square. Signs with phrases like Fine Tailors, Excellent Curry, and Reasonable Solicitors greeted her, their hinges creaking in a stale breeze as they swung like men from nooses.


She wondered if this place had been busy before the war. She wondered if this place had seen a lot of people: harried men darting between businesses, frazzled mothers trying to ignore children pulling at their skirts as they passed the sweetshop.


Her eyes drifted down to the cobblestones of the square, to the corpses splayed upon the streets, cooling in the morning air.


Yeah, she thought to herself. This place was probably really busy.


She took a deep breath, then reminded herself not to do that. She glanced over her shoulder at the five or so men and women behind her, their faces alternately resigned and terrified. Only the man at their front, wearing a guardsman’s armor still immaculately polished, had an expression that looked anything like that of someone ready to do what they were about to.


“Clear?” Dransun asked.


She leaned out, listened. On the wind were no sounds of stomping boots, clashing steel, or war horns. She looked back to him and nodded.


“Whenever you’re ready, then,” he said, returning the gesture.


After another breath she waved a hand and slipped out of the alley into the square. The five or so volunteers shuffled out softly behind her. She could feel their nervous stares on her back. Understandable. This was a war zone, after all; nervous stares were warranted, but they should be on alleys and entrances, not on her.


They looked to her because they were scared. And because they looked to her, she spoke to guide them.


“Remember, we prioritize the wounded,” she said. “Stop the bleeding, apply tourniquets if you need to. If no wounded, then we look to the dead. Children first, no matter what. Leave the soldiers.” She glanced over her shoulder, saw them still looking at her. “Now.”


Fear had its advantages. So long as they were at least a little afraid of this northern woman, they could be counted on to do as they did: scatter about with makeshift medical bags filled with whatever supplies they had been able to find, kneel over bodies, check for pulses and wounds, ask where it hurt. She was gratified to hear a few groans rise from the bodies, to see a few people being helped to their feet.


Gratification later, she reminded herself. Work now.


She scanned the square, careful not to let the fact that this was becoming routine keep her from noticing something subtle, like a chest rising and falling. She crept over to a man, glanced over his body.


Dark-skinned Djaalic, civilian clothes, no beard; young man, probably a merchant’s apprentice, strong and able-bodied. He stared up at the sky with a concussed look, bleeding from a gash in his temple. Shallow wound, she noted, not threatening.


“Can you hear me?” she asked, leaning over and looking into his eyes. Glazed, but they swiveled to stare into hers: conscious, awake, coherent.


“I… I think I got hit,” he said, breathlessly. “I didn’t want to come to work today. But Master Hassun said we had to go to Silktown. I told him the fashas weren’t letting anyone in but…” His voice drifted off. He swallowed hard. “We were going and the foreigners came out and everything just kind of went—”


“Stop,” she interrupted. There would be time for this later. “Your wound isn’t serious. Looks like you just got clipped.”


The glaze slid from his eyes, and the face softened in recognition. “You’re the northerner,” he said. “The one who works with Aturach over at the temple. They say you—”


She interrupted again. “Can you walk?” There would be time for this never.


He struggled to his elbows, looked at her. “Yeah. Yeah, I can walk.”


“Great,” she replied, grabbing him by the arm and hoisting him ungently to his feet. “Then you can help carry people.” She pointed to her volunteers. “Go tell them you’re here to help and do what they say.”


“What?” He looked at her, astonished. “I just watched my master and all my friends get killed. They said you were merciful, that you’d—”


“I am merciful.” Her voice was cold and straight as a scalpel. “That’s why I’m offering you a choice of helping or waiting for death instead of hurrying you along myself.” She sneered. “There are only two kinds of people in this square: corpses or help. If you’re not one, then I can damn well leave you here until you turn into the other.”


His mouth hung open at that and she held her breath.


You’ve done it this time, she thought. Pushed him too far. He’s going to lock up, freeze, sit here and wait to die like you told him. Or worse, he’ll go and tell the others what you said and no one will trust you. Damn it. How the hell am I supposed to know how far to push?


Lenk would have known. Kataria, too. Gariath would have had people marching in lockstep with just a look.


But none of them were here right now. It was only Asper, staring the man down, holding her breath. And a little thought, so soft and silent that it might not have even been hers, speaking from a very quiet, very dark place in the back of her mind.


Strike this one. The rest will follow.


She clenched her teeth to keep the horror from showing on her face.


“Northern bitch,” the man finally muttered before turning and shuffling toward one of the volunteers, leaning over to help her with a wounded man.


Yeah, she thought. He’ll be fine. Send him to the Temple of Ancaa, though.


She would have taken him along anyway, even if he had refused. Just as she would have taken along anyone she had threatened. Thus far, though, no one had been able or willing to call her bluff. Hence her productive volunteer force.


“Come on, come on,” Dransun barked from the alley mouth. “Get them out of sight. We’ll take the backstreets back to Temple Row.” He looked to Asper. “You almost done?”


“Almost,” she called back.


He nodded, shepherding the volunteers and their wounded and dead back into the alley. More walking than not, she noted, only two dead and only one of them a child.


A good day, she thought.


And something inside her cracked, just a little.


No, not a good day. How could a day with just one dead child be considered good? How could this day be better than any of the others, all of them riddled with corpses and bloodstained streets and glassy eyes staring up at the cinders drifting over the breeze?


I can’t do this. From that tiny crack inside her, the thoughts came leaking out. I’m not made for this. I’m not a warrior, I shouldn’t be here. This shouldn’t be happening. She looked skyward, as though if she screamed loud enough, someone in heaven might hear her. THIS SHOULDN’T BE HAPPENING!


A sharp, warbling wail cut her thoughts in twain. Somewhere in the distance, a war horn sounded. The crack inside her fused itself shut as her pulse quickened and her breath returned to fevered rapidity.


Fear had its uses.


“Priestess!” Dransun called out. He gesticulated wildly to the alley mouth. “We have to go now.”


She nodded, moved to join him. She took care not to hop over the bodies left behind; it seemed somehow more respectful to step around them. And yet the moment she felt a hand reach out and wrap around her ankle, she realized that practicality, too, had its uses.


“Please.” A pained groan rose from the cobblestones. “Please… help…”


She saw bloodied hands grasping the hem of her robe. But past that she saw a blue coat, a pale-skinned northern face, a tricornered hat on a mop of unruly flaxen hair. And emblazoning every part of that coat in which one could conceivably put it was the Six-Pointed Star of Saine.


A Sainite.


A soldier.


Bleeding profusely from his belly, if the long red smear on the cobblestones showing where he had pulled himself to get to her was any indication. He looked at her with a blank expression, in too much pain to show any fear or desperation.


“Help…,” he groaned. “Please.”


“We’re Talanites,” she replied, as coldly as she could manage. “Neutral. We can’t take any soldiers.”


“Hurts. Hurts so bad, please.”


“I can’t.” She could feel herself forcing the words through clenched teeth. “I can’t.”


“Please… please…”


He wasn’t hearing her. Of course, why would he? She could barely hear herself. She glanced over to the alley mouth, saw that Dransun was wildly shaking his head and gesticulating no, no, and fuck no in profoundly fearsome gesture. And yet, past him, she saw that her volunteers and the wounded had all disappeared. No one had seen him. No one had to know. She could take the man’s coat, burn it, pretend he was—


Dransun caught her eye again. His gesticulation became wild flailing. What was he trying to say? He hadn’t taught her those hand signals he was using. She squinted, made the signal for repeat. Dransun pointed to his lips, mouthed the words carefully. And on the third try, she finally understood what he was saying.


Behind you.


Too late.


“Priestess.” A heavy voice, heavier even than the sound of iron soles stepping over cobblestones, reached her. “You should not be here.”


His black plate armor rattled with every step, the sound of a miniature thunderclap. He carried himself with a proud bearing, straight and unyielding as the long sword at his hip. In the smooth darkness of his face, shorn of every bit of hair on cheek or scalp, the wrinkles of a man approaching middle age were beginning to form. Yet these were mere lines in a face unmarred by emotion, whether pity or anger.


Speaker Careus, Most Honored Envoy of the Holy Empire of Karneria and Voice of Daeon the Conqueror, was used to such sights as the carnage that surrounded him.


“Speaker Careus,” she replied. She caught the quaver in her voice, quashed it immediately. She might not be a warrior, but she knew how to speak with them. “You know why I’m here. You agreed to honor the terms of our mission.” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you here to renegotiate?”


And normally, she knew how to speak to priests. To challenge Careus’s honor would be to invite him to prove he was honorable, as any priest would do. And as any warrior would do, Careus would usually prove his honor by the biggest, most obnoxious show of force he could possibly think of.


Daeonists, Asper thought, resignedly.


“Sweeps for Sainite forces are currently under way,” Careus replied. “We mean no harm.”


“We,” Asper noted. Of course, with Karnerians, there’s always a “we.”


And “we” made themselves known in quick time. From the opposite end of the square, they filed in: sandaled feet in perfect lockstep, spears high and proud over helmeted heads, black tower shields drinking in what light remained of the morning. A Karnerian regiment, every piece of metal polished to obsidian, came to a harmonious halt at a single wave from Careus.


“Given the corpses around here,” Asper replied, “I’d say whatever you mean seems to have little bearing on what you do.”


“Instructions were handed to civilians to evacuate areas of conflict,” the speaker replied. “The gluttonous and greedy that lingered in hopes of profiteering have wrought their own fate.”


“You’ve made their entire homes into areas of—”


“Our holy charge remains the same as it ever was.” Careus spoke over her, eyes drifting down to the Sainite clutching at her leg. “Preserve the city and its people. And to do so, we must cleanse it of interloping pagans.” His sword came out of its scabbard in a long, ringing note. “If our purpose is doubted, then let action clarify.”


She cried out something between a curse and a plea. The sound of the Sainite’s scream was thick and wet, something that filled the spaces between flesh separating and ribs cracking beneath steel. He spasmed as Careus withdrew the blade, lying still only when the life leaked out of him to stain her boots black.


Karnerian culture was something she understood only slightly better than the Sainite, if only because Karneria bowed to a god rather than a monarch. But she knew enough of speakers to know that they were the word of their god, and thus she had always assumed them to be creatures of stoic dignity and contemplation.


“You unspeakable ass!”


Careus’s frown suggested that speakers were certainly not used to being called that.


“He was wounded!” she snarled. “He was begging for aid!”


“Aid you are not legally permitted to offer by the terms of our agreement,” Careus replied coolly, stepping aside as the Sainite’s blood oozed toward his plated boot.


“You could have let him go! You could have taken him prisoner! You could have done anything but that!”


“That is where you are incorrect, priestess,” he said, voice cold. “In service to Daeon, the Empire of Karneria can do only as the Conqueror wills. And the Conqueror wills that this city be—”


The air screamed. Careus made a sudden sound. And whether it was a curse or a prayer he shrieked, she wasn’t quite sure. As it turned out, it was rather hard to make sense when one had a crossbow bolt lodged in one’s shoulder.


“Like that, you Karnie fuck?” a shrill voice cried from somewhere on high. “Hold still, I got another one for you.”


Careus tore the bolt free with his left hand; no blood followed, Asper noted, meaning it had failed to pierce the armor. His right shot up, clenching into a fist. The Karnerian soldiers responded to the silent command, their leader barking a swift order.


They surged in good order, engulfing both Careus and Asper before she could get away. Their shields formed a solid square, held over their heads to protect from the few stray bolts that followed.


Through the cracks in the defense, Asper looked to the roofs of the square. Blue coats fluttered in the breeze, tricornered hats stark and black atop fair-haired heads. A small squadron of Sainites crouched upon a roof, and standing brazenly at their forefront was a wiry woman with a snarl that could be seen even from so far down.


“Blacksbarrow,” Careus muttered from beside Asper. He glowered at one of the nearby soldiers. “How far away are our archers?”


“Two squares away, Speaker,” the soldier replied. “Do we send a runner?”


“He’d be shot down before he even left the phalanx. That pagan harpy has us pinned down tighter than—”


Before he could finish, one of the shields rattled as another crossbow bolt ricocheted off it.


“C’mon out of there, Careus!” the woman called Blacksbarrow shouted. “We got business to settle, you and I! That was my cousin you just gutted like a dog!”


“Another one?” Careus shouted back. “How many more of your inbred relatives must I slay before I finally dislodge you from this wound of a city, pagan?”


“Every man here is my brother! Every woman my sister! Saine is family, you Karnie fuck! And every gods-damned one of us looks out for each other. Now are you going to come out and die like a man or am I going to have to come down there and knock?”


Careus held his breath, spoke an order to the unit. “Stay in fist formation. Protect the priestess at all costs.”


“I’m neutral, Speaker,” Asper said. “If you let me speak to her, I can—”


“You cannot trust a pagan’s word, priestess. Their vile cliff god will hold them to no account.” He shouted through a crack in the shields, “Accustom yourself to this chill, Blacksbarrow! You will miss it when you burn!”


“Yeah, that’s what I was hopin’ you’d say.”


Her laughter was coarse and nasty, the sort one heard only in the seediest of taverns at the dirtiest of jokes. The warbling bugle call that followed was shrill and tinny, a jagged piece of metal ripping a wound in the sky.


And still, neither sound was quite so spine-clenchingly horrible as the ones that followed.


A shrill avian cry. The beat of great feathery wings.


And the panic of men.


“BIRDS INCOMING!” one of the Karnerian soldiers screamed. “SCRAWS, SPEAKER! THEY BROUGHT SCRAWS!”


“Vile pagans,” Careus snarled. His voice rose to a commanding bellow. “Re-form! Wheeling phalanx! Assemble!”


Whatever fear might have been in the quavering of their voices as they acknowledged the command, it was not enough to keep the Karnerians from reassembling into a wedge formation, the broad end aimed at the rooftops and Asper held tightly in the middle.


But whatever courage might have been in the raising of their shields, it was not enough to keep her confidence against what came rising over the rooftops.


They came like storm clouds upon the sky, long goatlike bodies ending in jagged hooves and beginning in sharp raptor talons. Their eyes, bright and unblinking with animal ferocity, shone as sharp as their spear-like beaks and jagged horns. But it was their wings, black as night and filling the sky with the sound of thunder, that made Asper gape.


Scraws.


So that’s what they looked like up close.


The Sainites on the rooftop scrambled into saddles behind the pilots seated on the avian creatures’ necks. As soon as they were settled, the snap of reins sent the beasts aloft, flying into the sky and wheeling in a great circle around the Karnerian formation.


“Rain steel, boys!” Blacksbarrow called from the back of the lead beast, a magnificent creature whose ebon feathers were crowned with gold.


Asper had only a moment to admire the scraw before her head was forced down. Crossbows hummed in off-key melodies, sending bolts flying down to meet the Karnerian shields.


While some found cracks in the defense or soft patches of metal to punch through, most found only unyielding iron as the formation marched to match the scraws flying circles around them, turning like a spoke of a great wheel, shields always held before them. Those who fell from stray bolts were offered the elegy of a command from Careus, another man stepping up to take his brother’s position.


The whole thing was really quite orderly, Asper noted. Truly humans had come far enough that their killing each other could be as efficient as possible. And she would have taken the time to appreciate it more if she hadn’t glanced up at the alley mouth and seen Dransun still there, watching helplessly.


Her status as a priestess and a foreigner might afford her protection from Careus and Blacksbarrow—at least in theory—but the common people of Cier’Djaal, “protected” though they also were, could ill afford for her to be here when the smoke cleared and questions were levied.


“Careus!” Asper cried to be heard over the shrieking of scraws and the stomping of boots. “You need to let me out! I can’t stay here and—”


The tinny shriek of a bugle sang a terrible war song that was echoed in a quintet of avian screams, far closer, far angrier than the ones circling them. Against that sound the soldiers’ cries of alarm almost seemed an insignificant thing.


“Jousters! Right behind us!”


Almost.


Helmets craned up and over armored shoulders to look at the rooftops behind them, just in time to see the shadows of dark wings and the glitter of armored barding as more scraws came sweeping over. These bore but single riders, armored just as their steeds were, each one bearing a barbed lance set against the saddle. Plumed helmets flapped wildly in the wind as they swept down from the rooftops in a wedge formation and landed upon the cobblestones. They lost not a bit of momentum as hooves and claws thundered across the stone and bore them down upon the exposed rear of the phalanx.


“Blacksbarrow, you clever shrew,” Careus snarled. “Reverse formation! REVERSE!”


In an instant the great weakness of the Karnerian phalanx became known. Even the most well-oiled machine has to come to a dead halt before it can change direction. Soldiers scrambled to bring their spears about to meet the charge, but their timing was too slow and their weapons were too short.


This didn’t become completely clear until the bodies started flying.


The shrieks of the scraws carried even over the screams of the soldiers as the beasts tore into their ranks. Their wings were folded, their heads were lowered, and their eyes remained unblinking even as they crushed Karnerians under hoof and rent them under claw, the jousters’ lances ripping through shield and spear alike.


Asper tried to ignore the screams. She tried to ignore the blood in her eyes as she struggled to crawl out from under the chaos. She tried to ignore how her heart stopped beating for a moment as she felt a scraw’s beak reach down and narrowly snap shut just short of her neck as it rushed over her.


She would be scared later, in the safety of a temple where no one could see her but her god and no one would care if she fell down and started weeping. These fears were for her alone.


Right now everyone else needed her to survive.


She clambered to her feet once she was free of the carnage. The scraws’ charge had slowed and the creatures waded amid the melee, clawing and snapping at Karnerians struggling to drop spears and pull out swords. One of the beasts went down beneath a throng of black-clad soldiers, even as one more creature pulled something red and glistening out from the melee and tossed its head back, swallowing it whole.


For a moment Asper could not help but marvel at it, even as Dransun rushed out of the alley mouth to drag her into the shadows. She had seen violence before, she had fought monsters and demons, she had faced horrors from beyond any world or god she had ever known.


Somehow, none of it seemed to compare to the crimson splendor of mankind.
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“I’m just saying that, in the grand scheme of things, this wasn’t the worst way this could have come out.”


“I’m sure that’ll be a comfort to the widows and orphans I have to tell that to tonight. ‘Sorry, darling, but the grand scheme ordered your husband to be trampled to death in a melee between foreigners.’”


The men were fighting again.


“You don’t have to tell them that.”


“You’re right. You do. This is your temple, holy man. You’re in charge. You should be the one to tell them why we aren’t out there doing more.”


As they always were, lately.


“The Jhouche were disbanded, Captain. Don’t presume to command me and don’t presume that filling these people’s heads with hopelessness will amount to anything. The only way we succeed is if they help and the only way they help is if we convince them it’s worth hanging on.”


Aturach would always speak in such a way: lots of hollow promises, lots of bids for optimism, lots of nothing getting done.


“I could do more with a pack of harsh truths and six men with swords than your entire volunteer service, holy man. If you want to convince these people that it’s worth hanging on, you need to show them we aren’t going to be pushed around by foreigner scum.”


And Dransun would always respond just like that: calls to action, brave speeches, a lot of colorful words to justify getting a lot of people killed.


This would go on for a little while longer, at least. Soon enough their arguments would become less coherent, more heated. Rationality would be exchanged for insults, insults for posturing, and posturing for sulking. Meanwhile, on the floor below them in the temple proper, more people would be dying. And in the streets outside, where the war raged, more people would be dying. And no matter how few hours in the day, there seemed always to be time enough for men to sit around making asses of themselves.


She took a sip of her coffee.


Not that anyone asked my opinion.


The steaming hot liquid bit her with a force that tea had failed to match after the third day of… this, whatever it was she was doing.


Coffee made more sense, in any event. It was easier to brew, kept her more alert. There were downsides: It was harder to ignore the squabbling when she was sharp. But coffee had one trait that made it absolutely necessary.


When she looked down into the black liquid, she couldn’t see anyone staring back at her.


“It’s not like I don’t admire the hell out of what you’re doing here,” Dransun said with a sigh. “It’s just…”


And this was it, the moment when the match was decided. When Dransun fell back into his chair to sit beside her, when the strong soldier disappeared and all the gray hairs, old scars, and armor settled down on the slouching softness of a weary man. This was when Dransun relented.


One more aged, creaking relic to add to the pile, Asper thought, casting a glance around the area that had become their farce of a war room. This seems to be the place for it.


The attic of the Temple of Talanas seemed more a graveyard than a place venerating the Healer ought to tolerate. Here ancient medical supplies rusted on shelves and wooden idols of the winged God of Healing gathered dust in corners. When Dransun finally cracked, they’d leave him up here, she thought. She would follow. Aturach probably wouldn’t last long enough to crack.


“When I first joined up with you, this was a mission of maintaining,” the guardsman continued. “Try to minimize the damage the shkainai could do, save who we could. And when we thought this was going to be a brief thing that would see one side dead within a few weeks, that was going to work.”


The implication, the hanging dread in Dransun’s voice, finally caused Asper to look up. Beneath the weariness on his face, fear was beginning to show through. And it was reflected on the thin, boyish features of Aturach as Dransun removed a pair of parchments and set them down upon the table.


Aturach merely stared at them, as though Dransun had just put a human head on his table. After a moment Asper shot him a glare as she reached out and took them. She unfurled them, gave them a quick glance over.


“These are letters,” she said.


“From one of my old subordinates in the Jhouche,” Dransun said. “He fled to one of the outskirt towns outside the Green Belt on horseback, sent word to me as soon as he heard.” The guardsman leaned forward, settling his elbows upon the table. “The situation has changed.”


“What?” Aturach looked to Asper with alarm. “What do they say?”


Aturach had a soft face, too soft to keep the panic off his high cheeks and thin eyebrows. He wasn’t ready for this news. Not that Asper could blame him; the rest of his fellow priests had been killed and he, at the ripe age of twenty-four, had found himself in the position of Cier’Djaal’s high priest of Talanas. She almost didn’t want to tell him.


But there was precious little use for a soft man these days.


“The Sainites and Karnerians both have supply convoys coming through the desert,” Asper sighed.


She threw the papers onto the table. Aturach moved to snatch them up and pore over them in the desperate hope that she had misread. She leaned back in her chair and draped an arm over her face. Not that she thought she would scream, but if she did, better she smother the sound.


“This says they’re a month out from the city,” Aturach muttered.


“I got those letters yesterday,” Dransun replied. “My contact is close to the border. The convoys will be here in two weeks.” He leaned forward, forced Aturach to meet the severity of his stare. “That means more troops and more food and weapons to supply them. This city won’t even be standing after they’re done with it.”


“So… so what do we do?” Aturach’s gaze swiveled to Asper. “What should we do?”


“What we should have been doing in the first place,” Dransun snarled. “We stand up to those dogs. We fight. We outnumber them twenty to one!”


“A regular army we’ve got here.” Aturach gestured to the attic’s door. “You figure I should go down there and start rallying the forces? Have the widows and cripples make up the vanguard? Orphans on the right flank, beggars on the left?”


“You’ve fed them, sheltered them, tended their wounds.” Dransun stomped the floor. “Below us they’re all crowded together like puppies mating. You’ve given them everything. They owe you.”


“The gods of the Karnerians and Sainites make demands,” Aturach hissed. “The Healer gives. If we start telling them that mercy has a price, they’ll stop helping us altogether.” He rubbed his eyes. “It’s bad enough that the Temple of Ancaa is taking in refugees on the promise of conversion only.”


“If the Ancaarans are willing to get things done,” Dransun growled, “then maybe conversion isn’t too much to ask.”


“You understand nothing of—”


“Don’t presume to lecture me, you—”


“This is about faith! This is about—”


“Survival trumps faith. No one will pray if no one—”


And on, and on, and on.


Asper’s eyes drifted to one of the idols in the corner. It seemed not so long ago that she and Aturach had prayed before it together in the temple’s main hall. Once the refugees started coming, of course, they had moved it up here to make room for another cot for another body from another fight.


She had thought, at the time, the Healer would approve.


Perhaps you’ve been going about this the wrong way, Asper thought to herself. Maybe the Temple of Ancaa has it right. Take in the refugees who swear to serve Ancaa. Ancaa smiles on that. Ancaa protects them. Maybe gods don’t give a shit what you do so long as you say their name with a smile on your face.


A fleeting thought. One of many.


Yet it was this one that caused that dark, quiet corner of her mind to stir, as a voice hissed in agreement.


They should bow to you, not a god.


She shook her head, as if she could force it out through her ears. Just a thought, she told herself. Just a fleeting thought. One of many.


When she looked back to the table, she saw that the argument had stopped. Both men were staring expectantly at her, and for a moment her blood froze. They hadn’t heard that, had they? They didn’t know. They couldn’t know.


Right?


“Well?” Dransun asked.


“Well what?” she replied.


“What do you think we should do?” Aturach asked.


“Why do I have to decide?”


“Because this simpering pup will do whatever you tell him,” Dransun growled.


“And this old goat only ever seems to move when you push him.” Aturach shot a glare to the guardsman before his expression softened. “More than that, though, it’s you the people respect. You’re the one out on the streets, bringing them back here.”


“You’re the one stitching their wounds,” Dransun agreed, nodding. “Northern or not, they’ll listen to you and abide by what you have to say.”


“So should we,” Aturach said.


Asper took in their expectant stares for a moment.


“I’m flattered,” she said. “Speechless, even.” She eased back in her chair, took a very long sip of her coffee. She smacked her lips, calmly regarded the two men, and spoke softly. “Now kindly get the fuck out.”


Dransun merely looked annoyed. Aturach, though, looked as though she had just slapped him with a dead puppy.


“That’s no way to talk to people who are—”


“People who are many things,” Asper interrupted. “Fearless, compassionate, and incredibly annoying. None of those are useful for this decision.” She rose from her chair, knuckled the small of her back, and found that woefully inadequate for easing the ache from her bones. “If you’re handing me this decision, then it’ll be made when I say it is.”


She walked to the attic door, opened it, and made an inviting gesture. “Until then, gentlemen, it’s not like we don’t have enough to do.”


They grumbled their assent, exchanging curt glances with each other and her as they slowly shuffled out of the room. Aturach turned, an apology playing on his lips before she held up a hand to silence him, shutting the door shortly after.


She half-regretted that. Not out of any concern for Aturach’s feelings, but because, in the silence that ensued, there was nothing to deafen her to the symphony of little pains that followed.


She could almost plan her day around them by now. Her back was stiff from sunup to sundown. Her feet ached from running from soldiers and her fingers hurt from either tending to wounds or keeping would-be thieves from the temple.


But it wasn’t until she was alone, when all was silent and even the distant sounds of carnage were muted, that she felt the worst pain. There, beneath the skin of her left arm, she could feel it. Something writhing. Something gnawing. Something watching as she pressed a hand to it.


And felt that dark corner of her mind stir in anticipation.


It will not end happily, you know.


She shook her head to silence it, made a move to turn back to the letters. If it would not be still in idleness, then that was a good enough reason to start getting something done. Perhaps there was something else that Dransun’s source had mentioned regarding—


She froze.


There, upon the floor, a shadow stood dark enough to drown the scant light afforded by the tiny attic window. She followed its sprawl for what seemed an impossibly long time to a pair of dark feet.


And there, at the center of the room, back turned to her, he stood. As though he had been standing there all this time.


He had been standing there all this time, for he had intended to be seen there at precisely this moment. She knew this because he was not a man of possibilities. He was a man of certainties.


And she knew this because she knew him. This man. This darkness of a man.


“Do you suspect them of lying to you?”


His voice was as deep and vast as his shadow. And yet she could sense no malice in either. His was not a predatory darkness, something that sought to snuff light. His was an ancient darkness, something so deep and impenetrable as to be beyond such concepts.


“They say the people trust you, that they look up to you,” the man of certainties continued. “You, pale and northern. Far from your home, farther from theirs. Does it not seem odd that they should look to you for solace?”


“They don’t see me.” Her voice crept timidly from her throat. “Not as a person. They see me in the middle of the war, they see me carrying bodies or barking orders. I’m an action, not a person.”


He did not face her as he spoke. “Can an action die?”


At this her left arm twitched. “What are you doing here?”


And finally did he turn to face her with eyes that looked as though they had simply forgotten how to blink. Dark circles rimmed a darker stare, and the face and scalp were shorn clean of hair. His body was thin, sinew wrapped in dark flesh wrapped in a threadbare robe. Not sickly, but far from well, he looked like a man whose concerns no longer included things like sleep or food.


“Hearing the other side of the debate,” he replied.


No cryptic allusion in his voice. No riddle in his words. He was a man of certainties. And what he was certain of, she was certain she did not want to know.


“More soldiers are coming?” he asked.


“In two weeks,” she replied.


“Two weeks.” The man looked to the window. “I wonder if there will be anything left to fight for.”


“There will be.” The answer sprang to her lips. “We’re going to do something.”


He looked back at her, away from her gaze and to her left arm. She knew he was not looking at mere flesh. His eyes slid past that, past sinew and blood, past bone and marrow. He knew what lurked beneath her skin.


“Amoch-Tethr.”


He knew its name. The name of the curse in her flesh, the thing that spoke to her in darkness and ate her fears.


“Soldiers, weapons, humans…,” he whispered. “You need none of them. Everything that you could ever need for change lies within you.”


She could feel it: him, her, whatever horror it was. Amoch-Tethr, the thing inside her left arm, squirmed and writhed in joy at being recognized. Inside her head its voice was a noise of excitement, a wet purring that raked across Asper’s skull. She drew the sleeve of her robe over her arm, clutched it protectively.


And inside her, Amoch-Tethr snarled.


“No,” she said, to both the man and the thing.


“Why?”


“Because I know what this thing does to people.”


“And you know what people do to people.”


“No.”


What was that reflected in his face, she wondered? Acceptance of her choice? Contempt at her outburst? His eyes, for the moment, chose not to speak.


And so she felt compelled to ask. “What have you come to tell me?”


At this the faintest smile crept across his features. “That more eyes than you know are watching you.” He glanced to her arm. “Both of you.” He turned, walked to the window. “And I wonder if they will like what they see.”


She resisted the urge to ask for names, numbers, intentions. He had said precisely as much as he meant to and not a word more. She knew him only from meetings like this, in brief moments and shadows. But in those moments, she had known everything about him, through his eyes, through his shadow, through his certainty.


Such was the man called Mundas.


He came to a stop before the tiny attic window. His eyes drifted to a wooden idol of Talanas.


“A thought,” he said. “Have you tried asking the gods?”


She said nothing. He didn’t need to hear anything. The smile returned, a ghost on his lips.


“Before it all comes to an end,” he said, “promise me you will try.” He looked to the window. “I want to know how long it takes them to answer.”


She couldn’t say when he had left. How he had left. He was simply gone, as though he had never been there.















THREE



A VEIL SO THICK


He did not dream often.


But when he did, he dreamed of her.


The stages were always different. Sometimes they were the grand halls of a palace, statues marching the length of a golden hall to hail him, the returning emperor. Occasionally they were musty theaters that smelled of old wood and cracked paint, motes of dust dancing in shafts of light that opened upon him and presented him to a hundred empty seats.


But she was always the same.


She would appear in the distance, and always in golden light—walking down a shimmering path through the pillars, emerging from a halo from the back of the theater. At first he would see her only in the curves of her hips, the easy stride of her long legs. Then in finer details: the flutter of dark hair, the tilt of a proud chin, the dark eyes beneath heavy lids.


And it always ended the same way. She would come to him, kneel beside him, trace delicate fingers down his cheek, and whisper in his ear.


“Dreadaeleon.”


It came from far away, to brush his ear so tenderly close that everything else seemed so very cold in the silence that followed. And so he reached for her, to hold on to her and keep himself warm.


“No,” he whispered back. “Call me ‘northern boy.’”


“I can’t today.”


“Of course you can,” he murmured. “This is a dream. We can do anything.”


“I wish it were, Dreadaeleon.”


A long sigh. Warm, humid, ugly. And her voice was suddenly too real.


“But I need you to get up now.”


Dreadaeleon blinked and suddenly realized that his eyes hadn’t been closed. He hadn’t been asleep. That became abundantly obvious once he tried to rise and felt his body protest. Muscles stiffened, skin tingled as he hauled himself out of the comforting numbness of the silken sheets.


Around him, at the corners of his eyes, the golden pillars and empty seats faded from view as wispy tendrils of broodvine smoke sighed out of his nostrils.


He couldn’t remember when he had even lit up a seed, much less when he had succumbed to the dream the broodvine created. The Venarium had warnings about this: Broodvine addiction had sent enough wizards into hallucinatory madness to warrant the extreme cost and difficulty of acquiring the seed in the first place.


Mind-altering substances were particularly dangerous to altered minds, after all.


Dangerous for lesser wizards, anyway, Dreadaeleon thought.


For they were lesser, the ones who had disappeared into their own dreams and become gibbering lunatics. He was stronger. He controlled the substance. And he knew this anytime he looked into her eyes and whispered her name.


“Liaja.”


Because anytime he did, he saw in her eyes, felt in her fingers, a great need. A hunger, a desperation only he could satisfy. A lesser wizard could not.


And just as he knew her hungers, he knew her despairs. And when he looked into her frown, those honest lips unable to hide her fear, he knew why she had stirred him.


“They’re back, I assume?” he asked, voice croaking.


She nodded. He sighed, leaned forward, and clutched the back of his pounding head. His hair felt greasy; when had he washed last? He could have sworn he had just emerged from a splendid tub of marble and brass moments ago.


“Which?” he groaned.


“The Karnerians this time,” Liaja replied.


“How many?”


“Three.”


“Three?” His eyes flashed. A burst of crimson light swallowed iris, pupil, and white. “You woke me up for three?”


Her lips pursed. “You promised.”


You did, old man, he reminded himself. Stupid to do it in the first place, but there it is.


And so he sighed, ignoring the groan of his body as he disentangled himself from the sheets and scavenged up his discarded trousers. He hauled them up over his legs, secured them lazily, and walked to the jug of water on the nearby nightstand.


“Shouldn’t you hurry?” Liaja asked, watching him all but ooze across the elegant room. “Or at least dress more?”


“We’ve been through this at least a dozen times already,” Dreadaeleon replied, pouring himself a cup. “They know I’m here and they know what I can do to them.” He guzzled the water, tossed the cup on the floor. “If they want to continue throwing their lives away, they can damn well do it at my leisure.”


Liaja looked away, pulled her robe a little tighter about her body. “I wish you could find another way to deal with them.”


“As do I, I swear,” he replied. “But they’re idiot barknecks who bark at an invisible man in the sky. Who could reason with that?”


At this she fixed him with a glare. “I also wish you wouldn’t talk that way about the gods. It’s not right to go blaspheming so freely.” She shuddered, looked out the window. “Especially when it comes to Karnerians.”


He walked to her side and took her gently by the chin. “Karnerian, Sainite, Khovura, or Jackal. So long as I’m here, you’ll never have to worry about them again.”


And the look she offered in return made him realize just how cold the morning was.


“Worry is in abundance lately,” she replied. “How could I, in good conscience, keep it all for myself?”


He rolled his eyes.


Poets.


Without saying anything further, he slid the paper-and-wood door to their room open and stalked out into the hall of the bathhouse. Once this hall had been filled with steam, giggles from the girls mingling with the breathy slavering of their wealthy clients. Today, though, the only things emerging from the doors were the girls’ unpainted scowls.


As though it were somehow his fault that business had dried up.


They did not debate this, of course. They slid back behind their paper doors as he walked past. And the opinions of prostitutes were low on the list of trifles that plagued him. More pressing ones awaited him as he emerged from the bathhouse into the bright light of the city square.


This had once been a charming little area catering to those nobles and merchants too wealthy for street prostitutes but too poor to have their own personal ones. Once. Its neatly trimmed hedges and fig trees had been stripped bare, and small shanties dotted the square.


Dirty, tired faces peered out from those shanties: refugees who wore fear and reverence plain in their eyes, at once terrified of and grateful for his presence.


And who could blame them? In a city as war-torn as Cier’Djaal, the only places where soldiers feared to tread were the places where wizards slept.


“Dreadaeleon Arethenes!”


Most soldiers, anyway.


Dreadaeleon stepped forward, shielding his eyes against the glare of the morning as he did. Soon enough, their uniforms pristine against the grime and dust of the shanties, the Karnerians came into focus.


Three of them, as Liaja had said, standing well away from him and armed with nothing but a scroll. That was new. But thus far, all the spears and shields they had brought against him had produced nothing more than corpses and molten metal.


He slowly raised his arms, spreading them half in invitation, half in challenge. His ribs showed through his skin. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten.


“Sirs,” he said flatly, “you have business with me?”


They exchanged nervous looks before the one in the lead approached. He removed his helmet, revealing a youthful, narrow face.


“Dreadaeleon Arethenes,” he repeated in a quavering voice. “Your crimes, too numerous to commit to paper, have forced this meeting. By order of the High Command of the Karnerian Occupying Force, you are hereby commanded to surrender to atone for your crimes.”


Atone, he reflected bitterly. As though the people huddled around here, the people he had saved, were not just an inconvenience to brutes trying to kill each other, but some sin that he should answer to an imaginary god for.


“I see,” he said. He looked at the scroll in the Karnerian’s hands. “That is a hefty piece of parchment, sir. Does it perhaps list how many of your compatriots I have killed for threatening this bathhouse?”


The Karnerian stared at him flatly a moment. “It does.”


“And how many is that?” Dreadaeleon asked.


Another moment of hesitation. “Eight.”


“Eight,” he repeated. “And is that list big enough to note how many Sainites I have killed, as well?” His smile was bleak and humorless. “Just so I’m not accused of favoritism.”


“Seven,” the Karnerian growled.


The smile faded and Dreadaeleon’s voice went hard. “And is there any room left on that scroll to tell you how I killed them?”


The Karnerian did not answer. Dreadaeleon felt his eyes flash, spoke his next words through clenched teeth.


“Say it.”


“Electrocution,” the Karnerian replied, slowly at first, “incineration, decapitation, freezing, shattering… and crushing.”


Dreadaeleon was silent for a moment. He let those impressive words hang in the air. For the soldiers threatening him, for the refugees cowering behind him, for the girls who scorned him.


Half-naked, unwashed, underfed, and alone, Dreadaeleon stood still and silent, the most dangerous man in Cier’Djaal that morning.


“Then tell me, with all that death, what made you think you could get the drop on me with the pathetic disguises you’re wearing”—he spit the next word—“concomitant?”


All three recoiled as if struck. The lead one stepped up to answer, but Dreadaeleon’s eyes were on the two at his sides. Just beneath their helmets, he could make out lips twitching, eyes flashing red.


“The fuck do you mean?” the lead Karnerian demanded.


“Please,” Dreadaeleon said with a sneer. “Vulgarity sounds as natural coming from a wizard’s mouth as poetry does coming from a pig’s. Have some dignity and drop this charade.”


“What evidence do you have to—”


“Plenty,” Dreadaeleon interrupted. “For one, the Karnerians don’t have a High Command of Occupiers, they have a Holy Order of Liberators.” He pointed to the two other Karnerians. “For two, your two silent companions have been casting the spell to uphold this pathetic glamer the whole time. And finally, your face looks remarkably like that of the soldier who came to make these very same demands to me two days ago.”


He narrowed his eyes to thin, burning slits.


“Right before I performed items one through three on that list.”


The Karnerian cringed and exchanged brief glances with his companions before his eyes began to glow an eerie crimson.


Suddenly his body shimmered and became transparent as light bent around him. The dark-skinned features of a Karnerian soldier faded, replaced by the dark skin of a Djaalic. The black armor twisted and dissipated, revealing a slender body in a clean brown coat.


A glamer. A simple bending of light and shadow to make something appear that wasn’t there. Even without the idiotic oversights of their disguises, such a feat of magic gave off so much energy he would have sensed it a mile away.


His fellows followed suit, shedding their disguises like shadows in sunlight. They slowly pulled their coats aside to reveal tomes attached to their hips by thin bronze chains.


Spellbooks, Dreadaeleon noted. Thin, with only a hundred pages or so, their bindings without creases and their chains clean and shining. So unlike his own book back in Liaja’s room, beaten and dust-covered and—


His eyes snapped wide at the realization.


“Apprentices?” he spit. “They sent apprentices for me?”


“You refused to answer the Venarium’s summons,” said the lead man—more a boy, really, trying to summon up a reasonable facsimile of authority. “This was the only way.”


“I have nothing to answer for.” Dreadaeleon sneered, sweeping his gaze across the three, each one as young and callow as the last. “Not to apprentices, at least.”


“Apprentice or Librarian, concomitant or Lector,” another of them said, stepping forward, “we all swore the same oaths to the same laws. The Venarium’s authority over magic is absolute.”


“Not over me.”


“No one is exempt,” the third apprentice snarled. “You violated our most sacred law. You turned Venarie upon foreign powers.” He gestured to the shanties and the beggars therein. “This is not what it means to be a wizard. You involved yourself with this war and so involved us all. The Lectors demand answers.”


“Then give them this one.” Dreadaeleon drew in a deep breath, closed his eyes. When they opened again, his power flooded out in bright-crimson rivulets. “If the Venarium has words to trade with me, they can do so without petty disguises and they had damn well better bring more than three.”


He breathed out. Within him something welled up, some terrible fever-heat that he clenched within his throat and loosed from between his teeth. The barest hint of his power, of what boiled within him, and he saw the apprentices shrink away.


He thought that would end it. He saw the calculations working upon their faces as they mentally compared their own strength to his. He saw the despair tug at their lips as they found themselves lacking.


What he did not see was their retreat. Just as he did not see why they had bothered putting up such a flimsy illusion to disguise themselves.


Not until the lead one spoke.


“We did.”


He caught it then, subtle as a breeze on a summer’s day: a slight change of temperature, a gentle pressure upon his temple. His left temple.


He whirled, saw the flash of crimson eyes, the crackle of electricity upon outthrust fingers as a fourth apprentice standing high atop a nearby roof shouted a word that was painful to hear and split the sky apart.


It took only a moment for the bolt of electricity to reach him. But Dreadaeleon needed only a moment to recognize the weakness in the spell and to step exactly half a pace to the right and let the wild electricity go flying past him to strike the cobblestones and sputter out.


Undisciplined stance, Dreadaeleon noted, glancing up at the apprentice. Hasty chant. He reached a hand up. Unsteady fingers. He felt the air ripple between his fingers. No control.


“And this is what they sent against me?” Dreadaeleon thrust his hand out and watched the sky tremble, an unseen force snaking up to the rooftop. “Who the hell do you think you’re dealing with?”


He snapped his hand shut and saw the apprentice buckle as an invisible vise closed around him.


He snapped his arm back and the apprentice came with it, hauled off his feet, off the roof, onto the ground, and across the cobblestones. The unseen force tore the boy across the cobblestones, screaming to his companions for aid and leaving bloodied smears where he struck.


To their credit, the noise that came out of their mouths might have been a cry of concern. Dreadaeleon couldn’t tell: It was hard to hear over the sound of a frail, coat-clad body caroming off a lamppost and skidding to a halt upon the cobblestones.


The pressure left him in a long, slow breath and he knew the flicker of Venarie within the apprentice had gone out.


Stupid, he cursed himself. If you had any control, you wouldn’t have killed him. He shook his head. No. NO. It’s their fault. The Venarium sent children to fight me. Weak children. Stupid children!


And children who, apparently, could not take a hint when it lay broken and bloodied on the stones before them.


He felt the spell forming before a word had left their lips. He whirled on them, saw the lead one whispering a chant behind his fellows, who stood before him with their hands outstretched and eyes alight with expelled Venarie.


Dreadaeleon’s snarl twisted on his lips and became a word of power. He thrust his hands out, heat boiling behind his palms.


And then he showed them why the Venarium was right to fear him.


In a great, cackling torrent, the fire came. It sprang from his hands like a living thing, reaching across the square to grasp at the apprentices with red-hot fingers. It found instead the shimmering air of an invisible barrier as the two boys spoke louder, intensifying their wards against the flames.


They were disciplined, Dreadaeleon recognized: studied all the right books on wards, listened to their masters’ lectures on defensive magic, knew how to hold back flame for a time. He almost hated to teach them that discipline could take one only so far.


But harsh lessons taught best.


He spoke his word louder and the flame responded with a peal of crackling laughter. A torrent became a pillar, a great serpent of flame that drove against the apprentices’ wards, forcing them back a step, then another. Their faces contorted with the effort of holding back the flame. Then there was that fleeting moment of recognition, that single horrified breath when they opened their eyes and knew they had nothing left to give.


Then there was only the flame sweeping over them.


He wasn’t sure what they felt at the end. The air being burned from their lungs, perhaps, or maybe the reek of their own fat popping and sizzling. Or maybe they just went from boys to the blackened chunks smoldering on the ground too quickly to feel anything.


Stupid, stupid, stupid, he cursed them, the Venarium, and himself.


And when it came to the final apprentice, standing over the bodies of his companions and trying desperately not to look, he had no more curses left to give.


A final word escaped the boy’s lips. His hands thrust skyward. The light bent between his hands, forming a bright column of red that shot into the sky. Dreadaeleon prepared himself, awaiting the fire that would inevitably follow. Yet only after a few moments of nothing happening did he realize what had just occurred.


“A signal?” Dreadaeleon asked. “Why? Why the hell would you call more of your fellows here?” He gestured to the corpses staining the cobblestones. “Why do you let the Venarium use you like this?”


“We all knew the risks when we volunteered,” the apprentice replied. His duty fulfilled, his spell cast, he allowed the pain to show in the clenching of his teeth and the tears in his eyes.


“Volunteered?” Dreadaeleon’s face screwed up in a failure to comprehend. “Why?”


“We are the Venarium, heretic,” the apprentice replied with a coldness that belonged to a much older man. “We all have our duties.”


Dreadaeleon had no response to that. A response would have required a presence of mind that was suddenly robbed from him as he felt the distinct sensation of his head cracking open.


Pressure, viselike and unrelenting, bore down on him, felt in his very bones. He felt feverish, then frigid, fluctuating back and forth. He felt it first from behind, then from above, then all around.


And then he saw them.


On the rooftops, in the mouths of alleys, at the gate leading to the square they appeared. Tall, stately, clad in long brown coats, cleaned and buttoned all the way up. Their collars were drawn up around their faces, obscuring everything but the cool, passionless eyes through which they surveyed him.


Librarians. The special agents through which the Venarium’s will was done. At least a dozen of them, all watching him, unmoving, unblinking.


He suddenly felt aware of the chill across his naked torso, of the tremble in his knees, of the quaking in his hand as he swung two outthrust fingers from person to person, electricity dancing upon their tips. They did not so much as blink at his threat, nor did they make so much as a move to intercept him.


“Do not think such a thuggish display will move us.”


A voice, every word precisely pronounced and piercingly clear, came with the sound of boot steps upon cobblestones. Flanked by a pair of Librarians, a man emerged from the square’s gate. Beneath his clean black robes, not a hairbreadth of flesh was visible but a face, harshly angular, hard-eyed, and painfully familiar.


“The Venarium frowns on such coarse displays of power,” Lector Annis said, folding his hands behind his back and regarding Dreadaeleon coldly. “But we are far too old and far too wise to be intimidated by mere fire.”


“Perhaps if your masters taught the value of intimidation, you would not be down three apprentices,” Dreadaeleon replied.


“Do not attempt to assign blame to me for your crimes, concomitant,” he said. “Though perhaps it was my mistake to assume you would respect the authority of the Venarium, considering your conduct.”


“I have done nothing but—”


“Violation of the Sovereign Tower Treaty,” Annis interrupted sharply. “Invocation of Venarium Law under False Pretenses, Involvement with Foreign Powers of a Military Nature, Unregulated Use of Venarie within a City.” He glanced down at the smoldering corpses of the apprentices. “Murder.”


“They didn’t have to fight,” Dreadaeleon replied, voice cracking.


“Their duty was to assess your power that we might better understand how to deal with a renegade of your particular status.” Annis sneered, glancing Dreadaeleon over disdainfully. “And we witnessed nothing more than a display of savagery. How you have not burned this city to the ground in your recklessness is nothing short of astonishing.”


“Fine, then!” Dreadaeleon forced his voice into a cackle, threw his hands out wide. Flames leapt to his hands, pyres forming upon his palms. “If your assessment is complete, then come and test it! Let’s add a few more verses to my litany of charges!”


He saw the twitch on Annis’s face, a crack in the perfect porcelain of his composure that indicated he was sorely tempted to do just that. The Lector raised a single gloved hand to shoulder level.


“That,” he said softly, “will not be necessary.”


He snapped his fingers. From behind him another Librarian came out. Or rather another Librarian was pulled out, hauled by the chain leash wrapped around his hands and the horrible thing that was attached to it.


Dreadaeleon thought of it as a thing for, try as he might, he could not rack his brain for a word that would do such an aberration justice.


To look at it, one would think it a dog of some kind: four legs, a thin torso, a square head, and something resembling a snout. But as it drew out into the square, he could see that it was without fur, its body instead wrapped in thick ribbons of parchment with arcane sigils inscribed upon them. But only when it came into the daylight did all descriptions fail.


Between the sheaves of parchment was moist, quivering flesh. Flesh that was not its own. Rather, it seemed composed of many different kinds of flesh in many different pieces. Dreadaeleon saw tongues lolling, livers squirming, genitalia flopping; all long dismembered from whatever poor fools they had come from, all glistening like new in a shifting, heaving, twitching mockery of a living thing.


It came to a halt beside Annis, sat obediently like a hound as the Lector leaned down and placed a hand upon its head. His eyes flashed open, bright crimson, as he whispered a single word.


“Go.”


And it obeyed.


Its voice was something between a warble and a thick sucking sound, its appendages flabby and slapping as it bounded across the cobblestones toward Dreadaeleon. It had no eyes that he could see. Yet he knew it was looking at him, just as he knew that its eerie cry was for him and him alone.


Without thinking he thrust his hands out. The flames upon his fingers became sheets of red, fanning out over the thing and engulfing it.


For all of two breaths.


It came leaping out of the fire, unscathed, unburned, glistening and wet as a newborn. It picked up speed, continuing its rush, its eerie cry reaching a crescendo as it closed the distance.


And Dreadaeleon was running.


What few refugees had dared stay when the magic had started flying now turned and fled screaming, trying to get out of the way as Dreadaeleon charged down an alley, and then another, and another, trying to lose the thing.


Not fair, he thought with what mental capacity was not currently overwhelmed by fear. Not fair, not fair, not fair, NOT FAIR.


That thing was immune! To fire? To magic? It didn’t matter, nothing should be immune.


He could still feel the pressure on his temples, even as he twisted down each alley. He could still sense magic, even far away from the Librarians. That thing had its own Venarie, its own power, wild and twisting and clashing off it and barely held together with its parchment wrappings.


The sound of its call grew loud in his ears and what energy he had left for thought was quickly subsumed by terror as he rounded another alley and came to a dead end. The wall of a house with a tall window loomed up before him. He whirled and saw the thing bounding toward him, warbling and wailing.


Two fingers up, unsteady and trembling. A word on his lips, weak and stuttering. A bolt of lightning sprang forth, jagged and shrieking toward its target. It struck the thing as it leapt into the air. Electricity crackled off its flesh-and-paper body, leaving it unscathed and hurtling toward Dreadaeleon.


It struck him in the chest, bearing him backward and through the window. Glass shattered and tore at his bare flesh as it bore him to the floor. Someone was screaming, running from whatever room he had ended up in. He didn’t know which. He didn’t know who that was. He didn’t know what was happening.


Not until much later, when he felt the weight of the manacles around his wrists, the stifling heat of the gag across his mouth, the chill of the cobblestones as a pair of Librarians dropped him at a pair of well-polished boots.


“Dreadaeleon Arethenes,” Lector Annis said softly, “by order of the Venarium, you are under arrest.”















FOUR



LEARNING TO DROWN


It was a peculiar feeling to be walking among people who would eagerly plant a piece of steel in one’s neck for a few pieces of gold.


Not that Lenk had never walked among people who wanted to kill him, but their motives tended to be a little more financially independent. Of course, he supposed, any one of the people walking along the docks might have reason to kill him besides the bounty—vengeance for the many, many people whose deaths he had likely caused when the war in Cier’Djaal erupted, for example.


But if no one was stepping forward to demand that, he wasn’t about to compel them.


For as detailed as the wanted posters had been, they hadn’t been detailed enough to account for what he might look like with no hair. And when he walked among them, bald and dressed in the shabby clothes of a merchant, his sword bundled up and hidden in a basket full of branches on his back, the people of the tiny village of Gurau seemed to pay no more attention to him than they would to any other pale, dirty fellow with too little hair.


But even as much as his northern skin made him stand out, far more attention was offered to the woman walking beside him.


Her notched ears were hidden beneath the dirty hat on her head, but her pale flesh—and so much of it on display from her hunter’s leathers—drew more than a few stares.


Yet somehow, for all the fishermen and washerwomen who stared, she only ever got irritated when she sensed his eyes upon her.


“The hell are you looking at?” Kataria growled.


The first words she had said to him since they had left the safe house, and they came out on flecks of spittle. Angry as they were, they were better than silence.


But he was content to shake his head, look away, and let the silence return. Because even that was better than telling her that he was looking at her clean skin and dirty leathers and wondering where she had gone and why he had spent six days without a word from her.


She had her reasons, he was sure.


He wasn’t about to compel them.


The farmers of Gurau had risen with the dawn and been long in the fields. Those who remained behind were the fishermen. Both had been prosperous enough for the village to thrive as a trading hub and expand over the shores and onto the Lyre River to better accommodate the traders who plied up and down the clear blue waters.


A place like this was where he would have liked to settle down, before everything had happened: idyllic, peaceful, full of hardworking people who hadn’t seen a sword in their lives. It was some cruel god—or one with a solid sense of irony—who would show him such a place only in passing as he walked down the docks to the man at the end, the man who would put him back on the path to bloodshed.


At the edge of the docks sprawling over the Lyre, Sheffu stood beneath a canopy tent set up for the comfort of traders. Yet only a few people milled around, fussing over various wares. Amid the fisherfolk in their shabby garb, Sheffu fit right in.


Which, Lenk thought, must be a little insulting. After all, even if he was a saccarii, Sheffu was also one of the ruling fashas of Cier’Djaal.


His threadbare robe was a match for the tattered silk veil he wore around his face, a garment that would have looked shabby even on one of the people of Gurau, let alone compared to the opulent robes and jewels normally worn by fashas. But Sheffu spent his fortunes on other pursuits.


Pursuits, Lenk knew as he caught the fasha’s gaze, that he was about to become a part of.


“You are late.” Sheffu cast a wary gaze around the docks as Lenk and Kataria approached. “I instructed you to arrive before dawn. The fishermen have already risen and I have no desire to draw the attention of strangers.”


“Anyone who shows you attention will quickly realize the same thing I did,” Kataria muttered. “You’re a lunatic saccarii with paranoid delusions of demons.”


Sheffu shot a glare at her, then looked to Lenk as if he would reprimand her. He merely shrugged.


She was right, after all: Nothing about clandestine meetings between a fasha and a pair of northerners in a fishing village over the possibility of demons returning to the world sounded particularly sane.


But then again, Lenk had met those demons.


“I did not smuggle you out of Cier’Djaal in exchange for sarcasm,” Sheffu hissed. “I did not expend the last of my fortune to be branded a lunatic. You wish to see proof of demons?” He gestured in the general direction of Cier’Djaal. “Look at the hell I have plucked you from. Look at the ruin this city has become. Khoth-Kapira’s hand is in it. I know this.”


Lenk heard a bemused chuckle in his ear. He saw Mocca at the corner of his eye, but he did not look. No one else could see him and it wouldn’t do for him to go staring at the empty air. After all, he wasn’t the crazy one here.


“So you say,” Lenk said, rubbing his eyes. “And you say that you need me to help you prove it. Both of those statements sound insane to me, but you’re the one paying, so let’s just get on with it.”


Sheffu regarded him coldly, clearly not pleased with his lack of enthusiasm. Yet he seemed to consider this enough, anyway. He beckoned the two of them beneath the tent to a nearby crate. He produced a scroll from the sleeve of his robe, unfurled it atop the crate, and hunched conspiratorially over it, gesturing for Lenk to join him.


A map of the region, he saw: the blue scars of the Lyre’s tributaries twisting through the sands of the Vhehanna Desert. Yet there were no indications of cities or settlements. Even Cier’Djaal was not on it.


“An old map, charted long before mortals raised their first houses. We are here,” Sheffu said, gesturing vaguely to a patch around the desert. “In ancient times this was nothing but dust. There was no need for the people to seek the bounty of the river. They had everything they needed here.”


He slid his hand across the map, tracing the length of the Lyre to a drawing of enormous spires reaching out of what looked like a thick forest. Each one was carved into the image of a rearing serpent, eyes ablaze and fanged mouth gaping.


“Rhuul Khaas, the Serpent Throne,” Sheffu whispered. “The first and last bastion of Khoth-Kapira. Its many subjects sweat and bled to erect statues of their God-King. Its countless cities were erected in glory to a crazed tyrant. Many things wrought by his hand were lost there.” He tapped the parchment. “This map was one of the few things that was not.


“I spent no inconsiderable fortune to acquire it,” Sheffu continued. “And it will be what will lead us to the ruin of Khoth-Kapira’s ambition, that we might learn what brought him low and how to prevent his return.” He circled a finger around the spires. “And whatever secrets he had, we will find them here, in the Forbidden East.”


Lenk heard a chuckle in his ear. Mocca’s voice was as airy and passing as a breeze. “We actually called it something else back then. Not so many people would be tempted to settle in a place called ‘the Forbidden East.’”


“But it did exist?” Lenk muttered to his unseen companion.


“It did,” Sheffu said, thinking the words had been meant for him, “it does. And that is where you must go.”


“Right.” Lenk nodded. “And what, exactly, do you think we’ll find there?”


“A demon’s work is never exact,” Sheffu replied. “They are shaped by sins we have yet to name. To know one’s secrets is to know one’s mind, to know one’s mind—”


“So you don’t know?”


Sheffu remained silent for a moment. “The legends are… muddled.”


A long, weary sigh escaped Lenk. “Of course they are. If they were useful, we’d call them something else, wouldn’t we?”


Sheffu glared at him for a moment. “Only fragments of tales survived the fall of Rhuul Khaas. But they all spoke of Khoth-Kapira’s hubris, his need for control… his pride.”


Kataria’s ears twitched. “Sorry, do I hear a point to this or was that just you breathing hard?”


“Of all his creations, his artifices, his slaves, he valued one thing above all else,” Sheffu continued, ignoring her. “Books. Nothing endured longer than the written word. You have seen one of his works, the book called His Word.”


Lenk nodded, recalling an immense, pristine tome he had seen back in Cier’Djaal. A tome said to contain the last words of Khoth-Kapira. Or so Sheffu claimed.


“Books.” Kataria all but collapsed with the force of her groan. “Why is it always books with demons?”


“They understand what mortals always failed to,” Sheffu replied. “Nothing in this world is real until it is written down. And all that he wrote, he entombed in Rhuul Khaas, in a place he called Thafun Mokai. The Library of the Learned.”


“That’s what you want me to find?” Lenk asked. “A library?”


“Anything that we can use against him, we will find there.”


“What, are you expecting me to find his diary so you can embarrass him to death?”


Sheffu remained silent for a moment. “Tell me, Lenk, what harms a demon?”


The fasha turned his stare to the young man. And the young man simply stared back before speaking a single word. “Memory.”


“Indeed. The only pain they feel is the knowledge that they were once not so twisted with sin.” Sheffu rolled up the map, thrust it toward Lenk. “The Library of the Learned contains all of Khoth-Kapira’s memory. If we hope to stop him, we must find it.”


“Stop me from what, exactly?” Mocca’s voice spoke beside Lenk’s ear, before making a tsking sound. “Ah, yes, I forgot. My work is never exact. Convenient, that.”


“What makes you so sure?” Lenk asked, doing his best to ignore the phantom voice. “Not to second-guess this”—Lenk pointedly omitted the word insane—“plan, but going to a mythical place to find something that might not exist doesn’t sound easy.”


“No?” Sheffu’s laugh was black beneath his veil. “Well, perhaps if it is too hard, you can go back to Cier’Djaal, yes? Find a nice little home, tend to the hearth, and wait for someone to gut you and drag you through the streets by your innards?” He glanced at Kataria. “Bring her along, maybe. Hell, perhaps I’ll come, too. Everyone you ever spoke to can die along with you by the sin of association.”


“Dramatic, isn’t he?” Mocca hummed.


Sheffu apparently saw the ire spark across the northerners’ faces, for he held up a hand for peace.


“If I speak harshly it is because our circumstances are harsh,” the fasha said. “And if my aim seems like it is to terrify, be assured, I merely speak the truth. Whatever hell our city might be in now has Khoth-Kapira’s hand in it, and whatever he has planned will make this war seem like afternoon tea.”


“You expect me to do it for Cier’Djaal, then?” Lenk asked.


“No,” Sheffu said. “I expect you to do it for Farlan Sandish.”


“Far…” Lenk blinked. “Who?”


Another scroll slid out of Sheffu’s sleeve. With a snap of his wrist, he unfurled it and handed it to Lenk. “An immigrant from Nivoire. Arrived in Cier’Djaal two years ago, owns a little rice paddy at the very edge of the Green Belt. Here’s a copy of his deed, his writ of immigrant citizenship, and his license to sell rice. Take it. I have more.”


“And he fits into this because…”


“Because he’s you,” Sheffu said. “Or who you will be, once you complete this deed.” Beneath the veil, the barest ghost of a smile could be seen. “This is your new life.”


Just like that. A few words and this no longer seemed so insane, so futile. The thought of chasing down a library, a book, whatever Sheffu wanted, that seemed no more real. But the words on this paper, the name on this deed, that seemed real.


Farlan Sandish.


His new life.


“Your journey will not be easy,” Sheffu said. “The Forbidden East cuts through the tribelands. Many clans of tulwar and war parties of shicts stand between you and Rhuul Khaas. It will take many days of travel and much…”


Sheffu was still talking. Lenk knew this, but he didn’t see a need to listen much. He knew this monologue. It had come out of a hundred mouths of a hundred men who had offered him the same thing a hundred times.


If only he would pick up his sword one more time. If only he would go on this one last adventure. If only he would kill just this one more time.


Somehow it always came down to that. The names changed, the foes changed, the promises changed. But the request was always the same, the way was always the same.


Always blood. Always the sword.


“Fascinating, isn’t it?”


Mocca’s voice—uncomfortably close—cut Lenk like a blade. For the first time, he dared look at the man in white. Funny; he knew that Mocca was nothing more than air and light, yet in that moment, he looked so very burdened.


“Listen to him talk.” Mocca gestured to Sheffu, who was now going over some route on the map that Kataria seemed to be paying cursory attention to. “He invents all these vague reasons: instincts, theories, a hand he senses. And he thinks these reasons fit to make a man to throw his life away.”


He turned to Lenk and, at that moment, his stare was something hard and sharp.


“Are his promises enough for you?” he asked. “Are you willing to throw your life away for a name?”


“I have no choice,” Lenk whispered, so softly as to not be heard by anyone else but the man meant to hear him.


“Then,” Mocca replied, “what life do you have to offer?”


The wind picked up, carrying the reek of the river that stung Lenk’s eyes. He blinked. When he opened them, Mocca was gone, and he was aware of two pairs of eyes on him, neither of them happy. Though, as usual, Kataria’s glare mustered just a bit more fury.


“Sorry, what?” he asked.


“Are you listening to this… this…” Kataria turned her scowl on Sheffu and snorted. “How the hell is anyone supposed to insult you if you won’t show your ugly face, you fucking reptile?”


“What’s going on?”


“You weren’t listening.” Kataria flung the accusation as she whirled on him. “You weren’t even fucking listening. He’s bringing in a fucking bug and you just sat there and you weren’t even listening.”


“He is not a bug,” Sheffu protested. “The tribelands between here and the Rhuul Khaas are treacherous, fraught with creatures that have no love for humans. A guide was required to bring you through the shicts and—”


“I’m a shict,” Kataria snarled. “Am I not good enough to get us through it? Am I a ‘creature’?”


“Shicts and tulwar,” Sheffu continued over her. “The guide I hired has a solid reputation for successful negotiations with every tribe east of here.”


“You hired a fucking bug,” Kataria snarled. “You’d take a bug over me.”


“Who?” Lenk shook his head. “What bug?”


“A customary pardon is requested.” A voice, a monotone so flat it could have been an iron struck over Lenk’s head, spoke up. “This one is under the impression that the term bug is a slur intended to be derogatory in nature for the race of couthi.”


The newcomer stood so still, one might have thought him a bunch of laundry strung over a pole, if his robes hadn’t been far too fine. He stood a full head and a half taller than any of those assembled, his black garb falling around him like an inky waterfall. Four sleeves accommodated an equal number of limbs: two with large clawed hands, two smaller ones with finer fingers, all of them folded in a polite pose.


As strange as that all was, though, it was the couthi’s face—or lack thereof—that drew Lenk’s attention. A hood was drawn up over his head and resting across his face was a portrait of lush, rolling landscapes set in a gold frame. The creature inclined this in greeting.


“This one offers the requisite overture of pleasure to introduce himself as Man-Khoo Yun,” he said in that unerring monotone. He turned his gaze—if he could, indeed, see from behind that portrait—to Kataria. “Though this one procures adequate offense to risk alienation of a client by noting that he was not informed that a shict would be party to the proceedings.”


Lenk’s eyes widened in surprise. He looked to Kataria’s hat, covering her ears. “How’d you know she was a shict?”


“This one notes the unfortunate by-products of a lifetime of war,” Man-Khoo Yun replied, irately as his monotone would allow. “Among them, an instantaneous recognition of one’s traditional foe.”


“You got something to say, bug,” Kataria snarled, “you say it to me and you use less words.”


“Forgive me, Man-Khoo Yun,” Sheffu said, stepping forward even as Lenk moved to hold Kataria back. “Your reputation as a negotiator with the shictish tribes is well known. I thought you were acclimated to their presence.”


“This one notes that negotiation is specifically and definitively dissimilar to association, esteemed client,” Man-Khoo Yun said. “This one would be more inclined toward forgiveness if aforementioned client acknowledged that no acclimation is possible with a race born of perfidy.”


“What’d I just say, bug?” Kataria growled. “You like big words so much, I’ve got a few for you, you spider-sucking, goat-fucking—”


“Calm down,” Lenk interrupted.


“I’ll be plenty calm once I cut him. Shicts and bugs, they—”


“We don’t have time for this right now,” Lenk hissed, clapping a hand on her shoulder. “And you cutting him isn’t going to make anything easier.”


She turned on him and the anger ebbed from her eyes. Her mouth hung open wordlessly and something brimmed in her eyes, something wet and glistening with hurt. She snarled, shoved his hand off, pushed past him, and stalked away.


“This one musters adequate humility to annotate this moment as evidence of shictish instability,” Man-Khoo Yun spoke. “If so desired, this one volunteers a wealth of subsequent anecdotal evidence as to the accusation.”


“If you would be willing,” Sheffu spoke to the couthi, though glancing at Lenk, “we may be able to renegotiate our contract as to—”


“She’s coming,” Lenk said.


Sheffu nodded briefly to Man-Khoo Yun before turning back to Lenk. “Understand,” he whispered, “that this is not a mission that can afford complications. If you desire me to fulfill my end of the bargain and give you a new life…”


“Any life I have includes her,” Lenk replied simply.


He turned to go to Kataria, only to feel a hand clamp down on his wrist. He looked down, saw Sheffu’s sleeve peel back to reveal a thin, flexible wrist, as though no bones were beneath the flesh that shimmered with a scalelike texture.


“There is more to this than just your life,” Sheffu said, his voice punctuated by a serpentine hiss. “So much more.”


Lenk pulled away, feeling a clammy wetness where the saccarii had clutched him.


Of course there was more to this than his life. As though he needed reminding, between the war raging to the west and whatever lay to the east.


Granted, there was something wrong with Sheffu, as there was something wrong with all the race of saccarii. Something that made their bones flexible and turned their tongues pointed and made their limbs shrink back into their bodies. Something that made this quest, however mad, of the utmost importance to them.


Everyone had problems.


Lenk’s, at that moment, stood at the edge of the dock.


Kataria was shivering. Or perhaps just trembling with contained fury. Her eyes were cast down at the river, her hat hung low over her head.


He took a step toward her. An airy voice brushed against his ear.


“I wouldn’t, if I were you.”


An irritating twinge at the back of his neck told him Mocca was right behind him, just as it told him the man—hallucination, whatever—was probably right. But he couldn’t take another six days of this. He couldn’t take another six breaths.


He had to know.


“Hey,” he said, approaching her.


She did not reply. She did not even look up. Her eyes were locked upon the river flowing beneath them. He cleared his throat, rubbed the back of his neck.


“Sorry about that, back there,” he said. Her ears pricked up. Encouraged, he continued. “For not listening to you about the couthi.”


“Yeah, well,” she sighed, rubbing her eyes. “I guess it’s my fault.”


Relief fluttered across his face like a moth. And as with a moth, it didn’t take much for her to reach out and crush it between her fingers.


“My fault for thinking you might be paying attention to something other than yourself.”


She finally deigned to look at him, and her eyes shook in their sockets. There was wetness there, nearly boiling over with the heat of her scowl. He found himself matching it, his jaw clenching without his even noticing.


“I said I was sorry,” he said forcefully. “You either take that or you don’t.”


“What am I going to take, Lenk?” she asked. “All you’re giving me is empty words.”


“Just what the hell am I supposed to do, then? What the hell did I do? You’ve been bristling since dawn and I haven’t seen you—or anyone—in six days, so forgive me if I’m a little slow but if I fucked up, I’m going to need you to tell me.”


Something changed in her eyes. A little more wetness. A little less fury. She turned away and he felt a stab in his chest. Something told him it would be a mistake to reach out and touch her.


It was that pain in his chest that made him do it anyway.


“Kataria,” he said softly, “what happened?”


“How long have I been with you?”


The question came swift as a blow. And as from a blow, he staggered.


“What?” he asked.


“How long?”


“Two years,” he said. “Longer.”


“Two years.” She stared at him now with eyes hard as stone, bereft of tears. “Two years and you’re still every bit the stupid, round-eared human I threw away everything for. My people, my tribe, my ways… all for two years. And you.”


Her eyes narrowed to thin slits. Fire burned behind them. Her words came like poison.


“Six fucking days go by and you suddenly forget who I am?” She approached him, so close he could feel the heat of her breath. “You want me here, I’m here. You need me here, I’m here. But after two years, don’t you ever ask me about something as meager as six days, Farlan.”


She seemed such a nebulous thing as she turned to stalk away at that moment: a thing of fire and boiling water, shifting and twitching with contained fury. She was hard to hold as he reached out to seize her by the shoulder, hard to even look at.


So hard, in fact, that he didn’t even notice her elbow. Not until it smashed upward and into his nose.


The blood flowing from his nose was decidedly less nebulous.


He watched her stalk away from the docks, villagers scurrying out of her way. His nose ached admirably, trying to distract him from the deeper pain welling up in his chest.


And failing.


Still, however numb he was, he was not so desensitized that he couldn’t feel the presence of someone behind him.


“Don’t,” he said, with a quavering voice. “Don’t fucking say it, all right?”


“What do you think I’m going to say?”


That was not Mocca’s voice. He turned around to see a woman standing before him.


As he was rather embarrassingly used to finding himself the same height as most women, her height struck him. Short, angular, hard: She was like a blade in a black sheath. He would have guessed her to be a warrior of some sort, had it not been for the fine cut of her loose-fitting garb that suggested merchant work.


Her hair was bundled beneath a broad-brimmed hat, beneath which blue eyes glimmered with a genuine—if stiff—smile.


“Because if it’s that you shouldn’t have tried to grab her, I think you already got that.” She held out a white cloth to him. “But I’m not going to apologize for thinking you should clean yourself up.”


He took it without a word and began sopping up the blood. The white cloth quickly turned a dark red, and he absently returned it to the woman. She cringed, took it demurely between two fingers, and promptly dropped it over the edge of the docks.


“That’s quite a bit,” she said. “She must have been pissed.”


“Annoyed, maybe, but not pissed,” Lenk replied. “When she’s pissed, she uses teeth.” He coughed. “Sorry.”


“About the handkerchief? I can afford more.”


“About you having to see…” He made a vague gesture off in Kataria’s direction. “That.”


The woman followed his gesture, frowning. “Will she be back?”


“Eventually.” That word tasted sick with doubt in his mouth. “Before we have to leave, anyway.”


“And you’re certain being stuck on the river with her will be a good idea?”


He managed a weak smile—or a strong sneer, it was hard to tell. “Is unwanted advice the price of the handkerchief I ruined? I think I’d rather pay in coin.”


“You only have to listen to it,” she replied with a smirk. “If you don’t care for it, you can throw it into the river with the handkerchief. But…”


At her hesitation, he waved her forward. “Go on.”


“You’re trying to appeal to something that isn’t there. She’s too used to conflict. And you’re too unused to peace.” He must have worn his confusion plainly, for she gestured to his shoulder. “If the way you wear that sword is any indication, anyway.”


“My sword?” Lenk glanced at the burden on his back, only then remembering he wasn’t supposed to have one. “Oh, no. This isn’t a sword. This is… this…” He cleared his throat. “This is the bundle of sticks I carry around. For reasons.”


She met his smile with a flat expression. He sighed, adjusted the basket on his back.


“Look, so long as you’re doing me favors, maybe you can keep that to yourself. I don’t need people knowing about this.”


“Why? Are you ashamed of it?”


That question surprised him. Though not quite as much as the answer that tumbled out of his mouth.


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“It’s not what I want to be comfortable wearing, let alone using. The world’s got enough killers without me adding to the pile.”


“Are you a killer?”


“I carry a sword, don’t I?”


“That’s not enough to make you a killer. A sword is merely an extension of a will, not a curse that dictates what you do.”


“Sure, everyone thinks that at some point,” Lenk replied, suddenly feeling quite tired. “But you carry one of these long enough, you start thinking of it less as a tool or an extension or whatever and more as an answer. And the more you use it, the easier it is to start using that answer for every problem.” He glanced over her clothes. “Look, you look more like you could afford to pay someone to hold this iron for you than use it yourself, so I don’t blame you, but this thing’s a burden.”


Whatever mirth had creased her face up to that moment was drained in a breath. Her face fell flat, whatever energy it had held now flooding her eyes. Her stare became a blade unto itself, pinning Lenk where he stood.


“I have seen many swords,” she said softly. “And I have seen too many bodies fall beneath them to believe that they were all equal.”


Hers was not a harsh voice. Hers was not an imposing figure. Yet there was something in her tone that made Lenk feel a bit colder.


“What kind of merchant did you say you were?” he asked.


“I didn’t,” she replied. “But as it happens, I’m taking some rice down the river, past Jalaang and into the east.” She extended a hand to him. “Shuro.”


He took it; her grip was firm, her palm cold. He cleared his throat.


“Sandish. Farlan Sandish,” he said. “How far are you taking it?”


“However far they’ll pay for sixty pounds. They can’t grow anything out past Jalaang.”


“Sixty pounds? Won’t that take up too much room on the boat?”


“Boat?” Her lips curled up in a bemused smile. “You don’t come to the Lyre much, do you, Farlan?”


He thought to ask, but before he could, the dock started to tremble with hundreds of feet. The children came first, a tide of hip-high squealing waifs charging down the docks to the edge. Laborers followed: fishermen with fish on the line, washerwomen with repaired silks, spice merchants, silk dealers, more than a few people taking care to hide whatever it was they planned to hawk. And at the end came the elders, in no particular rush as they ambled after the crowd and left Lenk, befuddled, behind them all.


Before he could ask, Shuro took his hand and smiled. “Come on. It’s something of an event here.”


“What is?”


She didn’t answer as they found their way to the crowd gathered about the edge of the docks, fighting not to fall in as they leaned over and looked downriver. She glanced around, found a stack of crates suitable for climbing, and led him up it. He tried to follow the excited gaze of the crowd, squinting as the sun rose to cast a glare off the river. But even from here, he could see a distant shadow growing steadily larger as it loomed closer.


And within the span of ten breaths, he realized that the vantage point wasn’t at all necessary.


It moved slowly on four legs the size of tree trunks, yet with each titanic stride it took, it cleared ten feet through the water. Its hide was a thick shade of green, glittering as the sunlight danced off the water to kiss its colossal body. A broad head bearing night-deep eyes swung precariously with each step.


At a glance—and a glance was not nearly enough to take in the vastness of the thing—Lenk would have sworn it was a moving statue hewn of jade and adorned with obsidian eyes. Yet only as it drew ponderously up beside the docks did he realize that there was not enough stone in the world to compose a beast this vast.


It towered above the dockhouses, tall as three of them stacked atop each other, its massive back adorned with what appeared to be a platform topped by a wooden canopy. From its head, where a mouth should be, eight long green tendrils hung precariously, dipping into the water. It came to a halt, the waves it kicked up sending the docks rattling, and settled on its tremendous limbs with a slow groan.


Almost immediately rope ladders descended from the platform atop its back. People began to disembark, crates and sacks were lowered from great ropes. And the crowd below swarmed up to meet those coming down—hawking wares, asking for news from downriver—until the arrivals and merchants became a continuous swarm off the back of the thing, which seemed quite unperturbed by the commotion.


Of all of its qualities—Lenk called it an it, for he knew not what else to call it—that was what unnerved him: the utter indifference to everything smaller than itself. Did it even notice them, he wondered? It must, to have halted as it had.


“This, for the record, is why it’s an event.” He suddenly became aware of Shuro at his side, who looked up with a grin. “Even if he didn’t bring goods and news, the arrival of the Old Man would be enough to wake the town.”


“The Old Man?” He turned to her, agog. “It has a name?”


“Well, it seems something that big ought to, right? But this is just one of a few. The river gets a bit too choppy east of Jalaang to accommodate boats, so the Old Men are around to help.”


“Where did they come from?” Lenk asked, staring up and forever up.


“No one’s quite sure,” Shuro said, hopping off the crates. “The Old Man certainly won’t tell you, so we all assume it’s best to just not ask.” She gestured for him to follow as she turned to leave. “They’ll want us to load soon.”


She had already disappeared into the crowd by the time Lenk made it down. But before he could do the same, he felt a voice brush past his ear.


“Curious, isn’t she?”


Mocca’s voice slipped past as easy as a breeze. And without thinking, he replied.


“She’s pleasant,” Lenk said. “And not a hallucination. That’s more than I can say for my company of late.”


“People come either pleasant or honest. Never both.”


“She only just met me. What could she possibly have to lie to me about?”


“You only just met her. How many lies have you told her, Farlan?”


The breeze died along with Mocca’s voice. The humid reek of the river seeped into Lenk’s clothes, made him roll his shoulder. The sword rolled once and settled back.


Heavy as ever.















FIVE



TIMING


When the seventh day finally came and its pale-blue dawn had turned to a remorseless golden afternoon, Gariath decided that this would be the day that he died.


Not that any god had decreed it; gods were for humans and thus useless. Nor did any fate demand it; fate was how idiots explained their idiocy. Gariath did not believe in gods or fate. He believed in things he could touch.


Such as the empty waterskin he dropped from his hand, watching the very last drop of liquid fall from its lip to be swallowed by hungry sand.


Thirst was a long and painful way to die. Fortunately he had quicker options.


He looked long to the horizon, over the cresting dunes to the sandy ridge. There they stood painted as shadows upon the morning. A little closer today, as they had been creeping closer each day since he had spotted them.


Timid guests. Too shy to come share his company.


He could not see them from so far away. And whenever he came closer to them, they scurried away and hid. But they never bothered to hide their scent. And now, as the breeze changed, he could smell their caution turn to certainty, as if they agreed that this was a good day to kill him.


He turned and stalked back down the dune, to the shallow valley that had served as his camp the night before. No fire had burned; there wasn’t enough scrub in the desert for that. No food remained; they had eaten it all two days ago. And now there was no more water.


He could tell it was his campsite only by his companion slumbering upon the ground. And even he was difficult to differentiate from a giant rock.


In fairness, Gariath admitted, it was hard to tell the difference between a boulder and a vulgore even when the latter was alert and ambulatory. Two tons and ten feet of red flesh and bone that resembled nothing so much as the fruit of a night of tender and terrifying lovemaking between a gorilla and a rhinoceros, few people would dare rouse a giant such as this from his slumber.


Few humans, anyway.


Gariath, though, was Rhega. Dragonman. Gariath was out of both water and patience, thanks to this creature. And thus it came all too easily that he should raise his broad foot and kick his companion squarely in the back of his head.


“Uh?” Kudj rumbled from his slumber, turning to regard Gariath through squinty eyes. His brow hung heavy, weighed down by the thick horn jutting from his forehead, making it hard to tell if his eyes were open. “Kudj uncertain if squib know this, but society consider it rude to roust by kicking.”


“We’re out of water,” Gariath replied.


Kudj sighed, a great heaving noise, as he clambered to his feet, looming over Gariath and leaning forward to rest tremendous arms on tremendous knuckles. It was little surprise that they should be out by now, Gariath thought. He was far from small himself, and between their combined seventeen feet of girth, they had consumed what little they had brought fairly handily.


“Our guests?” Kudj asked.


“Close today,” Gariath said. “Closer than before.”


Kudj nodded as though this, too, were inevitable. “Squib see them?”


“Smelled them. They’ll attack today.”


“Naw.” Kudj waved a massive paw of a hand. “Shicts not prefer straightforward confrontations.”


“They fear us,” Gariath muttered.


Kudj’s laughter was decidedly bleak for how loud it was. “Shicts not scared, just efficient. Don’t fight unless they have no chance of losing. If squib see them, it because they let squib see them.” He looked up at the sweltering sun, squinting. “Maybe wait another day before attacking. But…”


Six days of travel together had been enough to teach Gariath when the vulgore was about to say something stupid. And he knew Kudj was about to say something stupid when he looked over his shoulder, back in the direction they had been walking from all this time.


Back toward Cier’Djaal.


“Oasis town not far from here,” Kudj grunted. “Two days. We move fast, make it in one. Shicts not come too close to human towns. We leave now, we maybe even make it by…”


Kudj’s voice withered as he turned and met the scowl scarred across his companion’s face.


It took quite a bit to make something as big as a vulgore sigh with the kind of defeat that made Kudj’s gigantic shoulders slump. But Gariath was nothing if not dedicated.


Four days ago Kudj had proposed turning back. Three days ago Kudj had argued about turning back. Two days ago Kudj had made several bodily threats about what would happen if they didn’t turn back. Today Kudj didn’t even bother asking.


Just as well; Gariath never felt like explaining.


To him it was simple. Cier’Djaal was a wicked place. Its people consumed each other for gold, stepped over corpses in the street on their way to jobs that made them labor for coppers, ate rotten meat and moldy bread and congratulated themselves on how much better they were for it.


Cier’Djaal was not a city. Cier’Djaal was a disease, an infected wound upon the land whence the human infection spread.


And they—all of them, Lenk and the others—had chosen it over him.


He would not go back. He would not even look in the direction for fear that the scent of cowardice and greed would overwhelm him. He never bothered to explain this, either.


How it wasn’t obvious to everyone was beyond him.


So he turned away from Kudj and he walked away from him and he did not look back.


“Kudj initially drawn to squib’s fearless willingness to leave all comfort behind,” the vulgore rumbled. “But Kudj ponders what point is made by wandering out to die in desert.”


Gariath’s sole reply was a glare cast over his shoulder. Kudj knew the answer, as did anyone with passing knowledge of humans. Though the Karnerians and Sainites might fight each other in Cier’Djaal, it was no place for nonhumans. Kudj sighed, holding up a hand in acknowledgment.


“Kudj flee because Kudj afraid,” he said. “Squib not afraid. Why squib go?” He looked out over Gariath’s head to the dunes beyond. “Nothing out there. What squib want to find?”


And Gariath stopped. In six days Kudj had never asked that. In six days Gariath had never thought to come up with an answer.


His concerns had always been for what had been behind him: the city and its stench, the humans and their weakness, his companions…


Former companions, he corrected himself, as weak, as cowardly, as stupid as any other humans.


He wasn’t sure what he had hoped to find out here in the desert. Not gods. Not fate. Nothing but sand stretched before him, rising in great dunes. And somewhere beyond them, someone waited to kill him. Death was all he would find out here.


And behind him there was life. There was water. There was food. There were things to touch, there were people he had once called by name. They all waited back there, in that city.


That city they had chosen over him.


And with that, Gariath knew he could only go forward.


“Squib?” Kudj called after him as he trudged forward. “Squib! What Kudj supposed to do now?”


And Gariath had no answer.


Everyone had to choose their own way to die.


[image: image]


After it had taken everything else from him, the sun finally took time.


How long, he wondered, had he been trekking through the desert? How long had it been since he left Kudj staring absently at him? An hour? Maybe even another day? Had night passed without his noticing?


Under his own sun, the one in the north that bashfully peeked out from behind storm clouds on occasion, he would have called that impossible. But here, in the desert, the sun was a different creature.


The heat cooked his skull, sent his vision swimming and darkening at the edges. His limbs creaked beneath him as he trudged over dunes and into valleys, muscles burning without water to soothe them. His tongue lolled from his jaws, head swaying precariously on his neck.


The sun here was something constant and avaricious, reaching down to pluck the water from his mouth, the strength from his limbs, leaving him barely enough strength to go on. Yet he did go on, and as if in punishment, the sun left him enough thought to realize that he was alone.


Again.


He had abandoned Kudj.


No. He had enough sense left to deny, at least. No, Kudj is weak. He would go crawling back to the humans and beg for their scraps.


The humans.


The anger that suddenly boiled through him made the sun feel chilly in comparison.


He could still see them now, their faces etched in his mind as clearly as they had been when they had rejected him. Their mouths had been flapping, as usual, as the city burned down around their ears. They spoke of retreat, of skulking and hiding and waiting until the war between the humans had passed and they could come out and collect the remains.


He could remember them clearly: the tall one with his scheming eyes, the other tall one with her useless worry, the pointy-eared one with her feckless stupidity, and Lenk…


Lenk, who had met him so long ago, coaxed him away from the graves of his sons to go out and try his hand at living again.


Lenk, who had been the only human to stand against him and had thus earned the right to be called by a name.


Lenk, who had spoken of trying to find a home in that city, that city full of strife and greed where he was not Gariath, not Rhega, not even a dragonman. In that city he was an “oid,” just one of thousands to have been branded that for the crime of not being human.
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