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          Friendship is the daughter of virtue. Villains may be accomplices but not friends.

          
            —Francisco Goya, 
subtitle to ¡Quién lo creyera!, 
in Los Caprichos (1799)
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      It was all going so nicely, right up until the massacre.

      Sir Hjortt’s cavalry of two hundred spears fanned out through the small village, taking up positions between half-timbered houses in the uneven lanes that only the most charitable of surveyors would refer to as “roads.” The warhorses slowed and then stopped in a decent approximation of unison, their riders sitting as stiff and straight in their saddles as the lances they braced against their stirrups. It was an unseasonably warm afternoon in the autumn, and after their long approach up the steep valley, soldier and steed alike dripped sweat, yet not a one of them removed their brass skullcap. Weapons, armor, and tack glowing in the fierce alpine sunlight, the faded crimson of their cloaks covering up the inevitable stains, the cavalry appeared to have ridden straight out of a tale, or galloped down off one of the tapestries in the mayor’s house.

      So they must have seemed to the villagers who peeked through their shutters, anyway. To their colonel, Sir Hjortt, they looked like hired killers on horseback barely possessed of sense to do as they were told most of the time. Had the knight been able to train wardogs to ride he should have preferred them to the Fifteenth Cavalry, given the amount of faith he placed in this lot. Not much, in other words, not very much at all.

      He didn’t care for dogs, either, but a dog you could trust, even if it was only to lick his balls.

      The hamlet sprawled across the last stretch of grassy meadow before the collision of two steep, bald-peaked mountains. Murky forest edged in on all sides, like a snare the wilderness had set for the unwary traveler. A typical mountain town here in the Kutumban range, then, with only a low reinforced stone wall to keep out the wolves and what piddling avalanches the encircling slopes must bowl down at the settlement when the snows melted.

      Sir Hjortt had led his troops straight through the open gate in the wall and up the main track to the largest house in the village… which wasn’t saying a whole lot for the building. Fenced in by shedding rosebushes and standing a scant two and a half stories tall, its windowless redbrick face was broken into a grid by the black timbers that supported it. The mossy thatched roof rose up into a witch’s hat, and set squarely in the center like a mouth were a great pair of doors tall and wide enough for two riders to pass through abreast without removing their helmets. As he reached the break in the hedge at the front of the house, Sir Hjortt saw that one of these oaken doors was ajar, but just as he noticed this detail the door eased shut.

      Sir Hjortt smiled to himself, and, reining his horse in front of the rosebushes, called out in his deepest baritone, “I am Sir Efrain Hjortt of Azgaroth, Fifteenth Colonel of the Crimson Empire, come to counsel with the mayor’s wife. I have met your lord mayor upon the road, and while he reposes at my camp —”

      Someone behind him snickered at that, but when Sir Hjortt turned in his saddle he could not locate which of his troops was the culprit. It might have even come from one of his two personal Chainite guards, who had stopped their horses at the border of the thorny hedge. He gave both his guards and the riders nearest them the sort of withering scowl his father was overly fond of doling out. This was no laughing matter, as should have been perfectly obvious from the way Sir Hjortt had dealt with the hillbilly mayor of this shitburg.

      “Ahem.” Sir Hjortt turned back to the building and tried again. “Whilst your lord mayor reposes at my camp, I bring tidings of great import. I must speak with the mayor’s wife at once.”

      Anything? Nothing. The whole town was silently, fearfully watching him from hiding, he could feel it in his aching thighs, but not a one braved the daylight either to confront or assist him. Peasants – what a sorry lot they were.

      “I say again!” Sir Hjortt called, goading his stallion into the mayor’s yard and advancing on the double doors. “As a colonel of the Crimson Empire and a knight of Azgaroth, I shall be welcomed by the family of your mayor, or —”

      Both sets of doors burst open, and a wave of hulking, shaggy beasts flooded out into the sunlight – they were on top of the Azgarothian before he could wheel away or draw his sword. He heard muted bells, obviously to signal that the ambush was under way, and the hungry grunting of the pack, and —

      The cattle milled about him, snuffling his horse with their broad, slimy noses, but now that they had escaped the confines of the building they betrayed no intention toward further excitement.

      “Very sorry, sir,” came a hillfolk-accented voice from somewhere nearby, and then a small, pale hand appeared amid the cattle, rising from between the bovine waves like the last, desperate attempt of a drowning man to catch a piece of driftwood. Then the hand seized a black coat and a blond boy of perhaps ten or twelve vaulted himself nimbly into sight, landing on the wide back of a mountain cow and twisting the creature around to face Sir Hjortt as effortlessly as the Azgarothian controlled his warhorse. Despite this manifest skill and agility at play before him, the knight remained unimpressed.

      “The mayor’s wife,” said Sir Hjortt. “I am to meet with her. Now. Is she in?”

      “I expect so,” said the boy, glancing over his shoulder – checking the position of the sun against the lee of the mountains towering over the village, no doubt. “Sorry again ’bout my cows. They’re feisty, sir; had to bring ’em down early on account of a horned wolf being seen a few vales over. And I, uh, didn’t have the barn door locked as I should have.”

      “Spying on us, eh?” said Sir Hjortt. The boy grinned. “Perhaps I’ll let it slide this once, if you go and fetch your mistress from inside.”

      “Mayoress is probably up in her house, sir, but I’m not allowed ’round there anymore, on account of my wretched behavior,” said the boy with obvious pride.

      “This isn’t her home?” Hjortt eyed the building warily.

      “No, sir. This is the barn.”

      Another chuckle from one of his faithless troops, but Sir Hjortt didn’t give whoever it was the satisfaction of turning in his saddle a second time. He’d find the culprit after the day’s business was done, and then they’d see what came of having a laugh at their commander’s expense. Like the rest of the Fifteenth Regiment, the cavalry apparently thought their new colonel was green because he wasn’t yet twenty, but he would soon show them that being young and being green weren’t the same thing at all.

      Now that their cowherd champion had engaged the invaders, gaily painted doors began to open and the braver citizenry slunk out onto their stoops, clearly awestruck at the Imperial soldiers in their midst. Sir Hjortt grunted in satisfaction – it had been so quiet in the hamlet that he had begun to wonder if the villagers had somehow been tipped off to his approach and scampered away into the mountains.

      “Where’s the mayor’s house, then?” he said, reins squeaking in his gauntlets as he glared at the boy.

      “See the trail there?” said the boy, pointing to the east. Following the lad’s finger down a lane beside a longhouse, Sir Hjortt saw a small gate set in the village wall, and beyond that a faint trail leading up the grassy foot of the steepest peak in the valley.

      “My glass, Portolés,” said Sir Hjortt, and his bodyguard walked her horse over beside his. Sir Hjortt knew that if he carried the priceless item in his own saddlebag one of his thuggish soldiers would likely find a way of stealing it, but not a one of them would dare try that shit with the burly war nun. She handed it over and Sir Hjortt withdrew the heavy brass hawkglass from its sheath; it was the only gift his father had ever given him that wasn’t a weapon of some sort, and he relished any excuse to use it. Finding the magnified trail through the instrument, he tracked it up the meadow to where the path entered the surrounding forest. A copse of yellowing aspen interrupted the pines and fir, and, scanning the hawkglass upward, he saw that this vein of gold continued up the otherwise evergreen-covered mountain.

      “See it?” the cowherd said. “They live back up in there. Not far.”
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      Sir Hjortt gained a false summit and leaned against one of the trees. The thin trunk bowed under his weight, its copper leaves hissing at his touch, its white bark leaving dust on his cape. The series of switchbacks carved into the increasingly sheer mountainside had become too treacherous for the horses, and so Sir Hjortt and his two guards, Brother Iqbal and Sister Portolés, had proceeded up the scarps of exposed granite on foot. The possibility of a trap had not left the knight, but nothing more hostile than a hummingbird had showed itself on the hike, and now that his eyes had adjusted to the strangely diffuse light of this latest grove, he saw a modest, freshly whitewashed house perched on the lip of the next rock shelf.

      Several hundred feet above them. Brother Iqbal laughed and Sister Portolés cursed, yet her outburst carried more humor in it than his. Through the trees they went, and then made the final ascent.

      “Why…” puffed Iqbal, the repurposed grain satchel slung over one meaty shoulder retarding his already sluggish pace, “in all the… devils of Emeritus… would a mayor… live… so far… from his town?”

      “I can think of a reason or three,” said Portolés, setting the head of her weighty maul in the path and resting against its long shaft. “Take a look behind us.”

      Sir Hjortt paused, amenable to a break himself – even with only his comparatively light riding armor on, it was a real asshole of a hike. Turning, he let out an appreciative whistle. They had climbed quickly, and spread out below them was the painting-perfect hamlet nestled at the base of the mountains. Beyond the thin line of its walls, the lush valley fell away into the distance, a meandering brook dividing east ridge from west. Sir Hjortt was hardly a single-minded, bloodthirsty brute, and he could certainly appreciate the allure of living high above one’s vassals, surrounded by the breathtaking beauty of creation. Perhaps when this unfortunate errand was over he would convert the mayor’s house into a hunting lodge, wiling away his summers with sport and relaxation in the clean highland air.

      “Best vantage in the valley,” said Portolés. “Gives the headperson plenty of time to decide how to greet any guests.”

      “Do you think she’s put on a kettle for us?” said Iqbal hopefully. “I could do with a spot of hunter’s tea.”

      “About this mission, Colonel…” Portolés was looking at Sir Hjortt but not meeting his eyes. She’d been poorly covering up her discomfort with phony bravado ever since he’d informed her what needed to be done here, and the knight could well imagine what would come next. “I wonder if the order —”

      “And I wonder if your church superiors gave me the use of you two anathemas so that you might hem and haw and question me at every pass, instead of respecting my command as an Imperial colonel,” said Sir Hjortt, which brought bruise-hued blushes to the big woman’s cheeks. “Azgaroth has been a proud and faithful servant of the Kings and Queens of Samoth for near on a century, whereas your popes seem to revolt every other feast day, so remind me again, what use have I for your counsel?”

      Portolés muttered an apology, and Iqbal fidgeted with the damp sack he carried.

      “Do you think I relish what we have to do? Do you think I would put my soldiers through it, if I had a choice? Why would I give such a command, if it was at all avoidable? Why —” Sir Hjortt was just warming to his lecture when a fissure of pain opened up his skull. Intense and unpleasant as the sensation was, it fled in moments, leaving him to nervously consider the witchborn pair. Had one of them somehow brought on the headache with their devilish ways? Probably not; he’d had a touch of a headache for much of the ride up, come to think of it, and he hadn’t even mentioned the plan to them then.

      “Come on,” he said, deciding it would be best to drop the matter without further pontification. Even if his bodyguards did have reservations, this mission would prove an object lesson that it is always better to rush through any necessary unpleasantness, rather than drag your feet and overanalyze every ugly detail. “Let’s be done with this. I want to be down the valley by dark, bad as that road is.”

      They edged around a hairpin bend in the steep trail, and then the track’s crudely hewn stair delivered them to another plateau, and the mayor’s house. It was similar in design to those in the hamlet, but with a porch overhanging the edge of the mild cliff and a low white fence. Pleasant enough, thought Sir Hjortt, except that the fence was made of bone, with each outwardly bowed moose-rib picket topped with the skull of a different animal. Owlbat skulls sat between those of marmot and hill fox, and above the door of the cabin rested an enormous one that had to be a horned wolf; when the cowherd had mentioned such a beast being spied in the area, Sir Hjortt had assumed the boy full of what his cows deposited, but maybe a few still prowled these lonely mountains. What a thrill it would be, to mount a hunting party for such rare game! Then the door beneath the skull creaked, and a figure stood framed in the doorway.

      “Well met, friends, you’ve come a long way,” the woman greeted them. She was brawny, though not so big as Portolés, with features as hard as the trek up to her house. She might have been fit enough once, in a country sort of way, when her long, silvery hair was blond or black or red and tied back in pigtails the way Hjortt liked… but now she was just an old woman, same as any other, fifty winters young at a minimum. Judging from the tangled bone fetishes hanging from the limbs of the sole tree that grew inside the fence’s perimeter – a tall, black-barked aspen with leaves as hoary as her locks – she might be a sorceress, to boot.

      Iqbal returned her welcome, calling, “Well met, Mum, well met indeed. I present to you Sir Hjortt of Azgaroth, Fifteenth Colonel of the Crimson Empire.” The anathema glanced to his superior, but when Sir Hjortt didn’t fall all over himself to charge ahead and meet a potential witch, Iqbal murmured, “She’s just an old bird, sir, nothing to fret about.”

      “Old bird or fledgling, I wouldn’t blindly stick my hand in an owlbat’s nest,” Portolés said, stepping past Sir Hjortt and Iqbal to address the old woman in the Crimson tongue. “In the names of the Pontiff of the West and the Queen of the Rest, I order you out here into the light, woman.”

      “Queen of the Rest?” The woman obliged Portolés, stepping down the creaking steps of her porch and approaching the fence. For a mayor’s wife, her checked dirndl was as plain as any village girl’s. “And Pontiff of the West, is it? Last peddler we had through here brought tidings that Pope Shanatu’s war wasn’t going so well, but I gather much has changed. Is this sovereign of the Rest, blessed whoever she be, still Queen Indsorith? And does this mean peace has once again been brokered?”

      “This bird hears a lot from her tree,” muttered Sir Hjortt, then asked the woman, “Are you indeed the mayor’s wife?”

      “I am Mayoress Vivi, wife of Leib,” said she. “And I ask again, respectfully, to whom shall I direct my prayers when next I —”

      “The righteous reign of Queen Indsorith continues, blessed be her name,” said Sir Hjortt. “Pope Shanatu, blessed be his name, received word from on high that his time as Shepherd of Samoth has come to an end, and so the war is over. His niece Jirella, blessed be her name, has ascended to her rightful place behind the Onyx Pulpit, and taken on the title of Pope Y’Homa III, Mother of Midnight, Shepherdess of the Lost.”

      “I see,” said the mayoress. “And in addition to accepting a rebel pope’s resignation and the promotion of his kin to the same lofty post, our beloved Indsorith, long may her glory persist, has also swapped out her noble title? ‘Queen of Samoth, Heart of the Star, Jewel of Diadem, Keeper of the Crimson Empire’ for, ah, ‘Queen of the Rest’?” The woman’s faintly lined face wrinkled further as she smiled, and Portolés slyly returned it.

      “Do not mistake my subordinate’s peculiar sense of humor for a shift in policy – the queen’s honorifics remain unchanged,” said Sir Hjortt, thinking of how best to discipline Portolés. If she thought that sort of thing flew with her commanding colonel just because there were no higher-ranked clerical witnesses to her dishonorable talk, the witchborn freak had another thing coming. He almost wished she would refuse to carry out his command, so he’d have an excuse to get rid of her altogether. In High Azgarothian, he said, “Portolés, return to the village and give the order. In the time it will take you to make it down I’ll have made myself clear enough.”

      Portolés stiffened and gave Sir Hjortt a pathetic frown that told him she’d been holding out hope that he would change his mind. Not bloody likely. Also in Azgarothian, the war nun said, “I’m… I’m just going to have a look inside before I do. Make sure it’s safe, Colonel Hjortt.”

      “By all means, Sister Portolés, welcome, welcome,” said the older woman, also in that ancient and honorable tongue of Sir Hjortt’s ancestors. Unexpected, that, but then the Star had been a different place when this biddy was in her prime, and perhaps she had seen more of it than just her remote mountain. Now that she was closer he saw that her cheeks were more scarred than wrinkled, a rather gnarly one on her chin, and for the first time since their arrival, a shadow of worry played across the weathered landscape of her face. Good. “I have an old hound sleeping in the kitchen whom I should prefer you left to his dreams, but am otherwise alone. But, good Colonel, Leib was to have been at the crossroads this morning…”

      Sir Hjortt ignored the mayor’s wife, following Portolés through the gate onto the walkway of flat, colorful stones that crossed the yard. They were artlessly arranged; the first order of business would be to hire the mason who had done the bathrooms at his family estate in Cockspar, or maybe the woman’s apprentice, if the hoity-toity artisan wasn’t willing to journey a hundred leagues into the wilds to retile a walk. A mosaic of miniature animals would be nice, or maybe indigo shingles could be used to make it resemble a creek. But then they had forded a rill on their way up from the village, so why not have somebody trace it to its source and divert it this way, have an actual stream flow through the yard? It couldn’t be that hard to have it come down through the trees there and then run over the cliff beside the deck, creating a miniature waterfall that —

      “Empty,” said Portolés, coming back outside. Sir Hjortt had lost track of himself – it had been a steep march up, and a long ride before that. Portolés silently moved behind the older woman, who stood on the walk between Sir Hjortt and her house. The matron looked nervous now, all right.

      “My husband Leib, Colonel Hjortt. Did you meet him at the crossroads?” Her voice was weaker now, barely louder than the quaking aspens. That must be something to hear as one lay in bed after a hard day’s hunt, the rustling of those golden leaves just outside your window.

      “New plan,” said Sir Hjortt, not bothering with the more formal Azgarothian, since she spoke it anyway. “Well, it’s the same as the original, mostly, but instead of riding down before dark we’ll bivouac here for the night.” Smiling at the old woman, he said, “Do not fret, Missus Mayor, do not fret, I won’t be garrisoning my soldiers in your town, I assure you. Camp them outside the wall, when they’re done. We’ll ride out at first” – the thought of sleeping in on a proper bed occurred to him – “noon. We ride at noon tomorrow. Report back to me when it’s done.”

      “Whatever you’re planning, sir, let us parley before you commit yourself,” said the old woman, seeming to awaken from the anxious spell their presence had cast upon her. She had a stern bearing he wasn’t at all sure he liked. “Your officer can surely tarry a few minutes before delivering your orders, especially if we are to have you as our guests for the night. Let us speak, you and I, and no matter what orders you may have, no matter how pressing your need, I shall make it worth your while to have listened.”

      Portolés’s puppy-dog eyes from over the woman’s shoulder turned Sir Hjortt’s stomach. At least Iqbal had the decency to keep his smug gaze on the old woman.

      “Whether or not she is capable of doing so, Sister Portolés will not wait,” said Sir Hjortt shortly. “You and I are talking, and directly, make no mistake, but I see no reason to delay my subordinate.”

      The old woman looked back past Portolés, frowning at the open door of her cabin, and then shrugged. As if she had any say at all in how this would transpire. Flashing a patently false smile at Sir Hjortt, she said, “As you will, fine sir. I merely thought you might have use for the sister as we spoke, for we may be talking for some time.”

      Fallen Mother have mercy, did every single person have a better idea of how Sir Hjortt should conduct himself than he did? This would not stand.

      “My good woman,” he said, “it seems that we have even more to parley than I previously suspected. Sister Portolés’s business is pressing, however, and so she must away before we embark on this long conversation you so desire. Fear not, however, for the terms of supplication your husband laid out to us at the crossroads shall be honored, reasonable as they undeniably are. Off with you, Portolés.”

      Portolés offered him one of her sardonic salutes from over the older woman’s shoulder, and then stalked out of the yard, looking as petulant as he’d ever seen her. Iqbal whispered something to her as he moved out of her way by the gate, and wasn’t fast enough in his retreat when she lashed out at him. The war nun flicked the malformed ear that emerged from Iqbal’s pale tonsure like the outermost leaf of an overripe cabbage, rage rendering her face even less appealing, if such a thing was possible. Iqbal swung his heavy satchel at her in response, and although Portolés dodged the blow, the dark bottom of the sackcloth misted her with red droplets as it whizzed past her face. If the sister noticed the blood on her face, she didn’t seem to care, dragging her feet down the precarious trail, her maul slung over one hunched shoulder.

      “My husband,” the matron whispered, and, turning back to her, Sir Hjortt saw that her wide eyes were fixed on Iqbal’s dripping sack.

      “Best if we talk inside,” said Sir Hjortt, winking at Iqbal and ushering the woman toward her door. “Come, come, I have an absolutely brilliant idea about how you and your people might help with the war effort, and I’d rather discuss it over tea.”

      “You said the war was over,” the woman said numbly, still staring at the satchel.

      “So it is, so it is,” said Sir Hjortt. “But the effort needs to be made to ensure it doesn’t start up again, what? Now, what do you have to slake the thirst of servants of the Empire, home from the front?”

      She balked, but there was nowhere to go, and so she led Sir Hjortt and Brother Iqbal inside. It was quiet in the yard, save for the trees and the clacking of the bone fetishes when the wind ran its palm down the mountain’s stubbly cheek. The screaming didn’t start until after Sister Portolés had returned to the village, and down there they were doing enough of their own to miss the echoes resonating from the mayor’s house.
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      Everything was dull dull dull, until the princess snuck away from the interminable Equinox Ceremony taking place in the Autumn Palace and went in search of spirits in the pumpkin fields surrounding the Temple of Pentacles.

      Ji-hyeon Bong wasn’t really the princess, only a princess. At home in her familial castle at Hwabun she was one of three, and the middle one at that. And here, in the capital, with all the court gathered, there must be more princesses than there were stars in the sky, all crammed into a multiplicity of ballrooms. Even without being the sole princess in the palace, however, getting away had proven difficult, since Princess Ji-hyeon was here in part to formally meet her fiancé for the very first time. Prince Byeong-gu of Othean, fourth son of Empress Ryuki, Keeper of the Immaculate Isles, seemed every bit as stuck-up as his title had implied, and so Ji-hyeon set herself to escape at all costs, but she never would have managed it without the help of her three guards (especially her Spirit Guard, Brother Mikal, much as he had protested the plan initially). Now the fifteen-year-old woman traipsed through tangled vines under a moon as fat as the gourds at her feet, the hubbub inside the palace walls reduced to a drone much softer than the rasping of fuzzy leaves against silk skirts.

      “Your Highness,” Brother Mikal called from where he and Keun-ju, the princess’s Virtue Guard, strolled along one of the straight paths that cut through the field. “I wonder if you might favor to walk with us here, between the rows rather than across them? Keun-ju is concerned for your gown.”

      “If Keun-ju would prefer to carry my dress for safeguarding, I have no objections to walking naked on such a pleasant eve,” said Ji-hyeon, happy to hear the reserved boy splutter by way of response. He hardly minded such joking when they were alone in her chambers, but in front of Brother Mikal and Choi was another matter.

      “In all seriousness, Princess, I wonder if he might have a point —” Mikal began, but Ji-hyeon cut him off.

      “Wonder no longer, then, for I favor my own approach,” she said, but the wit of her riposte was spoiled as she tripped over a pumpkin. She would have gone down if Choi hadn’t been there to catch her arm; Ji-hyeon grinned at her Martial Guard, and Choi warmly flashed her shark teeth in response. Stitched up in her own slick black gown at the ceremony, Choi could have passed for human, a princess even, if not for her petite horns. She had also looked about as comfortable as a lobster sitting on the edge of a pot, and no more talkative. Ji-hyeon preferred her wildborn guard when the woman was relaxed enough to open her deceptively small, fang-filled mouth; apparently guests to her home at Hwabun sometimes assumed the woman was mute, so rarely was she at her ease.

      “Do you think we’ll find one?” Ji-hyeon asked eagerly.

      “The moon’s full and the equinox is near,” said Choi in her gruff, quiet voice. “I’ll be surprised if you don’t, this near to a hungry mouth.”

      Ji-hyeon liked Choi’s sharp teeth, and her ebony horns, and her sometimes frightening speed, and even her sword lessons, exhausting though they were, but most of all the princess liked the way Choi would use the wrong words for things. It was never an error in vocabulary, Ji-hyeon knew, but rather that the wildborn thought the Immaculate tongue was often misused even by native speakers – every cat was actually a trouble, every sword a tusk, every arrow a disgrace… and every Gate a hungry mouth. Looking at the tall pearl walls of the Temple of Pentacles shining ahead of them like a lighthouse across a vegetal sea, Ji-hyeon shivered with delight. She liked being scared, a little, which was part of why she loved Choi so much.

      She loved all of them so much, the three complementing one another every bit as much as they complemented their ward: Choi was serious, but Mikal was very funny and charming and handsome for an older foreign man, and Keun-ju, well, Keun-ju was Keun-ju, her best friend since forever, pretty much. Her Virtue Guard was almost as comely as Mikal and almost as good at swordplay as Choi, plus Keun-ju was better at dressmaking than either, which Ji-hyeon enjoyed just as much as fencing.

      And once she was married to Prince Boring, she would have to leave them all behind and accept whatever new guards her husband provided for her. It made her heartsick, and she turned her mind from it, hard though it was to do when she had just met the man who would take her closest friends away from her. None of the others mentioned it, either, their numbered days the proverbial whale in the carp pond.

      “Is there anything else we can do?” she asked. “Other than walk around, hoping we get lucky?”

      “Luck is an excuse,” said Choi. “If you kept a better vigil you would have already succeeded. I’ve seen three so far.”

      “Nuh-uh!” cried Ji-hyeon, imitating her younger sister’s imitation of some yet younger cousin. “Choi! Why didn’t you show me?”

      Choi’s eyes flashed like rubies even in the colorless pall of the moon, and she gestured to the plants at their feet. “Keep a better vigil.”

      “Mikal!” Ji-hyeon called a good deal louder than was necessary, knowing how much Choi despised an excess of volume… or an excess of anything, really. Other than vigilance. “Mikal, can you do something to make them appear?”

      “Ji-hyeon, the brother’s function is the very opposite of that, as you well know,” said Keun-ju huffily. “Stop trying to get him in trouble.”

      “If my parents find out he bribed the palace guards to spirit me away from the festival, I think that will cause a lot more embarrassment than if he fulfills the dearest wish of a darling daughter,” said Ji-hyeon. “Don’t you think?”

      “Princess, do you believe I am making sport with you when I profess my ignorance of the spirits of your land?” The path Mikal and Keun-ju followed was taking them away from Ji-hyeon and Choi, and so the pair began tramping over to their noble ward. “I would be reluctant to make any assumptions as to their character or, for that matter, their humor at being addressed by a foreigner. Why not return to the palace and ask one of your priestesses if —”

      “If I wanted to talk to the nuns I would have stayed at the party,” said Ji-hyeon, wishing every night could be this perfect, just she and her guards questing beneath a full moon. “I want to see a harvest devil.”

      “Then hush your mouth and be vigilant,” said Choi.

      “I am being vigilant, I just – oh!” Ji-hyeon froze, her heart plunging into ice water as if she had noticed a snake underfoot, her muddy silk shoe suspended in the air above a twisting coil of black vines. The round pumpkin at its center rolled backward in its nest, revealing the triangular eyes and jagged mouth of its face – a faint yellow glow emanated from within the gourd, pouring from maw and eyes to illuminate the gilt hem of Ji-hyeon’s jet gown, shining off the silver buckle of her shoe and the abalone inlay of her dress sword’s scabbard. Then, fast as she’d seen it, the saffron light faded, the eyes and mouth closed over, and it was just a pumpkin again.

      Ji-hyeon squealed in delight, looked up to see if the others had seen… and then gasped, stumbled back, dumbstruck by what reared up in front of her, twenty feet tall, rasping, churning, spiraling. Maddening.

      “Back to the palace, Princess,” Choi hissed as she put herself between Ji-hyeon and the cobra-swaying monolith of vines and leering jack-o’-lanterns that had erupted from the fertile soil of the temple fields. “Now!”
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      While the copper kettle came to a boil, Sir Hjortt insisted on a tour of the house. Not bad. The interior wouldn’t need too much work beyond redecorating (the tacky old tapestries had to go, and fast). The wall between the kitchen and the living room ought to be punched out, though, to make the ground floor more of a hall. The mayor and mayoress had a surprisingly impressive library, no fewer than fifty tomes crammed onto a beautifully turned fir shelf, so it wasn’t all doilies and bric-a-brac, although there was certainly a bit of that, too. The mantel was cluttered with wooden tubāq pipes and horsehair pottery. He would have to pick out a nice pipe for Aunt Lupitera and a vase for his father. The rest could be trashed.

      Once the herbs or roots or whatever had steeped and been deemed safe for consumption by Brother Iqbal, the witchborn fatass took his tea on the deck overlooking the valley while Sir Hjortt and the mayoress convened at her kitchen table. Under the heavy walnut board dozed a lean mutt that looked as old as the woman and bore more resemblance to a coyote or bearded jackal than it did to a hound. Through the open shutters the aspens gossiped away, their inscrutable whispers as relaxing as strong fingers kneading the knots out of Sir Hjortt’s saddle-cursed buttocks.

      “I wish that you would speak plainly with me, sir,” said the matron, all business now that the tea was poured and she was back in her domestic element. Not even the bloody satchel sitting next to the plate of scones she had put out could shake her up, the hard old cow. “All this stalling is beginning to grate.”

      “Is it?” said Sir Hjortt, frowning into his tea and returning the terra-cotta cup to its saucer. It smelled bitter, whatever she’d put in the pot disagreeing with his nostrils. No tea, then. Bother.

      “Is that… is my husband in that bag?”

      “No, not your husband,” said Sir Hjortt, annoyed that she was leaping to such conclusions, stealing his show. The best he could come up with to reassert his dominance of the situation was to abruptly stand, grab the satchel, and upend its contents onto the table in front of her. It dropped out and, even better than he’d expected, bounced off the table into her lap. “Just his head.”

      Rather than screaming as the knight had hoped, or at least pitching it away in understandable disgust, the woman shrunk her broad shoulders inward as her callused fingers went to the severed head, turning it over to look at her husband’s face. That was a cold draught, it was, seeing this grey hen gently stroke the disgusting, matted hair and gaze lovingly into the wide, horror-frozen eyes of a dead man. The smell was strong from the warm ride, and it turned Sir Hjortt’s stomach.

      “Go ahead and cry if you need to,” said the knight, hoping to prod a more appropriate reaction from the biddy. “Perfectly understandable, given… well, obviously.”

      She looked up at him, and he was satisfied to see her pallid blue eyes shine with emotion. Hatred, maybe, but it was better than nothing. So quietly he barely heard her, she said, “Tears enough in time, Colonel.”

      The woman set the head back on the table, nesting it in the discarded satchel to keep it from rolling off again, and slowly stood. She was half a foot shorter than the knight, and more than twice his age at a minimum, but Sir Hjortt nevertheless shivered to see the wrath on her face.

      A loud bark at groin level made Sir Hjortt start, but rather than attacking his codpiece the mutt shoved its muzzle out from under the table and nosed it against the knight’s bare palm – he had taken off his gauntlet for tea, naturally. He was far more of a cat person, but there’s only so much one can do when confronted with the pleading, rheumy eyes of an ancient dog in desperate need of a petting. He dug his fingers in behind a floppy ear, drawing forth a contented whine, but as he did he kept an eye on the mayor’s widow lest she try something stupid with teapot or butter knife.

      It seemed the enormity of the situation had finally sunk in, for her face fell as she watched him scratch the dog, all her rage replaced with bald terror. Sir Hjortt made no attempt to hide his smirk, and only ceased giving the beast his attention when it licked his fingers and happily tottered away of its own accord. He watched it go to the old woman, but she made no move to pet it, looking back and forth between the animal and the knight with features so wracked that Sir Hjortt wondered if she was having a heart attack right there in front of him.

      Then the dog looked back over its shoulder and smiled at him, its chops curling back to reveal black, rotting teeth and a grub-white tongue. The ugly expression on the mutt’s snout gave Sir Hjortt the chills, and then the dog circled behind the trembling woman and hobbled through the kitchen doorway, wagging its tail as it went. Wiping its now-cold slobber off his hand as he heard it nose the front door open, the knight silently repledged his allegiance to the far less disquieting feline race and decided that prolonging this affair wasn’t so enjoyable after all.

      “As we told your husband,” he began, gesturing to the mayor’s head, “the terms of —”

      “What have you done?” the old woman whispered, her eyes fixed on the open kitchen door with such intensity that Sir Hjortt glanced over to make sure there wasn’t someone creeping up on him. “You stupid, wretched, idiot boy, what have you done?”

      “I’m not a boy,” said Sir Hjortt, hating her for forcing the sulky words to leave his mouth. “I am a knight of the realm, and I —”

      “To the village,” she said, the fear scoured off her face by something much, much worse as she directed a ferocious stare at her guest. “By the six devils I bound, what order did you give your Chainwitch, boy? What did you tell her to do to my people?”

      “Sisters of the Burnished Chain are not witches,” Sir Hjortt huffed, all this boy talk putting him in a ratty mood. This old bird was about to learn a very hard lesson about respecting one’s betters. “As for my orders, they involve the two hundred lances I positioned in your town before climbing up to this dump.”

      A distant scream rode in on the breeze just then, so perfectly timed that Sir Hjortt wondered if Brother Iqbal was eavesdropping on their conversation and had somehow given Sister Portolés a signal. Commendations all around, if so!

      Sir Hjortt realized with disappointment that he had forgotten to get his hawkglass back from Portolés before sending her down to the village; how was he supposed to see anything from up here without it? She should have known he’d want it and reminded him to hold on to it. It wouldn’t surprise him if she had taken it with her just to spite him. Well, even if he couldn’t see the action down in the town, he could still have some fun with this old coot.

      Rather than upsetting the matron, the distant scream had brought an evil grin to her chapped lips, twisting her already woodsy features into the grimace of an especially gnarled knothole. She turned to the open door leading onto the deck, where Sir Hjortt could see the chain-encircled-crown crest of the newly reunited Crimson Empire emblazoned on the back of Brother Iqbal’s cloak. The witchborn was looking down over the rail at the hamlet far below, and the mayor’s widow stepped out onto the deck to join him, her legs the only part of her not shivering like a plucked fiddle string.

      “As I told your husband before I had him executed…” began Sir Hjortt, thinking for sure this would regain her attention. It didn’t, but he went on anyway, following her to the door as she walked slowly to the railing. “I believe the terms your husband so generously offered our army are identical to those he brokered with Pope Shanatu’s troops when this territory fell under his dominion during the civil war. On an appointed day your mayor shall deliver to the crossroads below your valley approximately one-fifth of your yearly root wines, cheeses, and marmot oil in peacetime, and one-half in times of war. In exchange your citizens shall not be pressed into service, your children shall not be enslaved, and your borders shall be defended. Did I miss anything?”

      “No.” Her voice was no louder than the zephyr passing through the trees as she set her hands on the thin wooden balustrade and gazed down. Brother Iqbal glanced over at the woman beside him, offering her a sympathetic grimace.

      “Fair terms, Mum,” said Iqbal. “Most fair.”

      “Why?” she asked, still not looking away, although from up here she couldn’t possibly see much of the action. The distant screams and clangor had grown louder, though. “In the name of the six devils I bound, why?”

      That weird oath of hers seemed to befuddle Iqbal, the man’s perpetually snowmead-whitened lips silently repeating it as he stared at the woman. Sir Hjortt had heard stranger curses on a slow day at court. Following her as far as the doorway, he called after her, “I don’t owe you any answers, woman. Besides, I’m sure that smart mouth of yours can supply one of its own.”

      “Maybe so,” she said quietly, hands gripping the railing.

      “Really, though, we’re spoiled for choice, aren’t we?” said Sir Hjortt. “Maybe it’s because the fealty due the pontiff and queen shall not be decided by the hill-creatures who pay it. Maybe it’s because by your husband’s own admission, the citizenry of this village traded supplies to Pope Shanatu’s rebel army, which makes your people traitors to the Crown. And maybe an example has to be made, for all the other backwater towns who took up arms against the rightful ruler of the Crimson Empire – bad luck on your husband’s part, to be waiting at the crossroads with tribute for the losing team when our scouts spotted him.”

      “Before this last war we always delivered our annual tithe to agents of the queen. We trade food to those who demand it, regardless of what banners they fly – to do otherwise would provoke an assault we could never withstand. And so you’re sacking a village guilty of no greater crime than common sense, and… and… bad luck?” She looked back at Sir Hjortt, her cobalt eyes wild as the Bitter Sea. “You’re destroying everything these innocents have as an example?”

      “That’s about the shape of it,” said Sir Hjortt, leaning against the doorframe. Another headache had been fomenting behind his temples ever since this nanny goat had started bleating why-why-why at him, and it was only growing worse. “But fret not, woman, fret not, the letter of the terms is being honored – your borders are quite secure, and my soldiers have it on my strictest orders not to flirt with a single villager, no matter how tempting, nor shackle even one of your plump little moppets, rich a price as they might fetch in Her Grace’s markets.”

      “No?” There was the most delicious tinge of hope in her voice.

      “No,” said Sir Hjortt, pleased that she had given him the setup he so dearly desired. Now for the punch line. “Every single one of your townies is being put to the steel. No exceptions. Other than you, of course. You we let live.”

      “Is that so?” She didn’t flinch – cold as the Queen of Samoth, this one.

      “You are charged with a task of the utmost importance to Crown and Chain,” said Sir Hjortt, a rumble in his belly turning up to keep his headache company. One of those scones might settle his stomach. “Fill her in, Iqbal.”

      “Good Colonel Hjortt and I discussed your future on our promenade up to your lovely home,” Iqbal said genially as Sir Hjortt returned to the kitchen table. “And we came to terms that I think will be most agreeable to Chain, Crown, and, of course, yourself.”

      The woman muttered something Sir Hjortt couldn’t quite make out, but it must have been fresh, for Brother Iqbal faked a laugh before continuing.

      “Our pontiff loves you, Mum, just as she loves all those worthy martyrs below. As her sole representative on this charming veranda, I offer you, nay, honor you with the charge of becoming one of her apostles. You shall be a mendicant witness, traveling from burg to burg to testify of your experience here today, and —”

      Sir Hjortt bit into a fluffy apple scone just as Iqbal let out a squeal, and the knight looked up from his snack in time to see the witchborn go toppling over the railing. Iqbal plummeted out of sight, and then his high-pitched wail abruptly cut off. The old woman straightened up from the half-crouch she had dropped into in order to launch the brother. Sir Hjortt laughed in surprise, crumbs flying – had that fat fool actually been murdered by a widow old enough to be his mother? This would make quite the story back in Cockspar!

      What a day, Sir Hjortt thought as he drew his sword and strode back onto the deck with more enthusiasm than he had felt all campaign, scone still trapped in his teeth; what an absurd, marvelous day!
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      The elders of Sullen’s clan blew a lot of smoke about how you never forgot your first devil. They claimed a Horned Wolf’s life was split between the nameless pup that sat at a storyteller’s knee, enraptured by tales, and the adult who lived legends instead of dreaming them. The turning point from whelp to worthy member of the clan was not your first battle, your first kill, or even your naming, but the first devil you saw watching you from the darkness, the first time you looked at a beast and knew it was something more than mundane. Until you had squared off against a devil and stared it down, you had no right to call yourself a member of the Horned Wolf Clan.

      That rite of passage had been a lot easier back when the Star teemed with devils, of course, but nowadays they were almost as rare as the clan’s totem animal. Used to be folk could earn their place at the fire either way, by finding a devil or fighting a horned wolf, but such great deeds seemed near impossible in the modern age. Being as there were hardly any of the monsters left in the world – all praise the true goddess – proving your teeth to your people involved a whole lot of dicking around in the misty tundra outside of the village. Invariably the young ones went loopy from exposure or starvation, and stumbled back into town claiming to have seen all manner of bat-winged fiends perching in the boughs of what few bur oaks remained on the Frozen Savannahs. They were flogged by their parents for telling tales, and that was about it – most everyone under the age of fifty grumbled that the elders put a primacy of honor on devil sightings as a means of preventing younger members of the tribe from joining the ruling council.

      Sullen couldn’t recall his first devil, because for as long as he could remember they had been there, watching him. Not the corporeal ones – the ones that counted, according to the elders – but vague, phantasmal creatures that sometimes flitted around the edge of his vision, brightening into focus only as he was drifting off to sleep. In the Immaculate tongue his mother insisted he learn to deal with the foreign traders, these immaterial monsters were called spirits, but Sullen knew they were the same devils from all the songs, only ones that hadn’t yet claimed a living body. Grandfather said Sullen could see the devils that nobody else could because he’d been born with the eyes of a snow lion, and the one time Sullen had broken the clan’s laws about not looking at your own reflection lest one of your evil ancestors possess you, he had seen that the old man was right. Unlike the rest of his clan, whose uniformally human peepers came in various shades of brown and green, Sullen’s pupils were slits in eyes the rich blue of the glaciers bordering the nearby coast where the Immaculates landed their ships. It had scared him, seeing a monster looking back at him from the still pool where he had stolen a peek at himself, and from that day on he better understood why his clan viewed him the way they did.

      He actively tried to avoid thinking about his affliction, as his mother called it, for the devils never bothered him… but his grandfather, who’d been kicked off the council ages ago after getting into a row with the poison oracle, insisted that in his day Sullen would have been a great shaman, to be so marked by the gods.

      “Marked by devils, you mean.” Sullen’s mother shuddered, making the sign of the Chain as they finished their bowls of rice and cassava porridge. “My poor boy. I don’t blame you, Sullen, you know I don’t.”

      At ten, Sullen was bigger than any other pup in the village, and by sixteen he was the tallest, broadest Horned Wolf in the clan. He could do the work of five (and frequently did), and when Old Salt’s donkey pitched over dead halfway through the planting, Sullen hitched himself up and finished the field. He tried never to let his strength go to his head, and went out of his way to help those less physically blessed than himself. For all his might, he was a gentle, caring boy.

      And with the exception of his mother and grandfather, every single person in his entire clan hated him and wished he would die. He was marked by the devils.

      “I mean marked by the gods!” Sullen’s grandfather crowed at his daughter, tossing his empty bowl onto the dirt floor of the hut. Sullen retrieved it so his mom wouldn’t have to. “We call ourselves Horned Wolves, but here’s a real beast, one of the chosen of old, and they all despise him! A boy with the blood of shamans treated like an oath-breaker, it’s enough to —”

      “I told you the last time, we will not speak of this again,” said Sullen’s mom, in her most dangerously even tone. “Our ways are the only ways, and the council has been merciful with him. With both of you.”

      “Our ways?” said Grandfather with a sneer. “Our ways are dead, child, ever since those toothless greypelts decided we should forsake our ancestors and start bowing before a Samothan devil. I don’t even know these people anymore. Where do a pack of limp-horned Chainites get off —”

      “Old man, I won’t warn you again to pay me more respect,” said Sullen’s mother, rising from the floor with all the foreboding solemnity of a gathering storm. “Had I not shamed myself by letting you back into my hut, I would have taken another husband by now. And if I were to cast you out, who else in the clan would take you? Either of you?”

      “It’s all right, Fa,” said Sullen, coming between the two to clear the rest of the dinner mat. “It’s all just a test, is all. The Fallen Mother tests us all.”

      “The Fallen Mother is a lie,” Grandfather hissed much later that night, when even the coals in the hearth were trying to get a little shut-eye. “A liiiiiiie, cooked up by Imperials to take our teeth. What kind of goddess doesn’t show herself to her people, eh? When the Old Watchers wanted to test us, they put a damn monster in our path to see how well we fought! None of this walking ’round with your hands at your sides, playing the anvil to those backbiting little hyenas!”

      “I ain’t been hit in ages,” Sullen said, forgetting that his mother wanted him to pretend to be asleep when her dad went on his heretical rants. “Not since I lost my temper with Yaw Thrim all them summers back.”

      Yaw Thrim was now known as One-arm Yaw, on account of Sullen’s slippery temper. Sullen had been fourteen at the time, Yaw twenty-three. Sullen didn’t even remember what had happened after Yaw pinned him down in the permafrost and started pummeling his face; everything after that was as hazy as the devils that danced just beyond his vision. Yaw remembered, though, and his family said he still woke up screaming some nights, clutching at the twisted burl of scar tissue with his only remaining hand.

      “They almost done you for that,” said Grandfather. “Even with you just defending yourself, they would’ve done you for sure if you’d had one more hair on your balls, or that bullyboy had one less hair in his beard. Next time you stick up for yourself they’ll kill you, boy, they’ll kill you twice to make sure it takes.”

      “It’ll be all right, Fa,” said Sullen, rolling over to face the dark wall.

      “It won’t be all right until you act like a ruddy Horned Wolf and leave these pagans in your dust,” said Grandfather. “When I was your age we didn’t trade with no Immaculates, we raided ’em! Now we don’t even build boats no more, and moved too far from the sea to hear the songs of the Deep Folk. Horned Wolves, digging fields and building churches like Red Imperials. I wish they’d had the decency to burn me alive so I didn’t have to see such things come to pass. Craven knew what was coming. I’ve cursed him every dawn and dusk for leaving us the way he did, but now I wish he’d come back and taken me with him. He could’ve lashed me to his back and carried me out of here – Horned Wolves my arse, we’re just plain old sheep these days.”

      “Do you think Uncle’s still alive?” asked Sullen, forgetting he was trying to sleep and rolling back over to face his crotchety grandfather on the prickly cot they all shared.

      “Might could be, might could be,” said Grandfather, as though considering the possibility for the first time. Sullen’s mother snorted in her sleep, and even lower than before, Grandfather said, “I don’t see a man die I don’t assume he’s dead. The last time we seen him he was alive enough, I expect you remember that.”

      Sullen definitely remembered more than he cared to from the day Uncle Craven had forsaken them… the day Sullen’s father had died, the day Sullen fought his first battle against a rival clan. The day he took his first kill. He remembered how rich the air tasted before the fighting started; it was the first time he had come close enough to the Bitter Sea to smell salt and sand mingling with the scent of fresh snow. He remembered how he had pretended he was fighting alongside his ancestors in one of the old songs, how he had believed Old Black would shield them from their enemies. He remembered the glint of sunlight on the blade that ran through his father’s heart, and the way the blood seemed to turn the sword to black ice when it was pulled free of his breast. He remembered how weightless his arm had felt when he threw his sun-knife, and how heavy it became when he saw his weapon enter a man’s hip and bring him crashing to the ground, to be stomped and stabbed in the chaos. He remembered how the Jackal People had laughed as they fought, laughing harder as they lost, laughing until the last of them was brought low on the blood-thawed battlefield. He remembered how sad and scared he had been, remembered it like it was yesterday.

      He also remembered what had come after, would remember it until his dying day. The dead eyes of his father, staring past his sobbing son and into the whiteness beyond. The gleaming eyes of the snow lions creeping in to eat the dead before the victorious Horned Wolves had even quit the scene, eyes that were the same as Sullen’s. Grandfather lying howling in the gore-spattered tundra, hacked through the tailbone by a pepper-smeared sword. And the backs of their people as the Horned Wolves headed home, his mother, Uncle Craven, and the rest of the clan following custom by leaving his wounded grandfather to the scavengers, and Sullen, too, when he wouldn’t leave the old man’s side.

      Sullen had been eight thaws old. He killed his first snow lion that night, and started dragging his grandfather back to the village. It had taken six days, Sullen collecting snow in the mornings for their waterskins and frost-termites for their breakfast. By the time they’d made it back to the disbelieving scowls of their clan, Uncle Craven was long gone. Again.

      “But you said —” Sullen paused as his mother rolled over beside him, so excited he could barely keep his voice to a whisper. “You said they’d ambush Uncle before he got a week out, kill him good to make sure he couldn’t shame our people ever again.”

      “Wishful thinking of an angry father. If those runts the council sent after him had actually caught the boy they’d have come home singing about it, instead of playing it too fierce to talk about. No, my boy can’t be any deader than the cold cod we got around here,” said Grandfather longingly. “I got half a mind to see if I can’t track ’im down before I find my doom, or it finds me. Fess to him he was wise to leave, a fool to ever come back, and wiser still the second time he lit out. Tell him… tell him his dad don’t understand why he did what he done, but he’s finally ready to listen.”

      The wind whistled through the thatch of their hut, and in the darkness Sullen squinted to see the wraithlike devils capering over his bed. No wolf worthy of his horns would leave his pack, no matter how worthless a gang they were… a real horned wolf would whip them into shape or die trying rather than turning tail. How many times had Grandfather said that?

      So this must not be the same as turning tail. Grandfather just wanted to find Uncle Craven, and then they would come back. The same as Uncle Craven, really, who’d gone missing as an unnamed boy, only to return a thaw or three before Sullen was born and live as a proper Horned Wolf up until that dark day of the battle. Even after Uncle Craven broke their laws by leaving the first time, when he’d come back the clan had welcomed him. That Uncle Craven had just run away again a few years later and the clan now cursed his name more than any devil didn’t matter so much, because once Sullen and Grandfather returned they’d never leave again. This would be a quest for Sullen to earn his honor, not too different from the Songs of Rakehell or the Saga of Old Black. He knew their tales by heart, kenned the heroes of old in a way he had never understood the Horned Wolves he had come of age alongside. He had always longed to have an adventure of his own, and they were thin on the ground here in the Frozen Savannahs.

      The thought of meeting his uncle – of demanding to know why he’d abandoned him and Grandfather on the battlefield just to abandon the clan altogether – filled Sullen with a strange and powerful hunger. Not a small hunger, neither; no, this felt like he’d just smelled a thick slice of barley bread topped with a scoop of lye cod after the midwinter fast. He could let Grandfather talk to Uncle Craven, and then he could talk to him, and then all three of them could come home together, and Sullen would bring along such treasures as he’d found along the way as to make all the clan love him… or maybe just respect him a little. It wasn’t as though he and Grandfather would be terribly missed – they would probably be home again before anyone noticed they were gone. Theirs would be a song worth singing, even if he only ever sang it to himself when he was sure he was alone.

      Looking back and forth between his snoring mother and his eager grandfather, Sullen made up his mind. Would his mother be heartbroken when she awoke and found both her father and son gone, or would she secretly be relieved? Sullen didn’t know, and as always, the not knowing made everything so much worse.
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      What an absurd, appalling day.

      Take some initiative, his father was always saying, like the chorus in the tragedy that was Sir Hjortt’s life, for the love of your ancestors, get off your doughy ass and take some initiative. And the one time he took that advice, the one fucking time, where did it get him? Right fucking here, apparently. Thanks, Dad.

      Sir Hjortt straddled a painful fence, split between hatred at the probably deceased Brother Iqbal for neglecting to detect the old woman’s witchcraft and good old-fashioned self-pity. The mayoress clearly had the aid of devils, for she’d dodged the knight’s sword with the speed of a water weasel and then broken his arm with the strength of an ox. An angry one. The steel cop covering his elbow had actually popped loose from her barehanded assault, dangling as worthlessly as the arm it had failed to protect.

      The knight had been in his fair share of scrapes – well, one or two, anyway – but the agony of his arm being snapped backward had beggared belief. By the time his mind had recovered from its shock the old witch had dragged him back inside her kitchen. His sole attempt at further resistance had resulted in her frogging him in the eye with a curled finger and then twisting his broken arm until he retched from the pain of it all. After that, he did as he was told and let her tie him to a chair with the coil of thick cord she had scared up. The most that could be said for his situation was that he barely registered his headache anymore.

      Now she was stomping around upstairs and Sir Hjortt’s thoughts were beginning to crawl back toward rationality – she had undone both Iqbal and himself, doubtless with some fell sorcery, and now he was her prisoner. Even if Sister Portolés came straight back after giving the order to purge the town, it was a long walk up the hill. He might be alone with the old woman for a while, and had best ensure she knew what a healthy ransom he would command before she did anything regrettable. Well, anything more regrettable.

      Footfalls on the stairs in the other room, and then she bustled back into the kitchen and deposited a pile of clothing onto the table. She paused, then picked up a linen shirt and draped it over her husband’s head, covering it and the scones. Next she pulled her dirndl over her head, and then her blouse. Although she didn’t seem to possess an extra breast on which her familiars might suckle or any other witchly deformities, her inexplicable stripping sat poorly with her captive.

      Her head snapped in his direction, and Sir Hjortt realized with horror that he must have inadvertently made his displeasure known with a groan or something. He tried to play it off, lolling his head and staring down at his broken arm as he moaned. She walked over and backhanded him across the cheek, which was entirely uncalled for and flew in the face of all acceptable conduct regarding noble prisoners of war. He knew because he’d memorized those passages of the Crimson Codices, lest he ever find it necessary to surrender rather than die an easily avoided death on some random battlefield.

      “You should have let me speak,” she said, putting her face right in his, her breath stinking like that awful tea. “Instead of sending your Chainwitch down to murder my people, you should have let me have my say. You’d be counting coins right now. A lot of them. I’d follow you and kill you, of course, for what you did to Leib, but I’d have given you a few weeks to put this place behind you, lest anyone suspect the motive and return to Kypck. You might have enjoyed those extra days of easy living.”

      “This ‘Leib’ is your husband.” Sir Hjortt frowned, his face stinging from her blow. “Kypck’s your town.”

      “Leib was my husband, before you killed him. Kypck was my town, before you killed it, too. If you’re not on a battlefield, you should learn the names of those you slaughter, if only to taunt any vengeful pursuers.”

      “From his first breath to his last, the wise general never leaves the battlefield,” said Sir Hjortt sagely. “Only thus is peace won.”

      “Ugh,” said the witch, wrinkling her nose. “They’re still hammering Lord Bleak’s Ironfist into the Crimson command? No wonder you’re such a shameless bastard, swallowing that fascist dog shit.”

      “You’ve read it?” said Sir Hjortt, surprised.

      “ ‘Poor strategies should be studied as well as wise ones, for generals shall adopt the former more oft than the latter.’ You know who said that?” The naked old sorceress was still leaning over him, and as one of the waves of pain rolled back out to sea he realized she was actually waiting for a response. He shook his head. “Ji-un Park,” she said.

      “They no more taught us the tactics of Immaculates than they did the stratagems of squirrels,” said Sir Hjortt. “But I think it’s high time we talked ransom, my lady, as —”

      “My lady, is it?” She snorted. “You’d have been better off studying the squirrels than Lord Bleak – they have the sense to stay away from beehives, even if they are full of honey.”

      “I… uh.” Sir Hjortt felt the heat spread from his broken arm up to his cheeks at the lewd way the matron breathed the words in his face, and he looked away from her nakedness. By all the devils and deacons of the Burnished Chain, what was she going to do, cast a spell?

      Instead of ensorcelling him, the woman turned away and went back to the clothes piled on the table. After fishing out a tan pair of trousers, she squeezed into them with a grunt and then fixed a leather… thing across her bosom. Over that went a shirt or tunic or something – the knight had stopped paying attention in order to try and wriggle his ankles free, get some options going… but when she’d tied his legs to the chair she’d been thorough, and he couldn’t do more than impotently squirm in his seat.

      She left the room, banged around the rest of the house, and then came back into the kitchen with a stout, one-handed war hammer and an unstrung bow. Setting these on the clothes pile, she disappeared again. Sir Hjortt stared at the hammer nervously. She returned with an already bulging backpack and set to wrestling the remaining clothes into it, save for the shirt covering her husband’s head.

      “My lady,” he said, but she ignored him, and so he tried again. It was like reasoning with his father, only worse. He hadn’t thought such a thing was possible, prior to this moment. “Madame Mayoress, if I might —”

      “You might shut your mouth before I decide to cut out your tongue – you could choke to death on your own blood. For all I know your Sister Portolés is halfway up the hill, and I don’t intend to be here when she finds the remains of your other pet witch.”

      “You’re the only witch here,” said Sir Hjortt, although now that she mentioned it he wondered if Portolés had somehow sensed it when Iqbal died, if she was even now racing up the trail to – shit on fire, the hag was messing with his broken arm again!

      “You can’t know how much I hate being called that,” she said, running her hand down his agonized arm, then holding up a sinew bowstring for his inspection. “But you’ll find out soon enough how it feels for fools to think you’re something other than what you are, for them to attribute your accomplishments to witchcraft. They’ll call you a sorcerer, do you know that?”

      “What are you… don’t!” Sir Hjortt felt his numb thumb in her bony fingers, then the bowstring dug sharply into the base of the digit. A tear formed in the eye that wasn’t swollen shut as his thumb immediately began to sing louder than its broken arm.

      “They’ll be wrong, of course, but it won’t change things – Colonel Hjortt of Azgaroth: demonologist. Or maybe diabolist, it amounts to the same thing. Colonel Hjortt, summoner of devils best left in hell. Not bad for a young prat of a noble, eh?”

      “This isn’t my fault,” Sir Hjortt blathered over his shoulder. “I’m a decent man, I didn’t want to go into the army, I wouldn’t, I’m not a bad sort, I just… just…”

      “Did as you were told?” She paused in her work, her voice low. “Carried out the orders you were given?”

      “Yes, exactly!” said Sir Hjortt, eager to tell her whatever she wanted to hear, anything to make her stop. “Orders! Not my idea! Never!”

      “You certainly seemed reluctant to carry them out,” she said, her voice hardening as she looped the bowstring around the base of his other thumb, the one on his good arm, and pulled it tight. As she deftly tied it off in a knot, an immediate, awful throbbing filled both thumbs, as though they had been stung by something highly poisonous. She stood, went to the cooling kettle, and picked up a kitchen knife she had been warming beside it on the woodstove.

      “Please,” Sir Hjortt gasped, his skull pounding in tandem with his arm and, worst of all, his thumbs. He tried to stay calm, but she’d tied them so tight the sensation would have been unbearable even if he hadn’t guessed what she intended. “Please, there’s no cause for —”

      “No cause?” said the witch, coming back to him. Fallen Mother save him, the black blade of the knife in her hand was actually smoking. “We both know the punishment for theft in your homeland, don’t we, Colonel? You’ve stolen my husband from me, you’ve stolen my friends, my family, so this should hardly come as a surprise. The tourniquets will keep you from bleeding too much.”

      “Please, I didn’t have a choice, I —” But then the witch crouched behind his chair, and though he thrashed in his seat, she made short work of it. The pressure in the thumb of his broken arm was released first, and then, more palpably, he felt his other thumb sawed through in several brisk strokes. The bone gave her trouble, though, and he shrieked as she snapped it off. When he was again sensible of his surroundings, his tormentor was back in front of him, wiping the bloody knife clean on the vair collar of his cloak.

      “You said you didn’t have a choice,” said the witch, sliding her unstrung bow into a scabbard on the side of her backpack and then shouldering it. “I believe you, boy – you’re just a good little doggie doing what he’s told, aren’t you? An innocent lad, cursed with bad luck?”

      “You evil, evil woman,” Sir Hjortt whined, the fire where his thumbs had been now spreading through his hands. “I’m a colonel of the fucking Queen of Samoth! They’ll find you, my father, Sister Portolés, the queen, the pope, they’ll find you and —”

      “And what, boy? And what?” She took the hammer off the table and advanced on him. “You don’t know a devildamned thing about anything, do you? What could they do to me, eh? What could they take that you haven’t already stolen?”

      “You’re dead!” Sir Hjortt knew he was being pathetic, that he was courting further punishment, but he couldn’t stop himself. “You’ve fucking crippled me! How am I supposed to get on without my hands, you monster! It would be a mercy if you’d kill me instead!”

      “Mercy. Now there’s a devil I won’t have any truck with, not from here until my dying day,” she said, but she reached around and slipped the handle of her war hammer through a loop on the side of her backpack instead of using the weapon on Sir Hjortt. Then she went to the table, flipping the shirt off her husband’s head. After a moment’s pause, she picked the skull up by the hair and returned it to its satchel, which then went over a shoulder. It hung awkwardly against the backpack, and as she looked back at Sir Hjortt with those flashing blue eyes he knew what he should have from the very first – he was totally, utterly fucked.

      “What can you do?” he said, his voice cracking. “What can you possibly do? Where can you go? They’ll find you, they will, to make an example —”

      “An example,” said the witch, nodding. “That’s what I’ll do, make some examples. Now, let’s take a look and see how the example you set for me is going.”

      She walked behind him, grabbing the back of his seat in both hands and dragging him out onto the deck. The legs of the chair screeched as he went. How could Iqbal have missed such obvious deviltry, a grey-haired gran capable of hauling around a fully armored knight? What was the point of keeping witchborn bodyguards if they couldn’t even recognize their own wicked kind? It was hard to think anything so coherent, though, the pounding grief in his hands consuming everything, all the blood that should be flowing through them instead backing up into his brain, drowning his mind in a deluge of pain. It took some grunting and cursing, but she finally maneuvered the chair so that he could look out over the valley. There was a lot of smoke coming up, but he couldn’t make out much else. The mocking aspens made him reel, and if he hadn’t been tied in place he would have collapsed. Damn the Fallen Mother for her deafness.

      “Don’t worry, Colonel Hjortt,” she said, still standing beside him. “If your weirdborn nun is half as clever as I expect, you’ll be saved long before the fire spreads out here. And if not, well, hopefully the ropes will burn away first and you’ll get off with a light charring. I know masks are quite fashionable in Azgaroth, especially Cockspar. They used to be, anyway.”

      He tried to speak, to beg, maybe, or threaten, but his tongue felt as heavy as brass.

      “Before, you generously offered me the freedom to weep, should I need to,” the madwoman breathed in Sir Hjortt’s ear. “I think I’ll wait, though. I’m not going to cry for all those honest, blameless people down there, much as I love some of them, much as I like most of the rest. I’m not even going to cry for my husband.”

      She tousled his hair, her lips now brushing his earlobe. “The only one I’m going to weep for, good knight, is you, and my tears will only fall after we’ve been reunited. That’s right, boy, once every other individual responsible for this travesty has been dealt with, after every single one of them has been paid a visit, then I’ll find you, wherever you go, wherever you hide, and I will deal with you at my leisure. Then, oh brave Hjortt of Azgaroth, Fifteenth Colonel of the Crimson Empire, then, when you’ve finally escaped my vengeance, either through madness or death, then I will weep, but only because I can no longer torment you.”

      “Holy shit,” Sir Hjortt managed before the first sob wracked his gallant chest. From the pain, yes. And the shock of being made a cripple, certainly. Yet the true source of his misery, the thing that made him half hope that the fire she set in the house just before fleeing into the mountains would consume the deck he sat upon before Sister Portolés could rescue him, was one simple fact: he believed every word she said.
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      Maroto sat atop the rim of the canyon, leaned his mace against a rock, and strapped his sandals back on. The sandstone felt warm against his bare legs with the bloody sun just peeking over the cracked plateau; in a few hours the rock he leaned against would be scalding to the touch. Even complemented by daybreak’s bouquet of rose, hyacinth, and lilac, the Panteran Wastes looked even worse up here than they did in the labyrinth of ravines and gullies that cut through the desert. Down in the shadow roads there were cacti and twisted cedar, the infrequent spring surrounded by cattails and stunted willow, but nothing grew on these exposed plains and ridges save umber tufts of grass, ivory lichens, and blasted black rock formations. Maroto knew he could have found a worse place to lead his party, but doing so would have taken more work than he was willing to put in without extra pay.

      Beneath him it was still too dark to see much. They had a cooking fire going, so he supposed the caravan had finished circling the wagons as best they could in the tight canyon – the gaudy convoy reminded him of an emperor centipede winding across the smoldering desert by night and then coiling up in some hole when dawn threatened. A cooking fire, in the Wastes! Maroto couldn’t decide which was a greater marker of his party’s absurd affluence: that they insisted on eating half a dozen hot meals a night, or that in between they snacked on sorbets and other frozen treats. Witch-powered or not, keeping the ice-wagon cool must cost a pretty princedom. Almost as much as the aquaricart, probably.

      The money was good, though, so here he was. No, the money was great, princely, or else he never would have taken the gig. Repeat the mantra. As if money could ever be anything but devilish…

      He really ought to start climbing back down before it got too hot, now that he had confirmed that the horizon was free of encroaching swarmclouds and the sky was clear of thunderheads, but he couldn’t bear to return right away. He could (and indeed, had) slept through battles and coronations, orgies and sieges, but something about the shrill tittering of his charges kept him up long into the morning, every morning. Besides, scrambling out of the gorge as every other hold crumbled beneath his weight had given him a parched throat to go along with his raw fingers and toes, and climbing down was always far worse than coming up.

      Most folk, his party included, watered down their cougar milk, but then most people, his party especially, were utterly, irredeemably weak. Knocking back his boozeskin, the draught burned like it ought to, few things restoring a man’s perspective better than a pull on the licorice-sweet lava those Pertnessian alchemists cooked up. He fondly recalled a bar fight in Old Slair when a goon had swung on him with a lit torch and he’d used his flagon to breathe fire in the man’s face. That he’d set his own dreadlocks alight in the process only lent the tale flavor – by all the forgotten gods of his heathen ancestors, what had he been thinking, twisting his hair into those ropes? Why not just fix a handle on your helm for people to grab hold of and sling you about…

      The clattering of rocks bouncing down the ravine, and a grunt just beneath his heels. Somebody was coming up the cliff after him, and they were almost to the top. Of all the empty-skulled plays these lordlings had made, this had to be one of the worst. He’d allowed Sir Kuksi to accompany him up on their first morning out, and the ponce had slipped a mere twenty feet up the sandy slope, skinning his palms and twisting an ankle before landing in a heap of torn satin and silk at the bottom, to the jeers of his comrades. After that Maroto had made it abundantly clear: leave the scouting to the scout. Up until this juncture they had listened, but the brats were getting surlier by the night as crossing the Wastes revealed itself to be every bit as awful an ordeal as one ought to expect, given the name of the place. They claimed to want adventure, Lady Opeth going so far as to demand a giant scorpion to battle, yet they squealed like children when they found examples of the regular variety in their shoes after a hard night’s day of drinking, drugging, and gambling ’round the campfire. It took all of his willpower not to grab one of those boot scorpions in his bare hand and let it sting him into blessed oblivion.

      A soft and bloody palm slapped up, manicured fingers digging into the sandstone edge of the cliff, and Maroto darted forward. He grabbed the idiot’s wrist before any further weight could be put onto the dangerous handhold, before he could put any thought into whether or not it might be better just to let this moron fall to their death and serve as an example to the rest. The noble cried out as Maroto hurled them up and over the lip of the cliff, the petite lordling dangling from one of his thick hands. It was Tapai Purna, because of course it was Purna.

      Even after a week in the Wastes, Maroto had no idea if this particular fop identified as man, woman, or neither. The majority of the party came from the Serpent’s Circle, and there in the old-and-then-new-and-then-old-again capital of the Crimson Empire they still used the obvious titles like Duke and Duchess, Zir and Sir, so getting a rough idea of how to address someone wasn’t too hard. The Ugrakari honorific Tapai, on the other hand, could apply to anyone, and Maroto couldn’t remember enough of his campaigns on that side of the Star to recall if the name Purna skewed in any particular direction. Among most of the coxcombs certain unavoidable physiological differences helped make things easy, but Purna Antimgran, Thirty-ninth Tapai of Ugrakar, was one of the exceptions. Despite looking about thirty years old, the noble didn’t reveal enough in the chest or shoulders, arse or hips to give Maroto a solid clue. Tapai Purna may have hailed from a different homeland, but had adopted the Serpentine style of the rest of the nobles with gusto: an already androgynous, if handsome face was buried under lead foundation and cerulean lipstick, and the powdered wig only further befuddled matters. Purna’s choice of fashion was as confounding as that of the others: the most popular attire, despite the climate, consisted of puffy lace collars, enormous ribbon bows, and layers and layers of embroidered shirts and vests tucked into frilly cream bloomers. These bloomers would have looked bad enough beneath one’s clothes, but they were even worse when worn as an outer layer, Purna’s admittedly shapely legs swathed in parti-colored hose and tipped with delicate, black-buckled shoes.

      All of which were now scuffed or torn, stained and dripping, as Maroto set Purna down on the jagged ridgeline. Harlequin tears spattered the stone as sweat excavated gullies in the fop’s makeup. Purna’s garish facepaint reminded Maroto of a diva he’d performed with a time or two, way back in the bad old days, except Carla Rossi’s foulmouthed drag routine was a good deal more entertaining than anything he’d yet seen out of the nobles.

      “Made good time,” Maroto thought out loud, almost impressed by the lordling. Almost. “You in some kind of hurry?”

      “I —” Purna gasped, head shaking, and readjusted the damp wig that had migrated to the side. “Damn.”

      “Yeah,” said Maroto, then left the panting noble to peer back down the cliff. “Any more of you coming up?”

      “No,” said Purna. “Water.”

      “That how you ask for something?” said Maroto, passing Purna his cougar milk. He grinned when the fop coughed on the liquor, then chided himself as Purna spit out a mouthful – he shouldn’t waste a drop of good drink on his charges. “Ah, gave you the wrong skin – here you are, Tapai, my mistake.”

      “Thank you, barbarian,” Purna said, after recovering enough to properly speak. “I should have brought my own. Your first rule.”

      “How’s that?”

      “You told us the first rule of the Wastes was never to leave the camp without water.”

      “Half right,” said Maroto, remembering now. “I said the first rule was to never leave the camp, period, but if you did, never to go without water. Sound advice. I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Of course you do,” said Purna. The noble unbuttoned a removable velvet panel and used it to mop away grime and mascara sludge from around eyes as amber as a comb of dreamhoney. These popinjays always had something up their sleeves, if only another handkerchief. “You’re even better than we were expecting.”

      Maroto sighed. Here it came, then. From their first night out the dirty lordlings had been trying to seduce him, which had initially flattered him. That was, until Maroto politely declined an invitation to share Duke Rackcleff’s pleasure wagon, whereupon the jilted ninny had huffily informed him the proposition was solely due to a high-stakes wager the party had decided upon: who would be the first to bag the barbarian? Of all Maroto’s wards, Purna was far from the worst on the eyes, but even if there hadn’t been the pride angle, he still would have thought twice about rolling in the sand with the fop; in his experience, the upper crust were twice as likely to give you a pox as a prostitute, and half as inclined to finish you off if they came first.

      “So I’m impressive, am I?” he said, eyeing the raggedy Ugrakari. “You’re so impressed you came up here to what, rub my shoulders, maybe give me a token of your affection?”

      “I beg your pardon?” This noble was a cool liar, no doubt – Purna almost seemed genuinely confused.

      “I know about the bet, and I fear none of you stands to profit from my prick. Maroto is no whore, nor a rich lord’s plaything,” he said, studiously keeping his mind from the dark old nights when he had been so far down the hive that he couldn’t even remember what he’d done to get his next sting.

      “Oh, gross!” cried Purna. “I am not involved in that, I don’t care how much lucre they put in the kitty. So disgusting!”

      “Yes, well…” said Maroto, thinking that maybe Purna wasn’t just referring to the ethics of such a wager, and flinching a little inside. “Then why follow me here? Such a climb is no place for a young, uh, person. Of distinction.”

      “Oh!” said Purna, eagerness replacing revulsion. “Diggelby let me use his hawkglass, and way over, ah, south of us, on this ridge, there was this great big lizard mooning itself on a rock. I thought we could hunt it!”

      “Big lizard?” Maroto’s sweaty skin went cold. “This ridge?”

      “From where you were climbing up it looked to be just over that, what do you call it… escarpment? Those rocks there, I mean, over those a little bit – ah!” Purna shrieked upon noticing that he or she had pointed directly at a godguana, the horse-sized lizard watching them from atop a rock shelf some twenty yards away. It could be on top of them in three bounds of its enormous, banded legs. “There he is!”

      “I see her,” whispered Maroto, meeting the black gaze of the carnivorous calamity rather than glancing to where his mace rested against the stone. He knew where the weapon was, could snatch it without looking, but would give his two pinky fingers if he could avoid having to use it. Female godguanas grew bigger, could disembowel you with their hooked claws, poison you with their noxious bite, but were less territorial than the males, so maybe she was just investigating them, and when she saw that they were no —

      “Get it!” howled Purna, charging past him at the godguana. Maroto didn’t waste his breath on a curse as he sidestepped toward his mace. Even as his hand found it missing his eyes located it. Purna. The noble held it high, bum-rushing a creature that half a dozen experienced hunters would have balked at taking on, and ululating all the way. “Wooooo!”

      It would have been better to flee down the cliff, trusting the creature to gorge herself on Purna while he made good his getaway, but that mace meant a lot to Maroto. Purna closed the distance over the rough ground, dainty shoes gliding over the rocks with admirable alacrity. The godguana hissed and rose up on her hind legs, and even at this distance the stench of her maw made Maroto’s eyes water as he seized up a melon-sized chunk of sandstone.

      The monster dropped down from the rock shelf, directly on top of the charging fop. Maroto hurled his rock. Purna was crushed to the ground by one of the godguana’s claws, and then Maroto’s missile nailed the creature’s left eye with such force that the sandstone exploded in a cloud of orange dust. The godguana’s head listed sharply from the blow, but only for a moment, her long, black-scaled snout straightening back out as she surveyed Maroto, one eye beady as ever, the other a raw, bleeding wound. She tensed her claws, Purna moaning as the lizard’s foot ground through cloth and skin alike. Maroto hoped the idiot noble lived long enough for him to kill this monster so that he could then have the satisfaction of hurling Purna off of the cliff.

      The rock had certainly gotten the creature’s attention; she launched herself straight at him. Smaller godguanas had an almost silly gait, their wide-armed dash anything but graceful. There was nothing silly about a full-grown female charging him, each stride covering half a dozen feet. Maroto whipped the dagger out of his belt as the godguana bore down on him. He braced himself, and when she lunged forward he ducked to the side of her mouth and went for her spiny neck. Grabbing her in an awkward headlock with his off hand, he was carried off the ground as she jerked away.

      He clung on as she attempted to buck him loose, claws narrowly missing his tucked-up legs, his head pressed against that of the direlizard. As she thrashed, the edge of his flattop caught in her gnashing jaws, and he felt the tug on his scalp as she chewed his hair, the stink of the rotten mouth bordering on the sublime. All the while Maroto plunged his dagger through the tough scales between her shoulders, over and over, nicking himself on her ridge of spines in the process, blood flowing freely down the arm he held the creature with as it ground against her sharp hide.

      It was a tried-and-true approach, and would have worked, too, if the luck gods hadn’t taken a shit on him in the form of a boulder onto which the godguana slammed him. He lost his strength for but a moment, and then he was off the lizard, laid out atop the rock like a human sacrifice as the bloodied, raging monster reared back up… and here she came again, crashing down like a hammer on an obstinate walnut. He tried to roll away, knowing even as he did that he was too slow, that it had taken him too long to get his wind back, and now, yes, ugh, the full weight of the lizard crashed upon him, pinning him halfway off the boulder with her chest. Woof. So much for Maroto, his guts were about to be squeezed out either end, and —

      Then she was off of him, hissing louder than ever, her tail whipping the boulder a hairbreadth from his chin. The edge of the sandstone splintered off from the impact and he fell off the rock after it, landing in a crouch and bracing for the claws or bite that were surely coming. He had dropped the dagger at some point and was seeing double for the first time in years – this was it. He was irredeemably screwed.

      Yet the twinned lizards shimmering in the dawn had turned their backs on him, and as his vision came back into focus he saw that one of her hind legs had been busted wide open at the haunch, the useless appendage oozing red through a mess of knotted muscle and torn scales. Purna limped just out of reach of the wounded godguana, warding off her snapping mouth with Maroto’s mace rather than chancing another solid swing at it. Purna looked about as rough as the lizard, the noble’s left side stained red from missing wig to torn bloomers, the priceless attire shredded to the skin and deeper still by the lizard’s claws, and hold on, yes, there was a petite but decidedly feminine breast under the blood and tatters.

      Even as Maroto registered this he stooped to get another missile, which stunned the godguana when it exploded against the crest on the back of her head. Purna didn’t close the deal like she should have, instead using the opportunity to put more distance between herself and the lizard, so Maroto went for another rock. As he grabbed a good one the godguana gave up the fight, skittering away over the narrow ridge, trailing gore, but before she gained the shelter of a high rock formation his third stone popped her in the back, just above the tail, and, tripped up, the monster slid over the far edge of the cliff.

      “Woof,” said Maroto, slouching back to lean against the boulder that had almost been his gravestone. What a disaster. “You okay, Tapai?”

      Purna waved the mace, then slumped her shoulders and dragged her feet over to him. She was missing a shoe, her stockings sullied and full of runs. Maroto still wanted to toss her down the ravine, but it would have been bad form, given how she’d just saved his life, so he settled for laying some hard truths on her.

      “That was the dumbest damn thing one of you golden goblets has pulled yet,” he growled. “And that includes bringing a fucking fish tank to the desert.”

      Maroto had, in fact, been rather impressed when he first saw Princess Von Yung’s aquaricart, but after he learned that none of the vibrantly colored marine life was actually edible, his opinion on the matter had soured considerably.

      “That was…” Purna shook her head, clearly on the edge of tears. Seeing how deep the gouges in her chest went, and the bruise rising on her scraped cheek, Maroto began to soften. Until she said, “That was the best. So fucking awesome. I saved your ass, barbarian! Woo!”

      “You saved my arse?” Maroto could not believe his fucking ears. “Girl, the next time you put your head in a kiln to watch the devils dance, I’ll let you look as long as you want instead of pulling you out. You nearly got us both dead!”

      “Were you scared?” asked Purna. “It’s okay if you were. I was scared, too. A little.”

      “Scared?” Maroto felt his cheeks flush, and then a fury that only escaped its bonds in his blood on the rarest occasions. But before the lordling could push him over the edge, Purna sat down on a rock, dropped the mace, and buried her head in her hands. Maroto watched her shudder with emotion for long enough to confirm that she wasn’t laughing at him, and after having a gander over the far cliffside to make sure the beast was truly dead, he fetched the cougar milk to pour on their wounds. Neither had suffered a bite, but even so, godguana claws were nasty enough to carry nine kinds of plague.

      When he came back Purna was sitting up straight, the mace propped against her knee, and Maroto did his best not to be too obvious in his ogling as he washed her wounds in booze. With her makeup sloughed off by the righteous trinity of blood, sweat, and tears, her stupid wig gone, and her cropped black hair spiky with lizard ichors, she looked a sight better. Not that he felt anything but scorn for the puffed-up little dandy, but few folk didn’t look good with blood on their tits and a weapon at the ready.

      There was a thought to please the devils. Maroto amended his musings: it wasn’t that he liked the idea of an injured woman, gods no, just that warriors always looked better bloody than clean, and warriors always looked better than anyone else. Nothing wrong with thinking the truth.

      “I think you’ve got it pretty well sorted,” said Purna, standing up, and Maroto realized he’d perhaps been overly diligent in his application of the absinthe-soaked rag. “Come on, let’s get you washed and then we can go after it.”

      “After it?” He winced as he applied the cloth to his wrist. He’d almost scraped it to the veins, riding that lizard’s rough neck. “I checked; thing’s busted open on a ledge fifty feet down. Even if she wasn’t, though, you don’t follow a wounded animal unless you have to. You think that monster put up a fight, see what one would do if you cornered her.”

      “Sure, sure,” said Purna, fiddling with her shredded vest until she could tie a strip of it into her collar, giving her a beggar’s modesty. “I just want its head. To, you know, mount? That’s the whole reason we’re out here, isn’t it, for this sort of thing? What’s the point in battling monsters if you don’t get a trophy?”

      “Come on,” said Maroto, getting up. “We’re going back before another one shows up.”

      “I’m not leaving without my trophy,” said Purna. “If you don’t climb down and get it, I will.”

      “Fine,” said Maroto. “Good luck. I’d say I’ll meet you back at camp later, except I probably won’t because you’ll slip and break an ankle and lie on some spit of rock crying until something comes along to eat you.”

      “What’s your price, barbarian?” said Purna, sounding as simultaneously bored and annoyed as a noble buying their bratty kid out of trouble. “To get me the head, how much would it cost me?”

      “More than you’re worth,” said Maroto, but he couldn’t help but feel the itch in his least honorable organ: his purse. It hadn’t looked to be too hard a climb down to the direlizard… “Ten thousand rupees.”

      “Let’s make it twelve,” said Purna with a smile, which was how Maroto found himself cleaning off the mace he had almost lost, along with his life, and descending to where the godguana had fallen. She had begun to cook in the morning heat, and the stench made him gag as he broke through her ridge of spines and the bones beneath, mashing her shoulders into reptilian paste. Would’ve been a sight easier with an ax instead of the dubious duo of mace and dagger, but then it would’ve been a damn sight easier to just tell Purna where to stick her twelve thousand rupees. He was half-baked himself by the time he rejoined Purna on the summit, whereupon he discovered she had drunk all his water while he was doing her dirty work. Yet not even the realization that to get them both down safely he’d have to carry her on his back compared to the frustration he felt when they were at long last back on the under-roads, returning to the caravan, and she said, “So twelve thousand rupees will take some doing, but while we were climbing I hit on the perfect solution.”

      “While we were climbing?” Maroto tried to keep a level tone; until he had the money in hand it wouldn’t do to spook her. “You promised me something you couldn’t pay, Tapai Purna? I thought you nobles were reliable about paying your debts.”

      “If we were there would be far fewer of us,” said Purna. “My shoulder really hurts, are you sure it’s all right?”

      “I’ll stitch you up at the camp. But only after I’ve been paid.”

      “Ah, yes. But see, I don’t have the money yet.”

      “When will you? I’d be quick about it, personally. You want those sewn up right away.”

      “That depends on you,” said Purna. “We could have it as soon as tomorrow.”

      “Depends on me,” said Maroto, a cannonball sort of weight settling in his guts.

      “As I said, I wanted no part in their vile little wager. No part. Bleh.” Purna stuck out her tongue. “But I can go back to my chums and enter a share, saying that after our adventure today I’ve warmed to the beast, and decided to take a chance on seducing it myself.”

      “Seducing it? The beast?”

      “Yes, that’s what they call you. Not me, though. I always just call you the barbarian.”

      Some improvement. “So you lay a wager, then later today or tomorrow we go off and have a screw and —”

      “No, no, no!” said Purna. “What sort of a person do you take me for? I lay the wager, then we sneak off and pretend to fuck, preferably tucked away in one of these canyons where the echoes can reach the rest, just so there’s no room for doubt. Then I get paid, and in turn you get paid.”

      “Absolutely not,” said Maroto. “Under no circumstances. I have pride, girl, a word unfamiliar to you so-called civilized folk, but one dear to me as the true name of any devil.”

      “Have it your way,” said Purna. “I think the pot’s closer to twenty thousand, so I’d go so far as to give you fifteen and keep a modest five for the injury to my reputation, but if you’d rather be silverless and proud, then —”

      “All twenty,” said Maroto, dropping Purna’s reptilian trophy in the sand. The wagons were just ahead. “All twenty, and you have to tell them that you convinced me you weren’t actually part of the wager before I agreed to fuck you. I won’t have it said I’m a whore or a rich lord’s plaything.”

      “Seventeen, and agreed on your condition,” said Purna, squatting down and hoisting the lizard head herself. Her arms were shaking but she managed it. “Final offer.”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Seventeen-five, and you’re no whore nor rich girl’s plaything.”

      “Agreed,” said Maroto, though he was no longer so sure about that last bit. They returned to the campfire, the coterie of coxcombs squawking and hooting at their bedraggled appearance and Purna’s prize. Revolting a scene as it surely was, Ko-shaku Köz’s valet revealed herself to have both a barber’s bag and the skill to use it. Purna was treated first, naturally, while Maroto fended off the demands of the rest to be taken on a dragon hunt at dusk. Later, he overheard Purna’s version of events over brandy and cigars while his significantly worse injuries were tended to. He told himself that declining the valet’s offer of a centipede prior to setting in was a victory, albeit a small one, but every stab of the needle and tug of the thread reminded him of his weakness, his failings; here was a man who couldn’t even trust himself to take a painkiller before undergoing surgery, lest he backslide into his old ways. And after the day he’d had, all he had to look forward to was a make-believe tryst on the morrow.

      There was a time when Maroto wouldn’t have entered the Panteran Wastes for the far more lucrative and enjoyable proposition of raiding just such a party of wealthy fools, a time when he would have laughed in the face of anyone who suggested he might end up playing Great Barbarian Hunter for a bunch of second-rate fops. There was a time when Maroto would have gestured at his priceless armor, his witch-touched weapons, his lands and titles and holdings, to say naught of the bloody devil that served his will – here was a man with everything silver could buy, and many things it could not.

      When he squinted into the past, he could almost make out that man through the mists of bug- and drink-filtered memories and increasingly poor decisions. The simpering choir of the nobles carried on into the early hours of the night, and sleep was as elusive as dignity as he lay on his too-soft cot in his too-nice covered wagon, dreading the future every bit as much as he loathed the past. He told himself that once they were out of the Wastes he would never again debase himself so… but he’d broken that promise many, many times before and he would, sad to say, break it again.
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      It was long after midnight when Choplicker caught up to Zosia in the high country. Hearing him crash through the low ring of deadfall she had piled around her camp, she drew away into the junipers, into the darkness, into the focused wrath that was the only thing that let her rioting mind relax into silence… and when the miserable scavenger appeared across the fire, she pulled her bowstring back even farther, and loosed her arrow straight at his muzzle. The missile veered off course and disappeared into the night, just like she knew it would, but she nocked another anyway, storming out of the shadows at him.

      “Why?” Zosia’s voice broke as she drew her bow again, just across the small fire from the beast now. “Why the fuck didn’t you take it? I know you could’ve, I know it would’ve been child’s play for you to honor the terms I offered, so why?”

      Choplicker whined at her, keeping his wagging tail low to the ground the way he always did when he knew he was in trouble. This, this right here was how he’d lulled her into thinking they were all right with one another, this grotesque charade was how he’d convinced her that she had nothing to fear from him. That they were friends. And then he’d as good as murdered Leib.

      Zosia almost fired her second arrow but then she noticed that Choplicker had not returned alone. The arms of a child were wrapped around his furry neck, its bloody back limp atop his own. Even freshly fed, it must have taken some effort for the old beggar to drag a corpse all the way up the mountain – and just to rub her nose in it.

      Zosia relaxed her bow and tossed it onto her bedroll. Then she stalked around the fire, meaning to take Choplicker apart with her bare hands, when the child slid down his haunches, letting out a moan as he collapsed onto the cold, moss-cushioned earth. Cursing, she hurried to the boy and rolled him onto his side, the firelight turning his bloody tunic to molten gold. He moaned again as she tore the cloth and prodded the wound, a rude, deep puncture that had narrowly missed the base of his spine.

      “Mayoress.” The boy’s voice was raspier than the junipers in the wind that stalked these heights. “It hurts.”

      Zosia sighed, letting out as much of her pain and rage as she could. It would only distract her now, and after the events of the day it wasn’t as if she was in danger of exhausting her stores in this lifetime. She bit the inside of her cheek, focusing herself as best she could. The wound was deep, no doubt from a spear, and his long, jostling ride up the mountains couldn’t have done him any boon. It would have been better if the boy had never woken up, if Choplicker had just dragged him into the underbrush and torn out his throat rather than delivering him to her. Which was the point, she supposed, and, hearing his slobbering, she scowled at the scavenger. He was licking the boy’s face, plastering the lad’s hair up, and if the wounded child hadn’t obviously welcomed the diversion from his pain she would have murdered the beast then and there. Or tried to, anyway.

      “You’ll be all right,” she said, straightening up. She had recognized the boy, for all the good it would do her to know his name. “I’ve got something in my bag to heal you, Pao Cowherd, just don’t go making any trouble while I get it. Lie very still.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Pao whispered, trying to pet Choplicker. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “Should be,” said Zosia, her voice almost catching. She’d grown soft, all right – the stone was still in her somewhere, but she’d buried it so deep under years of easy happiness that she couldn’t seem to find it. Tending a badly wounded child was not the time for grief or doubt, and once she would have been able to smother these things, if she felt them at all… once, but ages past. Now the deep coldness inside her teemed with a hundred different splashing, thrashing thoughts and memories and emotions, and try as she might she couldn’t find the placidity that once came as natural as breathing.

      Fishing in her pack, she took out a wool shirt and brought it back to the boy, cutting into it with her deer knife as she hunkered back down. He was pallid as a corpse already, and trying not to cry. “Tying off a nanny goat’s tail is a dark deed, boy – you recall what I said I’d do if I caught you up by my place again?”

      “Said you’d… beat the devils out of me.” Even half dead, the boy grinned at her. There was blood shining between his teeth in the firelight. “Ain’t my fault, ma’am. Your dog… he brung me up here.”

      “Well, I suppose it’s all right then,” said Zosia, rolling the boy farther over to examine the wound before plugging it. There hardly seemed a point at all, but he was still talking, so who knew, maybe there was some hope… “This will hurt, but it’s got to be done. Then I’ll stop the wound and you’ll be right as rain before you know it.”

      “I feel sick, I —” But whatever the boy might have said next was lost as his voice turned into a gasping, gulping sob. Zosia had peeled back the soft crust that had formed over the wound and slid her index finger in, making sure there wasn’t a broken arrow or spear point lodged inside. Something hard and sharp met her fingertip, but she couldn’t tell if it was a piece of weapon or bone – too long since she’d rooted around in a body. Nothing she could do about it, anyway, wedged that firmly in there, alone on a dark mountainside. The boy was sucking the cold air in catfish gulps, his body basted with sweat, and she slipped her finger out.

      If he lived through the night, come morning she’d clean and cauterize the wound, but for now she would spare him that ordeal. Rolling a scrap of shirt into a plug, she quickly packed it in the wound. He found enough air to let out a wail at that, then fell totally silent. She tied the remaining woolen strips tight, the boy shivering as she hoisted his hip to get the bandage all the way around his waist. Cinching it, she watched his wracked face, wondering if this was it, if she had gone and killed the boy.

      No. His face was still locked in a rictus, but his shallow breathing was evening out, his almost imperceptible whines growing in strength even as the rest of him weakened. She stood back up, the speed with which she had gained the high country after dealing with Hjortt and setting the house aflame catching up with her in a series of twinges and aches. Devils below and devils above, but her left knee was angry with her. She wanted to rinse the tacky blood off her hands, but, knowing they’d like as not be bloodied again before the night was over, decided not to waste the water just yet. She held her hands over the diminished fire, the drying blood dark on her fingers. They were still shaking. They would be shaking a lot in the nights to come, with winter on the wind that gutted her blaze.

      “I’m thirsty,” Pao called with more strength than she would have expected. He had curled into a ball despite the pain it must have caused to bring his knees to his chest, and she brought him both a waterskin and her flask of enzian. He coughed more on the sip of water than he did on the slug of bitter booze. “Those soldiers… they killed everyone.”

      “That’s what I figured,” said Zosia, taking a pull on the enzian herself. She gave up on trying to keep the inevitable at bay and let herself remember harvesting the plants with Leib. While she excavated the roots from the flinty alpine soil, her shirking husband strung her small, pungent crowns from the yellow flowers, setting them with the rare purple bloom. A jewel for her diadem. The smell of earth and root, the feel of cold hands slipped under the back of her blouse to provoke a squeal. She took another aromatic dram, thought of the pot-still bubbling away in its hut behind the village’s communal longhouse, and wondered if the murderous Imperial soldiers were even now toasting with pillaged bottles of the same spirit. If she started back down now she could be there just before dawn, when even the sentries were caught in limbo between being drunk and being hungover…

      The boy – Pao, she told herself, his name is Pao Cowherd, though she’d called the rascal other things in the past – started to cry again. She forced another drink down his throat, then sealed flask and waterskin and went back for her war hammer. Twirling in her hand, the fist-sized face and icicle-shaped pick became a steel cyclone that caught the boy’s attention, and Choplicker’s, too.

      “Will I… am I dying?” the boy asked.

      Yes.

      “No.” Zosia released the spinning hammer and caught it in her other hand, the familiar sting of the handle against her palm making her grimace. “I’m a witch – many times as you’ve called me that, I’d think you’d believe it! And enzian’s a medicine, isn’t it, so even if I weren’t possessed of dark powers you’d be on the mend already. You’ll live, boy, you’ll live, and then you’ll go after those soldiers who did this to you.”

      “I’m scared,” said Pao, shuddering.

      “Only because you’re green,” said Zosia, reckoning she’d been even younger than he was when she’d first taken up arms. “I was green once, too, but you’ll firm up. Don’t think we’ll go after them tomorrow! Need to train you in the sword, the hammer, the bow, everything you ever pestered me and my Leib about teaching you. Need to turn you into a warrior!”

      She was sure this would have cheered him, but he just stared off into the blackness between the junipers, his back to the fire. The bandage had already soaked through. Glancing at Choplicker, she could tell it was taking every drop of what little self-control the beast possessed not to lap at the sodden wool.

      “You’re special, Pao Cowherd,” Zosia told him. “You’re not like anyone else out there in the whole world. You’re destined for this, boy, destined to be the one to change things, to make the Star a better place. And you do that with a sword. A magic one. That’s your destiny.”

      That got his attention. The boy turned his head toward her, winced, the desperate hope on his shadow-cluttered face sickening. “A magic sword? My destiny?”

      “That’s right,” said Zosia, feeling Choplicker’s eager eyes boring into her but refusing to look at the beast. “Why do you think you survived, eh? Why do you think Chop brought you to me? You’re a very special child, Pao, and your father trusted me to look after you, to wait until you were old enough and then teach you sword craft. To help train you up so you can rid the world of devils, restore peace, that kind of shit.”

      “My dad,” whispered Pao. “But you always said he was a drunk asshole and that’s why Mama ran him out of town.”

      “Of course I said that,” said Zosia, seeing the resemblance to his good-for-nothing father writ in the boy’s thick brows and broad nose. He would’ve grown up to look just like the man. Still might, she thought, but scarcely believed it. “I was trying to teach you some humility with that yarn, wasn’t I? For all the good it did. Couldn’t well tell you he was really a great knight and that someday I’d take you on a quest to retrieve his special sword, could I? You gave me little enough peace as it was, can’t imagine how awful you’d have been if we’d told you the truth.”

      “I couldn’t…” Pao’s eyes were half-lidded, the boy drifting into some dark depth that only time would reveal to be slumber or death. “Mama…”

      The wind stirred up a plume of embers, the coals pulsing, and she tucked the hammer in its loop on her backpack, put more wood on. Pao shivered on the bare, rocky ground, eyes clenched as tight as his jaw. She only had the one bedroll, and if she gave it to him it would likely be soaked in blood by morning. Choplicker rose from where he’d lain beside the fire and went to her side, his ever-thirsty tongue going to the hand that hung limp at her side. She numbly let him clean the blood off her, staring at the boy, and when he was done she offered him her other hand.

      “And here I thought you hung around because you liked me,” she said sadly, meeting his canine eyes and trying to convince herself this was all his fault, instead of hers. “No fool like an old fool, I suppose. Lie beside him, unless you’re itching to see just how much of your wickedness I’ll abide in one day. Not much more, devil, not much at all, I promise you that.”

      The thing that pretended to be a dog went to Pao. Even in the flickering light of the campfire she could see that all the white had left his coat, the black had left his teeth, that he was as young as when she’d first laid eyes on the fiend. Didn’t take much to keep him going, didn’t take much at all, but he would never be sated, not as long as the sun and the moon danced their way around the world. Maybe not even after they stopped.

      Zosia left the camp, left the junipers, stumbled up the night scape of shrubs and stones above the tree line, until her fire was a distant devil’s eye beneath her, and above her burned a thousand more, silver instead of gold but just as remote, just as cold. She rubbed her hands, turned, and looked down the ridge, down the mountain, down the starlit valley, out toward the highway, out toward the world she had left behind… the world that had followed her trail even to this distant hiding place.

      So Choplicker hadn’t taken her offer after all. In all her years, she had never heard of a bound devil turning down its freedom, but seeing was believing. She didn’t claim to be the expert on the monsters that some of her old confederates were, but still, it didn’t get more basic than that: you bind a devil, it has to protect you, and if you offer to set it loose, it will grant any wish. Any fucking wish. The songs were full of cunning mortals who received whole empires in exchange for setting a devil loose, and all she had wanted was to leave an empire behind.

      “Just keep us safe.” She repeated her wish to the darkness, the words echoing out from her broken heart twenty years after she had given them voice. “I just want to grow old with Leib, for both of us to live safe, boring lives until age claims us. Your freedom for our safety.”

      It was all Choplicker’s fault.

      As if wanting a thing was enough to make it real – didn’t this whole fucking tragedy prove that wishing for something wasn’t enough? No, the truth of it was that this wasn’t Choplicker’s fault. It was hers. After all she had seen and done when she’d led the Cobalt Company, she’d still gone and trusted her future to a devil? Trusted her husband’s life to a monster the likes of which not even the craziest sorcerer on the Star wanted to treat with? Zosia had captured the Carnelian Crown of Samoth, controlled the whole Crimson fucking Empire, schemed and plotted against the most devious minds on the Star to achieve her ends, and yet she’d made the most amateurish mistake imaginable – she’d stopped watching her back.

      Even when those Imperials had shown up at her door that very morning, she hadn’t believed it, had held out hope that Choplicker would magically solve her problems. If she had attacked Hjortt and his two weirdborn guards before the order was given to kill everyone in Kypck, maybe the whole village would still be alive. Instead, she was so convinced that a devil had granted her wish that she’d just sat on her fat old ass and let the worst thing imaginable transpire under her nose. Choplicker deserved some blame, oh yes, he fucking did… but she deserved even more.

      Except – and it was an elephantine exception – neither she nor her devil had beheaded Leib. In twenty years of living here, neither of them had harmed a single citizen of Kypck. Both Zosia and Choplicker would pay for their crimes eventually, but there were others to share the blame, and until then guilt would only distract her from some very important business. Devildamn every one of those responsible for this… but of course the devils never minded, so it was dependent on her to do the damning.

      She should have killed Colonel Hjortt instead of leaving him for later, she knew this, and she should have lain in wait at the house until that Sister Portolés had returned and then killed the weirdborn, too… It was sloppy, very sloppy, leaving things like this. They hadn’t seemed to know her real name, though, and she had burned the house with all its evidence, so if she bided her time before going after the soldiers who had massacred the villagers there was reason enough to hope that this incident might not draw the full scrutiny of those who might identify her.

      They would know her name before it was over, that they certainly would, but the longer it took them to put the pieces together, the less prepared they would be to meet her retaliation…

      Except this couldn’t just be an unhappy accident, could it? Every hamlet on the Star did the same as Kypck had done, trading supplies to whomever came knocking. Yet of all the remote towns in the Empire, hers was the one they selected to make an example of? They hadn’t even sent her a worthy enemy, just some half-grown nobody of a noble, an errand boy charged with delivering her an unmistakable message… and Zosia had a fairly keen notion of who had sent it.

      She hated that it almost felt good, to realize Queen Indsorith must be behind this. Choplicker wasn’t the only monster Zosia had made a deal with, and the more she thought about it, the more obvious it was that the Crimson Queen had orchestrated this entire attack. Now that it had transpired, Zosia saw how inevitable it all was – she’d been an even bigger fool to trust her successor to the Crimson Throne than she had been to trust her devil.

      Quick as the flash of illumination and flush of excitement came, it was gone again, leaving Zosia cold and melancholic. Going after the sovereign of the Crimson Empire had been hard work when she was a whole lot younger, when she had her Five Villians and the rest of the Cobalt Company behind her, but now? Now she had nothing. Less than.

      It should have been the boy. How many had she met who claimed to share his lot, how many songs had she heard that began this way? The sole survivor of a tribe, driven by a need for revenge, all their strength ahead of them, young enough to learn, to prepare, to adapt. Young enough to succeed. It should be this boy, who didn’t deserve anything worse than a mild ass-beating for his frequent trespasses.

      It should be the boy. If she had been a witch, like that idiot Colonel Hjortt had thought, if she could have given her life for his…

      And predictable as a water clock, there was Choplicker, padding between the small bushy willows that sprouted here, when all other trees fell back. A smile tilted at her mouth. All she had to do was say it, My life for his, and then it would be done, wouldn’t it? An innocent child in exchange for her black heart would entice a deal out of any devil within hearing range, especially one who despised her as much as Choplicker must, to have refused her before. The jackal-dog’s eyes glittered like the stars as he approached. My life for his.

      Maybe such an oath would work this time around, and maybe it would be but more noise on a wind-lashed mountainside, but Zosia wasn’t taking any chances. She couldn’t afford to, not until she had her revenge. She swallowed the sentimentalizing and cuffed Choplicker on the back of the head as she returned to camp. He snapped at her but knew better than to land a bite, just as she’d known better than to strike him as hard as she’d wanted to. They would be working together for a little while longer yet.

      Sleep never arrived as she lay on the rough ground, letting her body rest even if her mind declined the offer.

      In the morning the boy was dead, her only bedroll frosted with his frozen sweat and blood. She carried him to the top of the ridge and laid him out for the animals. After erecting small cairns at his head and feet, she removed the severed head of her husband from its satchel and set it next to Pao Cowherd, so that their cold brows touched. Zosia offered no prayers, only curses, and then she turned away, into the clouds that enveloped the upper reaches of the Kutumbans.

      It was time to begin her last, bloody work. The thing she hated most about herself was how warm the prospect made her. Choplicker would feed well before it was over. All the devils would.
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