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THE HUMAN TIDE

















PROLOGUE



Cier’Djaal


Some crappy little boat


First day of Yonder


You can’t lie to a sword.


It’s a trait you don’t often think of between its more practical applications, but part of the appeal of a blade is that it keeps you honest. No matter how much of a hero you might think you are for picking it up, no matter how many evildoers you claim to have smitten with it, it’s hard to pretend that steel you carry is good for much else besides killing.


Conversely, a sword can’t lie to you.


If you can’t use it, it’ll tell you. If you don’t want to use it, it’ll decide whether you should. And if you look at it, earnestly, and ask if there’s no other way besides killing, it’ll look right back at you and say, earnestly, that it can’t quite think of any.


Every day I wake up, I look in the corner of my squalid little cabin. I stare at my sword. My sword stares back at me. And I tell it the same thing I’ve told it every day for months.


“Soon, we reach Cier’Djaal. Soon, we reach a place where there are ways to make coin without killing. Soon, I’m getting off this ship and I’m leaving you far behind.”


The sword just laughs.


Granted, this probably sounds a trifle insane, but I’m writing in ink so I can’t go back and make it less crazy. But if you’re reading this, you’re probably anticipating the occasional lapse in sanity.


And if you aren’t yet, I highly recommend you start. It’ll help.


I’ve killed a lot of things.


I say “things,” because “people” isn’t a broad enough category and “stuff” would lead you to believe I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about it.


The list thus far: men, women, demons, monsters, giant serpents, giant vermin, regular vermin, regular giants, cattle, lizards, fish, lizardmen, fishmen, frogmen, Cragsmen, and a goat.


Regular goat, mind; not a poisonous magic goat or anything. But he was kind of an asshole.


When I started killing, it seemed like I had good reasons. Survival, I guess. Money, too. But the more I did it, the better I got. And the better I got, the less reason I needed until killing was just something I did.


Easy as shaking a man’s hand.


And when it’s as easy as shaking a man’s hand, you stop seeing open hands. All you see, then, is an empty spot where a sword should be. And will be, if you don’t grab yours first.


I’m tired of it.


I don’t live in lamentation of my past deeds. I did what I had to, even if I could have thought of something better. I don’t hear voices and I don’t have nightmares.


Not anymore, anyway.


I guess I’m just tired. Tired of seeing swords instead of hands, tired of looking for chairs against the wall whenever I go into a room, tired of knowing lists instead of people, tired of talking to my sword.


And I’m going to stop. And even if I can’t, I have to try.


So I’m going to. Try, that is.


Just as soon as I get my money.


I suppose there’s irony in trading blood for gold. Or hypocrisy.


I don’t care and I sincerely doubt my employer does, either. Or maybe he does—holy men are odd that way—but he’ll pay, anyway. Blood is gold and I’ve spilled a lot of the former for a considerable sum of the latter.


Ordinarily, you wouldn’t think a priest of Talanas, the Healer, to appreciate that much blood. But Miron Evenhands, Lord Emissary and Member in Good Standing of the House of the Vanquishing Trinity, is no ordinary priest. As the former title implies, he’s a man with access to a lot of wealth. And as the latter title is just cryptic enough to suggest, he’s got a fair number of demons, cultists, and occult oddities to be eradicated.


And eradicate I have, with gusto.


And he has yet to pay. “Temporary barriers to the financial flow,” he tells me. “Patience, adventurer, patience,” he says. And patient I was. Patient enough to follow him across the sea for months until we came here.


Cier’Djaal, the City of Silk. This is the great charnel house where poor men eat dead rich men and become wealthy themselves. This is the city where fortunes are born, alive and screaming. This is the city that controls the silk, the city that controls the coin, the city that controls the world.


This is civilization.


This is what I want now.


My companions, too.


Or so I’d like to think.


It’s not as though anyone chooses to be an adventurer, killing people for little coin and even less respect. We all took up the title, and each other’s company, with the intent of leaving it behind someday. Cier’Djaal is as good as any a place to do so, I figure.


Though their opinions on our arrival have been… varied.


That Gariath should be against our entrance into any place where he might be required to wear a shirt, let alone a place crawling with humans, is no surprise.


Far more surprising are Denaos’s objections—the man who breathes liquor and uses whores for pillows, I would have thought, would feel right at home among the thieves and scum of civilized society.


Asper and Dreadaeleon, happy to be anywhere that has a temple or a wizard tower, were generally in favor of it. Asper for the opportunity to be among civilized holy men, Dreadaeleon for the opportunity to be away from uncivilized laymen, both for the opportunity to be in a place with toilets.


When I told Kataria, she just sort of stared.


Like she always does.


Which made my decision as to what to do next fairly easy. This will be the last of our time spent together. Once I’ve got my money, once I can leave my sword behind, I intend to leave them with it.


Their opinions on this have been quiet.


Possibly because I haven’t told them yet.


Probably because I won’t until I’m far enough away that I can’t hear my sword laughing at me anymore.















ONE



AN ARCHITECT OF BONE AND MARROW


He smelled the corpses before they came.


That odorous smell of sun-cooked meat heralded the corpsewagon long before the rattling of wheels and jangling of priestly chains could announce the presence. Captain Dransun pulled out the kerchief he wore beneath his Jhouche guard badge and held it over his unshaven face. He had not yet seen enough death to be inured to the stink.


But, then, it was only the beginning of the week.


“Hold up, hold up,” he commanded the petitioners lining up before him, waving them aside. “Gevrauchians coming through.”


No protests. Not so much as a word from the unruly crowd at the mention of the death priests. The press of flesh that had demanded to enter the city since dawn shuffled quietly aside. The impending procession required lots of room.


Before anything else, he saw the lanterns. Lit despite the noonday sun and glowing with a cold brightness, the caged lights of the priests swung on long, willowy boughs strapped to their stooped backs like the lure lights of fish from a deep, dark place. Behind the glass circles sewn into their burlap masks, neither face nor eye could be seen.


This made them only slightly more unnerving than their cargo.


Drawn by the Lanterns, the corpsewagon groaned like an old man as it was hauled through the gates. The petitioners impolitely covered their mouths at the sight of burlap-wrapped bodies in various stages of dismemberment.


The Lanterns didn’t care any more than the dead. Followers of the Bookkeeper were notoriously hard to offend.


As Dransun watched the cart thresh a wake through the humanity thronging the harbor, he became aware that he had been holding his breath. Whether from smell or some omen he had yet to give a name to, he began to release it, only to have it leap right back into his mouth when he felt a hand upon his shoulder. He whirled about, reflexively reaching for his sword.


The Quill, so named for the rank bestowed on those senior Gevrauchians, stared through tiny glass circles. The spear-long rolled-up scroll strapped to his back glistened with cleanliness not shown his black ceremonial garb. His glove, particularly rotten with grime and dried blood, thrust a similar, if smaller, scroll toward Dransun.


“Twelve bodies today,” he said, voice flat behind his burlap mask. “Seven identified, dismemberments excluded. Please place this upon your notice board at your leisure, Captain, and remind families they have eight days to collect their loved ones before Gevrauch’s Right is assumed.”


“Right,” Dransun replied, taking the scroll from him. “Will this be the last time you come through today or…”


“Death is an inevitability, Captain,” the Quill reminded him. “As is our duty. We come when we are required. And we are required often of late.”


“Yes, I get that,” Dransun replied through clenched teeth. “It’s just that the fashas are getting antsy. All this death and violence are bad for business.”


“Your employers should consult those who make the corpses. We merely clean up after them. Death is our business, Captain. Business is always good in Cier’Djaal.”


Dransun felt the color drain from his face. The Quill stared back for a moment before scratching the back of his head.


“That was a joke,” the priest muttered. “We shall return later, Captain.”


After the Quill departed, Dransun hesitated to wave the crowd back into place. Seemed pointless; this wouldn’t be the last visit from the Lanterns today. They were always finding new victims in the Souk.


And yet, wave them back into line he did. These were the merchants, after all: the spice men, the artisans, the dust dealers, and the trade bosses. This was Cier’Djaal, where the only things more constant than death and odor were coin and protocol. The Gevrauchians could concern themselves with the death of the city. Dransun’s concerns were for the life of it.


And more specifically, for those who would spill it on the ground.


“All right, then.” Dransun tucked the scroll into his belt and produced his logbook. Sparing a quick glance for the towering petitioner before him, he flipped open the page and pressed charcoal to paper. “Name?”


“Daaru.”


“Daaru.” He jotted it down. “And what is your—”


“Saan Rua Tong Clan.”


“No, I wanted to know your—”


“Born from the bleeding stomach of Rua, when the dead God earned His name, born from the sands—”


“Oh, son of a bitch…” Dransun muttered, it only occurring to him then to take a closer look.


A pair of yellow eyes, wide and wild as daybreak, didn’t bother looking back.


A head taller than any man present, even without the jagged mane masquerading as hair, the creature was deep in the throes of reciting his ancestry. Hairy, apelike hands provided accompanying gestures. Lips peeled back with every word, flashing teeth so large and sharp as should only belong on an animal.


“Who the hell let a tulwar in line?” Dransun called out to his subordinates, who looked up briefly from their own lines and shrugged. “What do you turds think we have all these protocol meetings for?”


“—and painted the walls with his own blood,” the beast called Daaru continued, “and when my father did dislodge the spear in a gout of—”


“No, no, no.” Dransun held up his hands. “Didn’t you read the signs? No tulwar.”


Only at this did Daaru stop.


His glare ran a long journey down his face. Thick scars mapped the simian slope of his nose and overlong jaws in symmetry that Dransun couldn’t quite grasp. Too smooth, too perfect to be from any battle, they began to fill with a wild splendor of red, blue, and yellow color as Daaru bared his teeth in a growl.


Dransun hid his fear behind an unblinking blue stare. The Jhouche were little more than the face of Cier’Djaal, but the fashas demanded they be an unflinching one.


“No tulwar,” he repeated firmly. “No shicts. No vulgores. No oids.” He gestured to the parchments plastered across the Harbor Gates. “Souk’s on high alert. Unless you come in with round ears, flat teeth, and coin to trade, you don’t come in.”


“Trade.” Daaru repeated the word with black enthusiasm. “I come with trade.”


His hand settled on the grip of the long, curved blade strapped to his hip, a perfect match for the shorter one tucked beneath it.


“I come with swords.” His smile was feral and unpleasant. “Your streets are awash with blood. The death priests come day and night. The city you built on the backs of my people begins to crack. Let the tulwar solve the human problem.”


“The fashas have their own forces,” Dransun replied. “Human forces. We don’t need more swords. Let alone those considered…”


His voice and eyes trailed off the tulwar and onto the petitioners behind, attention caught on a short man wedged uneasily in line, glancing about nervously.


“Unstable,” Dransun murmured.


Admittedly, the man might not have been planning to do anything. Men under six feet tall typically possessed an air of twitchy suspicion as a matter of nature.


Regardless, he rapped his gauntleted fingers upon his pauldron. His guardsmen spared a brief nod for the signal before giving their swords a shake to loosen them in their scabbards.


“The Uprising was in response to your city expanding,” Daaru snarled, demanding Dransun’s attention. “You brought your swords to our homes. And now that we have a taste for blood, you’ve lost your appetite?”


“That’s life,” Dransun sighed, glancing back at the twitchy man.


“This is death,” Daaru snorted. “My father died in the Uprising so that I could stand here. And now you deny me the right to avenge him even as I do your dirty work. This is not over, human. Before I am done I will spill the blood of your—”


“Ancaa alive, I get it,” Dransun snapped suddenly, turning his ire back to the tulwar. “Boo hoo, humans are so mean. The Uprising is over and you lost, oid. The city needs swords that’ll answer to authority, and it doesn’t pay for dramatic speeches unless they’re on a stage. So either slap on a costume more ridiculous than what you’ve got on or get lost.”


Dransun didn’t bother paying attention to the threat Daaru made as the tulwar stalked away. His attentions followed the short man in the crowd, growing twitchier.


He was short, wiry to the point of being too skinny for the sword he carried upon his back. His face was far too young for the harsh angles of his jaw and nose and the many scars on his chin and bare arms. Far, far too young for hair the gray color of an old man’s, but it hung around his face in poorly trimmed locks all the same.


And yet the cold blue eyes matched perfectly. Dransun recognized the stare of a man who had earned those scars, even from the Harbor Gate.


He knew the stares of men like these, just as he knew what ran through their heads. He laid a hand on the pommel of his sword and waved the next person forward.
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Son of a bitch, Lenk thought. He saw you. He looked down at his hands. Obviously. You’re twitching like a dust-snorter three days clean.


This was bad. This whole plan was bad. Why had he even listened to Denaos for this? What on earth would that thug know about breaking into a city?


Probably more than a little, Lenk admitted to himself. But if this was such a genius plan, why isn’t he here to see it executed? He glanced over his shoulder, searching for a sign of his scraggly companion. Likely because he doesn’t want to be around to see you executed, the coward.


He looked back up over the heads of the people in the crowd. The surly-looking guard at the Harbor Gate looked embroiled in an argument with whoever was trying to get through. His fellow guards looked equally busy with their lines.


Denaos was nowhere to be seen. His other companions were likewise worthless. Once again, it was down to Lenk to get everything done.


Right. Deep breaths. Try not to look crazy.


He pulled himself out of line and began to walk past people toward the gate. Head down, eyes forward, wearing a face he hoped looked at least a little intimidating. The only way this was going to work was if this no-necked guard believed Lenk was mean enough to not be worth stopping.


“Ah.” A gloved hand went up before Lenk’s face. “Stop right there.”


Of course, he sighed inwardly.


“I didn’t specifically say ‘no mercs,’ I know.” The surly-looking guard angled his voice down condescendingly. “But I did say no unstable types, didn’t I?”


Lenk’s hand was up before either of them knew it, slapping the captain’s hand away.


“Marshal your words with greater care, friend,” he whispered threateningly, voice low and sharp like a knife in the dark. “Or I shall hasten to incite you to greater discipline.”


What the hell was that?


The guardsman blinked. Once. Slowly.


“What?”


Well, don’t change now. He’ll know something’s up.


“Was I too soft in my verbiage?” Lenk asked. “Did you not feel the chill of death in my words?”


“Look.” The guard captain sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll tell you what I told the tulwar: no oids, no adventurers, no… whatever the hell you are.”


The captain looked him over with a glare that Lenk recognized. Usually, he saw it only a moment before swords were drawn. But the captain’s stare was slow, methodical. He was sizing him up, wondering just how much trouble this was going to be worth.


Lenk decided to give him a hint. He slid into a tense stance, making sure to roll his shoulders enough to send the mail under his shirt clinking and show just how easily he wore the sword on his back.


“I don’t see any colors on your shirt,” the captain muttered. “I don’t see any badge at your breast. I don’t see coin at your belt. Which means you’re not someone I want in my city.”


“You’re wise to be wary,” Lenk said. “And I advise you to listen to that wariness and cut a path for me, lest I show you why my name in the old tongues means ‘bane of death.’”


The captain stared and repeated flatly, “Bane of death.”


“That’s right.”


He blinked. “You’re serious.”


Lenk cleared his throat. “I am.”


“No.” The captain clutched his head as if in pain. “Just… just no. Back to the harbor, bane of death. No room for your kind here.”


“What kind?” Lenk’s face screwed up in offense. “A person of my… uh… distinct verbotanage must not be denied righteous passage into—”


“Boy, I wouldn’t be impressed by this routine even if you weren’t as tall as my youngest.”


“Look, I don’t see what the problem is.” The bravado slipped from Lenk’s voice in a weary sigh as he rubbed his eyes. “I’ve got business in the city. In fact, my employer got in shortly before I got here. His name is Miron Evenhands. We both came off the ship Riptide. If you’ll just let me find him, he’ll—”


“Here’s the problem,” Dransun interrupted. “You’ve got no colors and no affiliation, but you’ve got a sword. So you’ve got the means to kill people, but not the means to be held responsible.” He sniffed. “Parents?”


“What?”


“Any parents?”


“Both dead.”


“Hometown?”


“Burned to the ground.”


“Allies? Compatriots? Friends?”


“Just the ones I find on the road. And in a tavern. And, this one time, hunched over a human corpse, but—”


“And that’s the problem. You’re an adventurer.” He spat the word. “Too cowardly to be a mercenary, too greedy to be a soldier, too dense to be a thief. Your profession is wedged neatly between whores and grave robbers in terms of respectability, your trade is death and carnage, and your main asset is that you’re completely expendable.”


He leaned down to the young man and forced the next words through his teeth.


“I keep this city clean. And you, boy, are garbage.”


The young man didn’t flinch. His eyes never wavered, not to Dransun’s guards reaching for their swords, not to Dransun’s gauntlets clenched into fists. That blue gaze didn’t so much as blink as he looked the captain straight in the eye, smiled through a split lip, and spoke.


“Human garbage.”
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“And that’s when he punched me in the face,” Lenk said, as he covered his blackened eye. “So, anyway, that’s why we’re not getting in through the Harbor Gate.” He added a sneer to the black eye he cast at his companion. “Your plans are crap.”


“My plan?” Denaos’s neck nearly snapped with incredulity as he whirled upon Lenk. “My plan was for you—not the bane of death—to go up, to wait your turn in line, to tell him you were a beet farmer come to sell your wares, and to go in.”


“But I didn’t have any beets.”


“It doesn’t matter!” Denaos threw his hands into the air. “You weren’t selling beets to him, you were selling the idea of beets.”


“I don’t follow.”


“Hence why you have a black eye. Look, it’s simple…”


Denaos illustrated the plan with his hands, weaving an elaborate scene in the air as they pushed their way through the crowded harbor streets.


“Cier’Djaal is a city right in the middle of the desert. Something as mundane as a beet is rare and exotic to them and worth coin. They invite you in, you tell them you have hired hands with the actual product, we all grab some crates, pretend they’re filled with the stuff, and follow in after you.”


Lenk turned away from Denaos, looking over the bustling crowd that choked them and to the distant sea from which they had just arrived that morning.


“It was easier out there,” he sighed. “In the wild parts of the world, chances were anything you stumbled across was an enemy. And even if it wasn’t, you could solve most of your problems with it by jamming a sword in it. No rules, no laws—”


“No toilets,” Denaos interrupted.


“Still.”


“This is Cier’Djaal, Lenk,” the tall man said. “People here don’t have to kill for money. That’s what you wanted, right?” At Lenk’s meek nod, he sneered. “Then you should have stuck with the plan.”


“Well, if this is all so easy, why didn’t you do it?”


Denaos scowled at Lenk through eyes sharpened by suspicion and worn by drink. Or rather, scowled down at Lenk. The man stood infuriatingly taller than Lenk, with a long and limber body wrapped in the kind of black leather that usually accompanied drinking problems and knives in the dark. The fact that Denaos was frequently in the company of both meant that he wasn’t the right person to deal with law-abiding folks like guardsmen.


“Fine,” Lenk sighed. “My fault, then.”


“So, Miron is somewhere over that wall with our money.” Denaos gestured over the crowd. “And you fucked up our best chance of getting in. What are you going to tell the others?”


The shrug Lenk offered didn’t satisfy either of them. It was too hot to think. Even as the sun beat down overhead, the crowd at the harbor grew ever more oppressive. Sun-skinned, sweaty, smelly, stretched, scorched, scarred, the press of human traffic was a noose tightening around the two men.


Sailors pushed their cargo up and down gangplanks, across harbor stones, over slow people. Guards of the Jhouche stood at the periphery, brandishing logbooks like blades at shrieking merchants. All of this done to the jaunty tune of prostitutes, beggars, and cutpurses plying their trades in a laughing, wailing symphony.


Ruffians, thieves, scum; Lenk had seen worse. He was an adventurer, after all. His were eyes used to noticing danger. But every time he did, he found that danger had already noticed him.


Tulwar, thick gray muscle left bared by their orange and red half-robes, scowls shooting down long faces knotted with gray folds of flesh, strode fearlessly through the berths the crowd gave them. Dark khoshicts lurked at the mouths of alleys and atop piles of crates, peering out from wild manes of braided hair with bright eyes and grins sharp as the necklaces of teeth they wore. Each one they passed gave him a look he knew well. The oids saw him as he saw them: weapons first, people last.


“So many of them,” Lenk muttered.


“Of what?” Denaos asked.


“You don’t see them? The tulwar? Shicts?”


“What of them?”


“I guess I hadn’t expected to see so many of them here. You always hear tales of shicts stalking in the night, tulwar rampaging across the country. You never see them loitering.”


“Teats get to choose who suckles them,” Denaos said, grunting past a knot of sailors. “Carcasses don’t get to choose what flies eat them.”


“It just makes me wonder,” Lenk said. “Why do they choose to be here instead of among their own kind?”


Denaos cast a sidelong smirk to his companion. “A little hypocritical of you, isn’t it?”


Lenk narrowed his eyes on the man, even if it hurt the black one. “I’m allowed to be hypocritical about that particular subject.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because I know why Kataria chose me.”


He hadn’t intended that to sound as bitter as it had.















TWO



VERBAL DISEASES


Kataria drew in a slow breath. She closed her eyes against the glare of the sun. She felt pale skin grow pink under its heat. Under the braids of her hair, both of her ears—long and pointed as knives, three notches to either length—rose into the air.


She listened, growing anxious.


She shut her eyes tighter, held her breath, bit her tongue, denied her every sense but the most important one.


For three long breaths, she listened.


And still, she could hear nothing.


“Son of a wh—”


She couldn’t even hear herself curse.


She could hear everything else, of course. A towering wall with spiked crenellations separated the tall ships and their docks from the Souk. Humans clambered to somehow cross over that wall and get to the trade on the other side. And the round-ears flowed, like a noisy tide, into every crevice of the harbor. She could hear that just fine: all their slurs, their curses, their jokes about genitalia. All their wasted words on stinking breath, she could hear everything.


Everything except them.


They stood two hundred paces away. Two of them, tall and limber, their ears long and sharp as spears, skin dark and hair black. Humans had cruder names for them, as they did for her: savages, beasts, oids.


She knew them by the name Riffid had given them.


Kho.


Shict. Like her.


They were standing right there. She could feel their dark eyes fixed upon her as she sat atop a stack of crates. They were but a quick stride away. And yet, they may as well have been across the ocean.


Their ears twitched like the antennae of insects. They were reaching out to her with the Howling, the language without words, the communicative instinct shared between all shicts as breath.


“Hu’aish, pale sister,” they were saying. “How far from home are you? There are no trees here. Come and let us embrace you. Come and be away from these reeking kou’ru. Be amongst family. Be among your kind. Come to us.”


At least, that was what she imagined them saying.


She could feel the intent in their stares. They were trying to speak to her. And she heard nothing. And, feeling the red-hot shame in her own face, she pulled her broad-brimmed hat over her head and looked down.


No one could say why a shict lost the ability to use the Howling. It wasn’t something anyone ever talked about in her tribe when she left. There were theories, of course: consumption of black herbs, a weak bloodline, prolonged contact with humans. That was the most popular theory.


To breathe their air was to drink toxin. To take their gold was to invite infection. To feel the chill of their skin against the warmth of a shict’s own vibrant flesh…


Well, she already knew what happened when she did that.


She hopped off her perch and disappeared behind a stack of crates. A flutter of movement caught her eye and she had to restrain herself from starting.


Gariath had been standing so still, his black cloak blending into the shadow so seamlessly, she almost forgot he was there.


One didn’t notice Gariath in the same way one didn’t notice a tree. One never really appreciated a creature of his size until he came crashing down on someone’s head.


“No sign of them yet,” Kataria said. “Hope you don’t mind staying here for a little while longer.”


“I didn’t.” Gariath’s voice rumbled out of his hood in a deep growl. “Until you came back.” Kataria glared at him and he snorted. “How much longer?”


“Infiltrations take time.”


“Grabbing a rock and bashing someone’s head in takes only moments. But for some reason we’re trying to sneak in like rats.”


“No one asked you.”


“If they had, we’d be in already.”


Kataria’s sole response was an irate scowl. But it wasn’t for Gariath; she didn’t have the muscle for the kind of ire that he would warrant.


Her irritation was for the fact that, despite the roaring curses and hateful mutters of the human tide, she could hear the sound of footsteps. Light, wary strides moving quickly across stones.


His footsteps.


That she could always hear him might have given some other girl comfort. One who wasn’t deaf to her own people.


It just infuriated her.


“I smell failure,” Gariath muttered. “They’ve returned.”


“I resent that.”


She turned to see Lenk approaching. She didn’t know what failure smelled like—she suspected fish and lemons—but he didn’t look successful. The differences in his moods were subtle and it freshly irritated her that she knew them.


“If I smell like failure, it’s only because I listened to him.” The young man gestured behind him.


“A plan is only as brilliant as its executor,” Denaos said, following after. “If you had just stuck to the story, we’d be in.”


“You didn’t go with beet farmers?” Kataria asked, quirking a brow. At Lenk’s sheepish grin, she sighed and rubbed her eyes. “You did the ‘bane of death’ thing, didn’t you?”


“Oh, come on,” Lenk protested. “I figured that intimidation would be quicker than treachery.”


“Yes, but all good intimidation is steeped in treachery,” Denaos pointed out.


“And you have the height, mass, and silky locks of a little girl.” Kataria plucked a single silver strand of hair from his head. “Terrifying.”


“If he were a girl, we wouldn’t have this problem.” Denaos’s eyes slipped over to Kataria with practiced appraisal. “In fact, perhaps the guards might be better persuaded by…”


He took her in with a few quick glances, from her bright green eyes to the lean archer’s muscle left bare by the crop of her dusty leathers. He let out an approving hum, a plan coming to life behind his eyes.


Just as the snarl she shot him killed it dead.


“Think they’d like these?” She ran her tongue across a pair of overlarge canines. “They can strip a deer’s femur in forty breaths.”


Kataria fixed her scowl on Denaos as she reached up and pulled her hat from her head. Unkempt blond hair laced with long, dirty feathers tumbled to her shoulders. Her pointed ears shot up, rigid like arrows in a carcass.


“Or how about these?” They flattened against her head as she bared her teeth at Denaos. “What can I do to get us into this festering wound of a round-ear nest? The sooner we can get our money and are rid of each other, the better; am I right?”


“Pretty mu—”


Lenk cut Denaos off with a raised hand, looking warily at Kataria.


“Is something wrong?”


“No, Lenk, I go into a spitting rant as a matter of routine,” she snarled at him.


Lenk coughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say it’s a routine, but—”


“Never mind.” She jammed her hat back on, tucking her ears beneath it. “At this rate, I’ll be dead of old age before we get in and this won’t be a problem.”


“There is no problem,” Gariath rumbled from his hood. “There are only three walking stacks of meat between us and your gold.”


His black cloak parted with just a flash of dull crimson. A pair of clawed hands, broad and heavy, tightened into sledges of scarred flesh and trembled with all the wrong kinds of excitement.


“Let me shed this pathetic disguise and I’ll finish this for you.”


From beneath his hood, the dragonman’s blood-colored snout split into a smile full of sharp teeth.


“We’ve discussed this,” Lenk said with a sigh. “This? This stuff you say? This is why you have to wear the cloak.”


Gariath’s arms dropped.


“We never get to do anything I want to do.”


“Because all you ever want to do is kill people,” Lenk shot back. “And we’re trying to stop doing that. That’s the whole point of getting in there. Once we find Miron and our money, we’re done.”


“We never agreed to anything. One of us decided that,” Kataria snorted. “You didn’t ask anyone else.”


“As you damn well noticed, adventuring isn’t getting us anywhere and I’m not the only one who would say so.”


“Oh yeah? Who else?”


“What about Asper?” Lenk asked.


“What about her?” Kataria demanded in reply.


“What about me?” a third voice chimed in.


The assembled went silent at the appearance of a tall woman in their midst. Though her robes were dusty and workmanlike and her long brown hair was wrapped in a businesslike braid beneath a blue bandanna, she carried with her an air of authority. Partly because of the silver phoenix pendant about her throat, a sigil of her station as a priestess of Talanas, but mostly because of the suspicious glare she shot them.


“You all went quiet very quickly. What were you talking about?” She must have seen something in their forced nonchalance, for her eyes widened. “Oh, for the love of… were you planning a murder?”


“Discussing,” Lenk said, holding up a finger. “Discussing a murder. Not planning.”


“We’re not even in the city yet!” Asper protested. “You’re not allowed to get us executed before we at least see the Souk!”


“It’s not a crime until you actually do it,” Denaos muttered. “And we entertained other options first.”


“What happened to the beet-farmer plan?” Asper asked. “I was out trying to find crates we could use for it. I liked that plan.”


“Most of us did,” Denaos said, angling a sidelong glare at Lenk. “But now we don’t have beets and, like most men deprived of edible roots, we turn to murder.”


“I can’t tell if you’re serious or not and that always makes me uncomfortable.” Asper tugged at her pendant. “I’m a priestess. A respectable member of society. I’m in.”


“You’re in,” Lenk said. “We’re still out here. And they’re not going to believe we’re with you.”


Asper surveyed them: the short man with the sword, the tall man with the knives, the shict with the fangs, and… Gariath.


“Probably not,” she said, sighing. “Well, maybe I could go in and find Miron and bring him back out? Or…” Her eyes lit up. “We could ask Dreadaeleon.”


“But chances are good that he already figured out a way in and went without us,” Lenk replied.


Kataria folded her arms over her chest. “He’s a greasy little boy in a dirty little coat who spends more time trying to hide his erections than he does speaking. What use is he?”


“He can fly,” Lenk said.


“Ah.” She sniffed. “Well, he’s not here, is he?” She shuffled her feet, glanced to Gariath. “So… murder?”


“No murder,” Lenk and Asper shouted at once.


“Then let’s get back on the ship we came in on and forget this whole cesspool!” Kataria snarled.


“We are not going back!”


Asper’s eyelid twitched. She was aware of it, of course: the anger, the yelling, the hideously uncomfortable sexual tension. But she needed listen only for a few moments more. Meditatively, she counted down from ten breaths.


Nine… eight… She held her breath. A faint smile crept across her face. Ah, there it is.


The comforting numbness set in at the back of her brain, as it usually did when they started screaming. A marvelous self-preservation instinct, or maybe a hemorrhage that would someday kill her; either way, she wouldn’t have to listen anymore.


Not that she didn’t care. She had cared quite a bit when she set out with these people. Like all good servants of the Healer, she had cared a tad too much. She tossed her concern around like a rich man’s coin, frittering it away on every problem she saw. Experience had taught her to be more frugal with her compassion. If they had a problem she could help with, she would.


Lenk and Kataria’s particular brand of problem was not one of them.


But it had been well past ten breaths now. Their shrieking was a faint buzzing noise in her ear. And in her meditation, she noticed Denaos, likewise oblivious to the ruckus as he tended his nails with a small knife.


And an idea struck her.


Nonchalance to obscenity was a façade he wore well, usually because it was rarely a façade. But she had seen his many masks, and she knew how to spot the tears in them: his jaw was clenched; his body was taut and wary beneath his leathers. But the most telling sign was the fact that he was leaning against a wall that separated him from a world of whores, liquor, gold, and other illicit joys, trying to pretend like he didn’t care.


“You’re not looking well,” she said, approaching him.


“You and I both know that I look amazing right now.” He cast a glance at her from beneath unruly hair. “But what makes you say that?”


“I know you well enough, Denaos,” she said. “And you know me.” She glanced at his fingers. “Also, you’re trying to trim fingernails that you chewed away days ago.”


“It’s rather unfair of you to use obvious evidence against me.” He hid his hand behind his back. “But then, I trust you’re not actually concerned about my well-being.”


“I am. But I’m more curious.” Asper looked over her shoulder at Lenk and Kataria, as the former extended his chin, challenging the latter to take a swing. “You could have had us through the gate in no time. If you had been the one to lead the beet stratagem—”


“Let’s not call it that.”


“You could have gotten us past the guards in six words,” Asper said. “But Lenk went instead.”


“He’s the leader.” Denaos cringed at the sight of Kataria leaping atop Lenk, teeth bared and snarling. “Supposedly.”


“In battle, sure. In other things…” She shared his cringe as she heard a decidedly unmanly scream from behind her. “Not so much.”


“Point being?”


“Point being, you obviously know this city and how to get in,” she continued, “and you’re obviously not bringing it to anyone’s attention, so you obviously don’t care when or if you get into Cier’Djaal.”


He said nothing. He didn’t have to. She could see his mask fraying at the edges, in the crow’s-feet of his eyes.


“But why?” she asked aloud. “Past that wall lies gold, women, liquor… everything you’ve missed from civilization. If you don’t want to be in there, that must mean—”


“May I make a counterpoint?”


“Please.”


“Shut up.”


“That’s not a counterpoint.”


“Will it make you shut up?”


“Almost certainly not.”


“Then what will?”


Denaos was not without his own knowledge of her. She knew he could see the answer in her determined stare. He sighed and slipped his knife back into a hidden sheath.


“Fine. I’ll get us in,” he muttered. He smoothed his tunic as he turned to walk away. “Tell the others to spread out and move in one at a time when I give the signal.”


“The signal being?”


“You won’t miss it,” he replied. “Will this shut you up?”


“On this subject? Maybe for a bit.”


“And do you ever stop to think about the ethical implications of getting things done by annoying people into doing them?”


Asper turned about and saw Kataria on Lenk’s back, arm wrapped around his throat as he flailed behind him, trying to seize her to peel her off. She grinned triumphantly at Denaos.


“Only for the first ten breaths.”















THREE



TO FLOW, AS THE RIVER


It had taken a lot of lost time and lost blood for him to figure out the great lessons of life, but Lenk had learned a few. And the most important and painful of them was that when Denaos said he had a plan and didn’t immediately offer specifics, it was just wisest not to ask.


Perhaps it wasn’t the best method of leadership. Certainly, such laxity wasn’t the best quality in a leader. Proper commanders—the great generals and merc captains—would have had a better plan and an iron will to guide unwavering loyalties, their troops flowing like rivers toward their purpose. But those were men. Respected. Honored. Warriors.


Lenk was an adventurer. He had a thug, a priestess, a shict, an absent wizard… and Gariath. And between all of them, only one of them seemed to have a plan better than “run in and hope no one dies.”


Perhaps they wouldn’t flow in. But rivers did more than flow. They seeped, they flooded, and, in the worst cases, they simply rushed forward and everyone else got out of their way.


Not a good way for a man to lead.


But for an adventurer? It wasn’t bad.


He stood at the edge of the harbor, his eyes on the Harbor Gate, directly across the human-choked road. The Jhouche guards spared him not so much as a glance. They had no idea what was about to happen.


Lenk would have taken more comfort in that if he had a better idea than they.


Beside the Harbor Gate, two massive stacks of crates bearing the sigil of a local fasha—an emblem of a naked girl upon a bed of coins—had been arranged with painstaking delicacy near the end of the lines of petitioners. It was behind these crates that his companions loitered: Kataria and Gariath lurking in the shadows on one side, Asper pretending not to notice them on the other.


And Denaos was nowhere to be seen.


Maybe he’s not actually coming back. Maybe he’s going to rat us out to the guards and ask for passage as reward. He bit his lower lip. Not a bad idea, actually.


He eyed the guard captain from across the way, the tall man with the hard chin, and wondered if he might be able to get that deal for himself.


It kind of makes sense, doesn’t it? I’m the one who wants out of this. I’m the one who needs the money. Asper can always go back to the clergy. Denaos won’t ever have trouble getting by. Dreadaeleon’s a wizard; he’ll never want for anything. Nothing could stop Gariath from doing what he wants. And Kataria…


His eyes drifted to her at the shadows. He knew she was staring at him before he even saw her. Pale and stark in the shadows, eyes vivid and sharp as spears, leveled right at him.


Even in the best of times, she always seemed to look at him the same way she would size up a chunk of roasted venison.


These were not the best of times. These were the times when all he saw was her scowl, her anger, her very large teeth bared in a snarl.


“Forty breaths…” he whispered. His face screwed up. “Really?”


“How much of a man do you suppose you can fit in a crate?”


At the voice, Lenk looked up with a start to behold a man standing beside him. Though how a man such as this had approached him without him noticing, he wasn’t quite sure.


Clad in robes so white and unsullied as to be surreal, he stood painfully close, hands folded delicately behind his back. His face was long and elegant, cheekbones fine and lips thin. His skin, dark like any Djaalic’s, was clean and free of blemishes, and his black hair glistened with a light sheen of oil.


His appearance unnerved Lenk, and not just because of how filthy it made him look by contrast. He looked too perfect, too serene to be in the harbor at all, let alone to have appeared out of nowhere as he did.


“You see how they all crowd around their possessions?” The man in white gestured over the harbor. “As though a man can take his heart, his lungs, his liver and wrap them in paper and stack them neatly atop each other inside a little box. As though, so long as those precious pieces of a man are in that box, he cannot be harmed.”


He turned to Lenk. His eyes were alight with a curiosity that belonged on a dirtier man. His lips curled into a smile.


“For what else is there to harm once a man is in his box?”


Lenk blinked. He slowly looked for whom the man might be talking to, wondering if perhaps he had unwittingly come between two eerie, philosophy-spewing pretty men. With no such luck, he realized that the question had been posed to him.


“Uh,” he said, “I suppose once that happens, a man starts looking to his box. His… box full of guts.”


“And if there were no box? If it were far away or buried elsewhere?”


“Then… he can’t be harmed, I suppose.”


The man in white nodded carefully. He swept a thoughtful look from Lenk to the Harbor Gate, choked with people.


“You wish to enter?” he asked.


Lenk’s first thought was not to answer. He was, presumably, supposed to be acting nonchalant enough for people not to assume that.


“A lot of people do,” Lenk settled on saying. “There are a lot of boxes past that gate.”


“A lot.” The man in white spoke the words softly, tasting them. “So many lives tucked away in so many boxes. How many do you think?”


“A hundred, at least,” Lenk replied, looking over the crowd.


“And they all funnel to that one tiny point guarded by three tiny men.” The man in white made a gesture over the spanning Harbor Wall. “Seal this up, make it a wall with no doors, you will find men climbing it, burrowing under it, breaking through it in half the time that it takes to walk through it. Put one tiny hole, offer them that one escape, they’ll go through it, no matter how long it takes, ignoring the many other entries.”


Lenk let out a thoughtful hum, considering them. He scanned the crowd briefly for Denaos and found nothing. He had just begun to reconsider not trying to sneak in when he became aware of another stare fixed upon him. He turned to see the man in white, eyes brimming with something brighter than curiosity, darker than malice.


Lenk blinked and looked around.


“What?” he asked.


“Do strange men come and offer you cryptic advice as a matter of routine?” His smile piqued. “Are you not at all alarmed by this, my friend?”


“Well… I mean, a little, sure.”


“Only a little?” The man in white chuckled. “Am I really that dull? Are you not utterly mystified by my presence?”


“Look,” Lenk sighed, rubbing his eyes. “In case the scars and the sword aren’t suggestion enough, I’ve lived a strange life. So strange, in fact, that I just don’t have the energy to be utterly mystified by every weird thing I come across anymore.”


He met the man in white’s stare, and something within those dark eyes spurred him. He saw something steady, something that suggested it could handle what he’d wanted to say for a long time. And Lenk, without really knowing why, took a deep breath, and said it.


“I don’t even think I can remember how many I’ve killed,” he spoke. “People. Men. Women. Monsters, beasts… demons. Things that shouldn’t exist. But they do. And I’ve killed them. I’ve killed… so many of them.”


It wasn’t until he said those last words, he wasn’t aware of his heart pounding, of his breath gone short, of the drop of sweat forming at his temple. Images of them, his many enemies, the many bodies, their many faces, flooded his mind. He was aware, briefly, of the ache in a palm used to the grip of steel.


And then he let his breath out. He wiped away the sweat, told himself it was the noonday sun. And he was aware of the strange look the man in white affixed on him now.


And he remembered why he was here in Cier’Djaal.


“And when I told her… when I told them, they had exactly that look,” Lenk said. “So, you’re something that shouldn’t be, or you’re like me. A killer pretending not to be. Either way, I don’t have the energy for you.”


He turned back to the crowd. Before the man even spoke, Lenk could feel his smile boring into his neck, like a knife.


“You think you won’t find blood in this city?”


He turned. A knife, it turned out, was an apt description for his smile. His lips were a small scalpel with a dirty edge, one used by a gutter-healer to cut arrowheads out of criminals.


“You think all these people, all the gold they trade behind those walls will make them less violent?”


“What?” Lenk asked.


“I’ve seen a great many things myself. A man used to killing is one I’ve seen often. The twitch of your muscles, the flex of your fingers, the way your voice raises just slightly when you think words are about to become blades…” The man in white’s voice escaped on an unnervingly whimsical sigh. “Don’t worry. It’s not something you should be afraid of. Just something you should be aware of.”


“What is, exactly?” Lenk asked.


The man folded his hands delicately behind his back again. He looked to the rivers of humanity crossing through the Harbor Road and smiled.


“Men don’t become less violent when they store their guts in a box; they just become bolder. Men don’t become civil when they’re offered a hole through; they just become desperate. Men who can live without violence, without blood or gold, recognize the same thing.”


“And what’s that?”


Lenk’s breath caught in his throat, his mouth suddenly too dry to speak; he was aware of just how bad he wanted the man in white to answer him.


And the man in white looked at him. And the man in white smiled broadly.


“That there’s only one way to live,” he said, “and that’s without boxes or holes.”


He walked out into the Harbor Road, floating like a specter. And like a specter, he moved with an unsettling grace. He didn’t brush against a single hairbreadth of filthy, sweaty skin. His robes barely stirred at the press of people that seemed to part before him like a river before a ship.


And when he came to the Harbor Gate, he simply walked through. He looked at no one and nothing more than a simple glance was cast his way as he strode through the gate and disappeared into the Souk beyond as though he had never even been.


That, Lenk thought, was something strange.


Certainly not the strangest thing he had ever seen, though.


He was about to see that, or something close to it; he was certain. For at that moment, he spied Denaos walking toward the Harbor Gate.


Among the human tide, no one looked twice at him. Lenk, however, held his breath. He wasn’t looking at Denaos, either.


And neither, Lenk saw, were Denaos’s targets.


He spotted the tulwar right away; a gap that wide in the human tide was impossible to miss. Amber eyes set firmly forward peering out of the gray folds of his simian face, the brutish creature seemed to take no heed of the great swaths of humanity surrounding him, let alone the lanky, black-clad man who brushed past him.


Lenk tensed; no plan involving a tulwar was one he wanted to be a part of. But Denaos kept walking past the brute. Lenk felt his jaw and ass unclenching. He felt the urge to act passing.


At least until he saw the khoshicts.


Two of them, stalking down the Harbor Road, the crowd giving them an even wider berth than the tulwar. Lenk could see flashes of dark skin bearing dark tattoos beneath dark cloaks, shiny black hair braided wildly and woven with feathers. Behind their hoods, he could see their eyes, wide and white as their sharp-toothed grins.


Lenk cringed. They reminded him unnervingly of Kataria’s own teeth. Still, they weren’t quite as unnerving as the wink Denaos shot his way as the rogue brushed against the tallest khoshict.


His pulse quickened. His eyes widened. He felt his ass all but weld itself shut. Denaos stood between the tulwar and the sandshicts as they moved in opposite directions, a triumphant smile on his face. He held up a hand, a pilfered shictish dagger dangling between his fingers.


It happened too quickly for Lenk to notice. With a snap of his wrist, Denaos sent the dagger flying. Wordlessly, the rogue mouthed: “Trust me.”


No one would have heard him, anyway. Not over the howl of a tulwar trying to dig a hurled dagger out of his shoulder.


The human tide ebbed. The berth around the oids widened. Eyes awash in inappropriate excitement and horror looked on as the tulwar groped and grabbed blindly at the hilt jutting from his shoulder blade. A thick hand found it, pulled it free with a wrenching sound and a spatter of blood. When the creature whirled around, bloodied blade in hand, his eyes were alight with rage.


“SHICT!” His roar split the crowd, exposing the two creatures.


The casualness with which they turned to face him was almost insulting. One of their hoods fell back, revealing an impish female face piqued with curiosity. The second, taller, cocked a head at the tulwar. Ears, long like spears and notched with four deep ridges in each length, rose out of holes in his hood and twitched attentively.


“I assume you’re talking to us?” A distinctly masculine, if hollow, voice rang out from beneath his hood.


“I see no one else here who would strike a proud warrior from behind like a rat,” the tulwar barked.


“Are rats typically known for striking from behind?” the female khoshict asked. “Asp would be more appropriate, thematically.”


“You insult us, monkey.” The tall one pulled back his hood. A grinning mask carved from dark red wood stared out at the tulwar with frozen, unnerving glee. “Had it been us, you’d not be alive to scream.”


The tulwar’s lips peeled back, fangs bared. His face began to flood with color. A cacophony of yellow, red, and blue blossomed across the folds of formerly gray flesh. Lenk’s eyebrows rose; he had always heard tales of the tulwar’s distinctive facial colorations. “War paint,” they called it, and with it came a fury that was legendary.


“I mean to do more than insult.” His life slick on his palms, the tulwar’s hands slid to the twin blades at his hip. “Before humans, before shicts, we stood on this land. Every son and daughter of Tul has bled upon these sands.” They slid out of their wooden sheaths, long and hungry as the snarl painting the tulwar’s face. “Their honor is mine.”


The khoshicts’ cloaks slipped back. They wore nothing but sandals and kilts, the long, dark muscle of their torsos wild with painted sigils. Their hands slid easily to the sickle-shaped swords at their waists. The one in the mask cocked his head to the side.


“We are nothing if not indulgent, kou’ru,” he said. “If you feel this earth is thirsty, we are happy to slake it.”


“Ecstatic,” the female said, sliding blade into hand as her canines flashed in a grin. “Really.”


This was your plan, Denaos?


Not that it didn’t make a good spectacle, Lenk thought: Excited chatter rippled through the assembled crowd; shouts of encouragement and derision from the human onlookers collided in the air over the combatants’ heads; money wagers began to change hands. All eyes were eagerly on the oid blood about to be spilled.


All eyes save the ones that counted, anyway.


The Jhouche guards at the Harbor Gate looked up with only passing interest. The rule of law in Cier’Djaal, it turned out, was really more of a loose guideline. And certainly the prospect of a few dead oids and a little stopped foot traffic wasn’t worth disrupting their precious lines over.


He found Denaos in the crowd and mouthed the word: What?


Denaos shot him the same unnerving wink and mouthed a reply: Watch.


The rogue glanced to the edge of the Harbor Gate and gave a curt nod. The painstakingly stacked pyramid of crates bore a new passenger. At the very top, Lenk saw Kataria. Kataria didn’t seem to see him, though. Her eyes were on the scene down below, on the khoshicts.


And she stared at them as she had stared at him. With longing. With anger. With sorrow.


Eventually, she noticed Denaos. With a nod, she leaned down and gave the crates a stiff push. Shict and crates tumbled down as one, the former scampering into the shadows as the latter split apart, scattering silks and spices upon the stones.


Lenk furrowed his brow in confusion. Nothing about this made sense.


Not until the earth began to shake beneath his feet, anyway.


The tide of people did not so much ripple as part in two tremendous waves to give path to the enormous shape that came loping up the road. Lenk’s eyes went wide at the sight as he stepped back as far as he dared to let the creature pass without incident.


Resembling nothing so much as the product of a gorilla and a rhinoceros that saw admirable qualities in each other before they sobered up, a great beast lumbered toward the scene upon knuckles and feet the size of shields. Possessed of simian features with a long, twisted horn jutting from the center of its brow, it swept a pair of beady eyes around angrily.


The crowd shifted nervously, even the tulwar and khoshicts lowering their weapons. For had the monstrosity and irritability of the vulgores not already been legendary, it just wasn’t a good idea to be too close to something with big, red tree trunks for arms.


Branded upon the creature’s harness was the sigil of the naked girl atop the mountain of gold, the same that branded the crates shattered on the ground. It was only when people noticed this that murmurs of apprehension turned to whispers of fear.


The last one to notice this was the vulgore himself. When he spoke, his voice was that of a mountain. A mountain that had drunk far too much the night before.


“Kudj see many small squibs crowded around many small boxes. Boxes another squib paid Kudj to watch,” the vulgore rumbled. “Kudj stack in very polite, very precise method so no squibs topple box. But squibs topple box, anyway. Kudj wonder if perhaps Mother right. Kudj wonder if civility only as strong as weakest person participating.”


He drew in a long, deep breath. The crowd followed suit, holding it.


“But Kudj still believe in decency. Kudj believe in civilization. Kudj have faith in all people.”


He exhaled, slowly, and nodded his massive, horned head.


“This why Kudj limit imminent rampage to six corpses or less.”


And that, Lenk thought, would be the sign.


Further thought became impossible a moment later. An earth-shaking roar of fury and a screaming man flung from a colossal arm into the harbor provided a lot of distraction.


And apparently, that had been the plan all along, Lenk thought. For as the crowd dissipated into so much human froth, fleeing this way and that as the vulgore swung, smashed, and screamed across the harbor, the guards at the gate immediately drew swords and moved to intervene. In no great hurry.


Their lines shattered, with people grabbing as many goods as they could carry and making a mad rush past the gate. Among them, five undesirables would not be noticed, Lenk thought as his companions moved in and he moved to join them. They drew into a tight pack, heads low as they slipped in with the rest of the opportunists.


“I hope you realize this doesn’t count,” Asper said harshly. “I said no murder.”


“You never forbid murder by proxy,” Denaos replied.


“I thought that was implied.”


He turned his nose up at her. “Looks like you have something to learn about communication.” He smirked. “Anyway, I doubt he’ll kill anyone. Vulgores are meticulous and tidy by nature, but the idea that they go into murderous rages when their things are touched is an urban myth.”


Somewhere behind them, someone let out a short scream punctuated by a sharp squishing sound. Lenk winced.


“An urban myth, huh?” he asked.


“We’re not technically in the city yet,” Denaos said, “so it doesn’t count as urban.”


“And it doesn’t count as a myth if he actually does it,” Lenk said. “I’m pretty sure ‘vulgores are violent’ goes in the same category of fact as ‘water is wet.’”


“Category?” Kataria asked, acid in her voice. “So, someone goes around from race to race, writing down their flaws, hopes, and habits in a summary page or so?” She sneered, flashing canine. “That’s handy. Maybe you could buy one here.”


Later. Lenk clenched his teeth. Get angry later. Keep moving for now. He swallowed his ire. It tasted bitter.


“Keep moving,” he muttered, forcing his head down. “It’s imperative that we don’t draw any attention.”


As they neared the other side of the gate, another guard stepped forward, hand held up. “Pardon, sirs and madams. There’s been a disruption at the gate. We just need to—”


A thick red fist shot out, catching him in the face and sending him collapsing to the ground, unmoving but for a faint twitch. Lenk looked wide-eyed to Gariath as he drew his arm back into his cloak.


“You didn’t have to do that,” he said.


“I didn’t not have to do that,” Gariath retorted.


Lenk’s face screwed up. “Yes. Yes, you did. What do you think ‘imperative’ means?”


“Some kind of fish, I’m assuming.” Gariath impolitely stepped over the guardsman’s unconscious body. “If that’s all the trouble we see today, I’ll be disappointed.”


“Clearly,” Denaos said, following suit, “you’ve never been to Cier’Djaal.”















FOUR



UNTO HEAVEN


There was no greater testament to man’s devotion to making himself seem utterly insignificant than the Silken Spire of Cier’Djaal.


This was Lenk’s thought as he looked up. And up. And ever up as the jewel of the city reached from the earth to knock at the door of the Gods.


By itself, the Spire was not so impressive. Just a trio of stone pillars at points north, east, and south of the great stone ring that was the Souk. Towering as they were, they were not so tall as to be what made Cier’Djaal famed across the world.


That honor belonged to the silk.


In red and blue, black and green, purple and white, flecked with gold and favored with the sun’s caress, oceans of wispy silk swaths swayed in the breeze between the three pillars. And somewhere between the way the light sighed through it and the way the wind sent it rippling as waves murmuring on the shore, the Silken Spire told him why he had come to Cier’Djaal.


Here, he was small, insignificant. Not a man with a sword, not a man with so many bodies in his wake. Here, he was just a man.


Someone came up beside him.


“I came from a village so small,” he whispered, “that the first time I saw a fountain, I stared at it for hours. I’d never even thought something like this could be made by men.”


“It wasn’t.”


A sharp, harsh voice spoke, like an arrow sinking into flesh.


Kataria.


He saw her angle a finger toward a splotch of black silk upon the oceanic tapestry. Or what he thought was a splotch of black silk, anyway, until it started moving.


He stared and saw them more clearly: their many legs, their beady eyes, and their dark, hairy hides. Spiders, moving slowly across the silk sea like oil stains, trailed wispy strands of color from their spinnerets as they skittered across a massive tapestry that made sense only to them.


“Gods,” he whispered, eyes widening. To be able to see them from so far away, he reasoned they must be colossal up close. “Monsters.”


“Tourist.” Denaos’s sneer was as easy as his stride as he came up beside Lenk. “Sure, you think the Spire is great until you find out where it comes from. Then, suddenly, horse-sized arachnids that spew color from their anuses are weird.”


“It is weird,” Lenk said.


“What’s the big deal, anyway?” Kataria asked. “You’ve seen worse before.”


“Yes, and I’ve killed worse,” Lenk replied. “I don’t know how comfortable I am with the idea of giant bugs having careers better than mine.”


“That’s why this city bursts with gold while we scrape for coppers,” Denaos said. “You see something that spews something useful and desirable—”


“Out its anus,” Lenk interrupted.


“—and see something to kill,” Denaos continued, unhindered. “The fashas saw an opportunity. Their ancestors have been breeding the beasts since before this city had a name. And the silk’s made them—and, by happy coincidence, the city they live in—extremely wealthy.


“They gave the city the spiders.” He pointed to the Spire. “The spiders gave the city the silk.” He traced a line through the air, down from the Spire and toward the streets. “And the silk gave the fashas the city.”


They found their eyes drawn to it, the beating heart of Cier’Djaal. And the Souk, with its thousand eyes, could not spare even one to look back at them.


It extended for miles in a vast ring, old stone walls rising around them, watching the goings on stoically as the people of Cier’Djaal steadfastly ignored them. Here the tide of humanity ceased to flow and started to churn. Here, it became a great, big, noisy, frothy, sweaty stew in a vast cauldron.


Merchant stalls and impromptu storefronts lined the cauldron in great spirals of canvas and wood, deals, pleas, and threats hurled from their stands like spears. People roiled like chunks of meat, bobbing from stall to stall to lose one thing and gain another so that they might lose it somewhere else. Above them, their own language boiled like steam in an endless, formless babble.


Even the tides of the harbor seemed cozy compared to the Souk’s sprawling madness. And he had come here, of all places, to leave his blade behind.


To sell it to one of these greedy creatures in their caves of cloth and canvas, to get a price for all the blood it had spilled and the lives it had taken. To leave it to rust and eventually be picked up by someone with hands as soft as his had once been and never would be again. All so that he could be like them, these civilized people who never had to fight over anything more than a few coins…


The sun shone brightly overhead and Lenk felt a chill that belonged to an older, more tired man.


“So many people,” Asper whispered breathlessly, moving to join them. “How are we to find Miron in all this?”


Of course. Miron. Their money. His future.


Somewhere within that writhing mass of humanity was the means for him to become part of it, to have enough coin to cobble together a life like theirs. All that remained was to find him. Miron. Just one man.


In a city of thousands.


“It won’t matter if he isn’t even in here,” Lenk said, casting a disparaging look out over the cauldron. “He got past the gate hours ago. He could be anywhere in the city by now.”


“He isn’t.”


The voice was nasal and shrill, like an insect’s buzz except haughtier. The man—or boy; it was hard to tell these days—who spoke it did not seem any more impressive.


He sat upon the edge of a derelict wagon. Hunched over as he was, the boy looked like an amalgamation of leather, paper, and grease. A dirty brown coat pooled around skinny crossed legs upon which a book that looked far too big for him was opened. Stringy locks of black hair hung around a thin face that didn’t bother to look up.


Instead, Dreadaeleon merely waved a hand over the book. A page turned of its own accord in reply.


Don’t ask, Lenk told himself. He wants you to ask.


“How do you know?” Asper asked.


Gods damn it.


“A wizard’s ways are his own,” he replied. “One would hope we’ve known each other long enough that you wouldn’t think I’d part with secrets so easily.”


He looked up, a smug smile on a face that hadn’t been punched nearly enough in its life.


“Look, Dread,” Lenk said, rubbing his eyes. “Can we possibly just skip the coyness and get to the part where everyone acts impressed so you’ll tell us what we want to know?”


The boy’s face twitched, his smile dissipating. What settled over him next was cold and sneering.


“Make it good,” he said.


“Everyone is indebted to the endless arcane power you command,” Lenk said on a sigh.


“You truly make the rest of us laypeople look like simpering grubs,” Denaos added absently, glancing at his nails.


“Soft, round women salivate at fantasies of burying their faces in your crotch,” Kataria said through a yawn.


Dreadaeleon sneered at her. “Just because crassness comes as naturally to you as scratching yourself doesn’t mean you should do either in public.” He turned to Lenk. “To the point, then: I assume you were the root cause of whatever commotion just happened at the Harbor Gate?” He smirked. “And if so, you’ll no doubt have already noted the state of alarm your antics have engendered.”


He pointed at various spots on the Souk’s wall, where gates leading to the other districts were stationed.


“Every gate leading out of the Souk has a guard and every guard has a line a mile long. Cursory surveillance suggests Miron isn’t even standing in one. And thus, he has not yet left the area.”


“Ah,” Denaos said. “And so comes the part where you tell us you were able to cover every gate within the biggest part of the city by flying or using some other kind of magic?”


“How is it that you’re still so unaware of how this actually works?” Dreadaeleon asked, haughtiness leaping comfortably into his voice. “Venarie—or ‘magic,’ to the common barkneck—is a precious gift, one not to be wasted on needless displays as fleeting as conducting examinations upon the gatherings of sweaty people.”


He cast a wide gesture over the vast, churning populace of the Souk. “I could not spit without it hitting a merchant who would sell it for six coppers. I did not fly. I merely asked someone.”


“Fine,” Denaos said. “So how’d you get in here, anyway? Did you ask the guards?”


“Oh. No. For that, I did fly.”


Lenk threw up a hand before Denaos could spit a retort. “That’s not terrible news, then. If Miron’s still here, picking him out shouldn’t be too—”


He turned and looked over the Souk, surveying the miles-wide teeming masses. He hummed thoughtfully and sniffed.


“Or maybe we should split up.”


“It would make it harder for any authorities to find us, I guess.” Asper forced a pained smile upon her face. “Of course, we probably wouldn’t have that trouble if we weren’t responsible for nearly killing a dozen people.”


“Later,” he snapped. “We’ll make this quick and easy.” He pointed a finger at Dreadaeleon. “You and Gariath check the gates to see if he’s there.” He eyed the boy warily. “Make sure Gariath keeps his cloak on.” He turned his glare to Gariath. “Make sure Dreadaeleon doesn’t call attention to himself. If either of you screw up, I want one of you to punch the other one.”


Dreadaeleon’s eyes went wide. “Now wait just a—”


“I like this plan,” Gariath said sagely, stalking off, cloak billowing behind him. He paused, looking over his shoulder at Dreadaeleon. His snout poked out from beneath his cloak, his smile broad and unpleasant. “Well?”


The boy cast a baleful scowl upon Lenk for a moment before rising. The book fell from his lap, hanging from his hip by a thick chain. For a moment, he looked as though the weight of it might topple his skinny frame as he scurried after his hulking associate.


“That went easier than expected,” he muttered. “So, Denaos, you’ll search the stalls with Asper and—”


“No.”


She said it with such ferocity that Lenk started. When he turned and looked at Kataria, her eyes were alight beneath the brim of her hat.


“Asper always goes off with Denaos,” the shict growled. “And I’m always with you.” She seized Asper by the upper arm, pulling the priestess to her side with the same intensity she showed when someone touched her meat. “This time, this one is mine.”


Lenk merely blinked. He didn’t dare do more. He had once touched her meat and he knew how that ended.


“Uh, all right,” he said. “Why?”


“What if I want to spend time with her?” Kataria asked. “What if I want…” She made a brief expression like she was choking. “Woman… talk. Or something.”


“Woman talk?” Asper asked, looking slightly worried. “Like… what?”


Kataria furrowed her brow. “Hair.”


“Hair?”


“Yes. I have concerns about hair. Hairs. Scalps. Manes. That sort of thing.”


Lenk looked horrified. “So, should I—”


“You should search that side.” She made a vague gesture to the northern half of the Souk. “We’ll search the other.”


Asper looked at him pleadingly for a moment as she was hauled off into the crowd of people. Lenk could offer only an apologetic shrug; to do anything more meant one of them would lose an appendage. They vanished into the crowd.


“It would probably be wiser not to follow her,” he muttered to himself. That Denaos overheard was just his poor luck.


“Seems a little late to start considering wisdom a factor in this plan,” the rogue replied.


“Your harping on my plans is beginning to grow tiresome,” Lenk snapped, whirling upon him. “They’ve had sound foundations, and aside from a few setbacks, things have gone better than I expected.”


“Wisdom and intellect aren’t the same thing,” Denaos replied. “Intellect bade you set your expectations low. And if you had more wisdom, you’d have set them even lower.”


Lenk felt a brief sensation at the back of his scalp, like a little hand grabbing a fistful of the root of his hair and giving a sharp tug. He found himself searching the crowd for a flash of blond hair, a green-eyed scowl.


“Kataria didn’t seem to be thinking clearly,” he muttered. “Should we go after her or…”


“When a wolf decides to chew on someone else instead of you, you don’t put your hand in its mouth,” Denaos said.


“She’s not a wolf,” Lenk snapped. He rubbed his eyes. “She knows I’m planning on leaving.”


“How would she? Did you tell her?”


“No, and she’s probably not too pleased about that, either.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to hide things from her. She looks at me and…” He tried—and failed—to illustrate with his hands. “She just knows. But it’s not like her to be coy with what enrages her. She always lets me know.”


“I see I’ll be getting no end of opportunity to lecture today,” Denaos said, walking past him and toward the crowd. “See, to appreciate a woman you have to appreciate a woman’s right to change. And to appreciate a woman’s right to change, you have to realize that she’ll do it with maddening frequency, usually just to confuse you so that you’ll never see her coming when she decides to rip your throat out and drink your blood.”


“So, you think women are half-wolf, half-demon she-beasts,” Lenk said, hurrying to catch up, “out to eat men alive.”


“This is the source of most of our problems, yes.”


“I see,” Lenk hummed. “And you don’t think it’s distressing that between your alcoholism, numerous character flaws, and likely uncountable sexual diseases that you don’t feel you have enough problems already?”


“Ah, my friend,” Denaos sighed wistfully, draping an arm around Lenk’s shoulder, “this is why you’re not a romantic.”















FIVE



THE CAULDRON


It came out in a red-orange sludge, chunks of meat floating in it that were old enough that one would call them “dignified” just to be polite. The fever-reeking stuff sat before her, in a wooden bowl, on a lump of rice, looking quite smugly at her.


And the man behind the counter called it food.


“So, it’s…” Asper’s face screwed up in an attempt to comprehend. “Curry?”


“Yes.” The merchant sighed. “It is curry. My daughter makes it.” He gestured to the dark-haired girl stirring a pot behind him. “I sell it. It tastes delicious and sets your pasty northern behind ablaze. And it costs three zan a bowl.”


“Zan?”


“Zan. Pennies. Copper.”


“Oh.” She fished three small pieces from her pouch and set them on the counter. “In Muraska, we just call them copper pieces. Seems simpler.”


“Northerners give them simple names because you don’t have respect for them.” The man snatched away her coin. “Djaalics know better.”


“Uh-huh.” She didn’t bother arguing. Instead, she held the bowl a respectable distance from her nose and sniffed at it warily. “It seems a little rank, though. Maybe you could add something to improve the aroma? Like raisins or something?”


The girl stopped stirring and looked up, eyes aghast. The merchant shot Asper an expression reserved for war criminals and people who had extremely sentimental opinions of sheep.


“Perhaps it’s no longer my grandfather’s time when you would be hanged for that sort of thing,” the merchant said, holding up his hands. “But Ancaa help me if you bring such deviancy to my place of business again. Go. Go.”


He swept his hand out with such fury as to send her back a step. She felt herself collide with something, or someone, it appeared, as a pair of gloved hands set upon her shoulders to steady her.


She whirled about, befuddled at the man standing before her. In the north, someone like him—tall, pale, fair-haired—would be as common as someone like her. But among the dark skin and black hair of the people of Cier’Djaal, he would have been an odd enough sight even without his uniform.


Over creased trousers and a belted coat with brass buttons, a long blue overcoat hung from his shoulders, secured at the breast with a sigil of a six-pointed star of blue and red. If the insignia suggested it, the saber at his hip and the military-style tail of hair tucked beneath a three-cornered hat all but screamed “soldier.”


He gave her a curt nod, the stiff incline of a neck that had any hint of friendliness beaten out of it by some corporal long ago. Pushing her aside gently, he marched to the curry stall, the merchant offering him an eager smile.


“Ah, the Queen’s Finest come calling!” The merchant gestured to a blue and red banner hanging from his stall, the same six-pointed star displayed as on the soldier’s breast. “The usual today, my friend?”


“Make it a bucket, aye?” the soldier replied, voice thick with a northern accent. “Convoy got held up by shicts in the north. Rations are lagging.”


“Ah, yes. What better way to enjoy the cuisine I have spent my life perfecting than out of a bucket?” the merchant asked with a pained smile.


“Lively now, civilian,” the soldier said. “Karnie bastards are afoot and I won’t be caught out here alone.”


He stood rod-rigid, staring straight ahead even as Asper stared straight at him. When he looked at her, the glare beneath the brim of his hat suggested he had been aware of her eyes upon him for some time.


“What?” he asked.


“Oh!” She shook her head. “Uh, nothing. It’s just…” She scratched the back of her neck. “You’re not the first Sainite I’ve seen today.”


“Aye,” the man replied. “We’ve a garrison in Temple Row.”


“What for?”


“Everything you’d expect a garrison to be used for,” he said. “Cier’Djaal’s got gold for blood. A lot of both of ours went into it.”


“And that involves going out for curry?”


“Ah, no,” the soldier replied. “That’s just my job as the chief S.C.Q. officer.”


She furrowed her brow. “What do your duties include?”


“Just what’s in the name,” he said flatly. “My sole obligation is to wander around waiting for someone to ask me a stupid civilian question.”


“Oh. Oh.” Asper’s face shifted seamlessly into a glare. “Well, did they also promote you to the head of the U.S.B., uh, W.M.S.P.Q.R.?” The soldier was no longer listening, nor even looking at her, and so she turned about, muttering under her breath. “Uptight, stupid bastard who molests…”


“Anything else today, Hand of the Queen?” The merchant grunted, hauling up a hefty bucket onto the counter. “If not, that will be forty zan.”


“Why don’t you Djaalics just call them ‘coppers’?” the soldier muttered as he slammed a scrap of paper onto the counter and seized the bucket. “Recompensation slip. Turn it in to the garrison at your convenience; Watch-Sergeant will get you your money.”


“I know what it is,” the merchant grumbled. “I have a dozen more you gave me and so far none—”


The soldier, demonstrating a finely honed ability to ignore anything not in a uniform, spun on his heel and toted his burden away. The merchant murmured very carefully softened curses at his back.


“For years, the fashas’ coin has bought enough mercenaries that we needed no army.” He shoved the recompensation slip somewhere dark. “Now, because of that coin, Cier’Djaal has two.”


“Two armies?” Asper asked. “Where’s the—”


The merchant’s eyes looked over her head. Faster than she could blink, he had torn down the Sainite banner from his shop and replaced it with a flowing banner depicting white horns on a black field. He raised his hand in salute and Asper turned.


In perfect rhythm, a small regiment of eight men came marching down the street, their harmoniously ordered step cutting a path through the crowds. Their breastplates and helms, the color of perfectly cut obsidian, reflected polished sunlight. Their spears rose proudly over their heads. And every muscle beneath dark, hairless flesh twitched in military unison.


Arms swinging as one, feet marching as one, sixteen eyes staring straight ahead as one, the regiment of soldiers marched down the street, through the crowd, and past the curry shack.


“Hail Karneria!” the merchant shouted after them. “Hail the Emperor and His Divine Mission! Welcome to Cier’Djaal! Buy a curry!” His enthusiasm faded as the soldiers did. “You cheap bastards.”


Asper’s eyes could not will themselves to blink. “The Karnerians? They’re here, too?”


“Oh, yes, the ‘Karnie fucks,’” the merchant said. “Here and ready to take our silks, same as the Sainites. The only thing stopping either of them from doing that is both of them.”


“But they’ve been warring for years! They can’t both be here.” She glanced to the banner. “And you can’t support both of them.”


“I support whichever army will not kill me, burn my stand to the ground, and rape my daughter,” the merchant replied. “And since neither of them will guarantee that, I hedge my bets.”


“But that’s horrible!”


“Yes, but not nearly as horrible as losing business because some northern woman won’t get out of the way and let paying customers through.” He made a shooing gesture. “Well? Scamper along.”


She tried formulating a response that wasn’t merely a bunch of angry-sounding noises. And had she more time, she surely would have. But as it stood, someone was waiting for her, and she turned and left.


Maybe it was her, she reasoned. Maybe civilization had always been this insane before she had followed Lenk to become an adventurer and she had just forgotten. Perhaps that would explain why she was busy buying curry instead of looking for Miron.


She should have been more concerned with his whereabouts, she knew. He was a priest of her order—a direct superior, even. He would doubtlessly insist that she stay here with him in the city to tend its many ills and heal its many wounded—just like she had always trained for. She couldn’t explain why that thought sat unwell with her.


Maybe civilization hadn’t changed. Maybe she had.


She found Kataria lingering near a derelict-looking stall brimming with curious knickknacks and dominated by a large portrait of a gentle-looking woman in repose. The shict looked up at her expectantly.


“Took you long enough,” Kataria grunted. She snatched the bowl from Asper’s hand and shot a disparaging look at its contents. “What’s this?”


“Curry.”


“What’s that?”


“Something produced by assholes that goes into assholes and later comes out of assholes.”


Kataria looked at the food curiously before leaning in and giving it a brief sniff. Her eyes widened in appreciation.


“Oh.”


She pulled off one glove with her teeth and began to scoop handfuls of curry and rice into her mouth. She didn’t look up until she noticed Asper staring at her. At the priestess’s aghast expression, she wiped her hand off on her breeches and offered the bowl to her companion.


Perhaps it was the way Kataria tried to look friendly by smiling through those oversized canines, or maybe it was the way the glistening sauce of the curry so richly resembled blood smeared across her lips. Either way, Asper waved the bowl away.


“I’m fine,” she said.


“It’s not that bad,” Kataria said, dipping back in. “And it’s kind of nice eating something you didn’t have to kill yourself.”


“The joys of civilization,” Asper sighed.


“What’s the matter with you, anyway?” the shict asked through a mouthful of sauce and rice. “We’re surrounded by your people. I thought you’d be happy.”


“These aren’t my people.”


“They’re human.”


“They’re Djaalics, Sainites, and Karnerians. Big difference between them and northerners.”


“Like what?”


“They’re rude, pushy, and try to force their way upon everyone else.”


“So do you.”


“Yeah, but I’m a priestess of Talanas. I do that as a matter of faith, not choice.” Asper sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I’ve just been away from civilization so long I forgot it wasn’t the same thing as civility. It’s hard to have to deal with someone when you can’t physically assault them.”


Asper had never believed Kataria’s grin could be more unpleasant, but then she went and looked positively ecstatic.


“There was a time you detested violence,” Kataria said. “You thought it violated your oaths as a healer.”


“I figure if I help them after I punch them, I’m still doing the Healer’s work.” She returned the shict’s smile. “And what’s got you in such a good mood? We are, after all, surrounded by humans.”


Kataria’s smile faded. She licked her chops clean and snorted.


“We’re always surrounded by humans.”


“You looked ready to kill them all a moment ago,” Asper said.


“Just the one,” Kataria grunted, casting a glare toward Asper. “Not that I’d object to more if one of them kept asking questions.”


Asper’s sigh was bone deep. “Not that I couldn’t get sarcasm and threats from anyone else, but if I were with Denaos, at least I’d be used to his. You were the one that wanted me to come with you, so obviously you’ve got a problem you want to unload onto me, so if you want to act menacing and belligerent, do it to someone other than me.”


Kataria opened her mouth to retort. No words came out. She bared her teeth to snarl. No sound emerged. She clenched her fist to punch. And slowly, her fingers came loose with a long, slow sigh as her chin fell to her chest and her hair fell over her eyes.


“I couldn’t hear them.”


“Who?” Asper asked.


“The shicts. My people.”


“Where?” The priestess looked around. “I thought nonhumans weren’t allowed in the Souk.”


Nonhumans not in disguise, anyway, she added mentally, eyeing the shict’s hat.


“At the harbor. They reached out to me. I could feel them, trying to speak to me with their…” She looked up, mouth quivering with the need to explain. But she found no words in the empty air. “I couldn’t understand it.” She looked to Asper. “And that was my language. Our language. And I can’t hear it anymore.” Her ears quivered under her hat. Her teeth came out. “Because of him.”


“Lenk?” Asper blinked. “How?”


“I don’t know!” Kataria said, throwing her hands up. “I don’t know how he did this to me, I don’t know why I let it happen, and I don’t know how to fix it!”


“Then what makes you think he caused it?”


“I don’t know that, either.” She ran a hand down her face, exasperation leaking between her fingers. “I’ve always heard that prolonged contact with humans causes these kinds of things.”


“Well, we’ve been adventuring together for close to two years now,” Asper said. “If it is caused by contact with humans, then aren’t Denaos and Dreadaeleon and I all to blame?”


Kataria turned a glare upon her. “Not that kind of contact.”


“Oh.” A bashful smile crept across Asper’s face involuntarily. “Oh.” She cleared her throat, seizing her composure and plastering it back onto her face. “So, did you… know this would happen before you… uh…”


“Obviously not.” Kataria sighed, leaning against the stall. “There are stories that are meant to make us feel better about shooting and killing humans,” the shict replied with a shrug. “I mean, it feels okay as it is, but without a gripping narrative—”


“I get it,” Asper interjected. “So, you’re not mad at Lenk?”


“Not for that.”


“For what, then?”


Kataria gestured around her, to the teeming masses, to the sea of stalls, to the rhythm of clinking coins and pleading voices and guttering sounds.


“For this,” she said, scorn dripping from every word, “all of this. This gold, this smell, this noise.” Her eyes narrowed to thin daggers. “These humans.”


“I see.” Asper coughed. “You do know Lenk is—”


“He’s not.” She spat the words upon the ground, a challenge she defied Asper to meet. “Not like them. Not safe, not greedy, not… not this!” Her scowl trembled upon Asper, and she turned her gaze to her boots. “But he wants to be.”


And when Kataria raised her eyes from the earth hesitantly, they were trying to cling to what anger remained, to keep the quivering fear behind it from showing.


“I gave it all up,” Kataria said, no breath for the words, no anger for the voice. “My people. The Howling. Everything. I gave everything up for him. And now he’s trying to become them, these people that aren’t him, and he’s giving me up for all this dirt and gold.”


It all came so naturally to Asper, she was barely aware of it happening. The smile and the warmth it came with flowed to her face. The right hand extended and laid upon Kataria’s shoulder. The fingers tightened gently about the bare skin in a sympathetic squeeze and she felt the tense, frightened pulse of life.


“He won’t leave you,” she said, voice so tender, words so soft. “You mean too much for him not to take you.”


Kataria’s eyes burst to bright, angry life. The teeth came sliding out like knives in a feral snarl. The ears came out from under her hat and flattened against the sides of her head. The arm swung, swatting Asper’s hand away.


“Take me? Take me?” Kataria trembled, fighting to keep her fury restricted solely to her voice. “Take me where, round-ear? Why do you think I tuck my ears under this hat? Why do I not wear my feathers proudly? Why do I hide here, surrounded by humans?”


The shict leaned closer. Asper felt her breath, hot. Asper heard her voice, sharp and curt, each word the thrust of a stone knife with a rough edge.


“I. Can’t. Live. Here. We are two different people. I left mine behind for him. What will I have left when he goes, too?”


Asper had no answer. Kataria had none that would satisfy her. The shict readjusted her hat, turned, and stalked away, muttering something about checking the other stalls for a sign of Miron. She disappeared into the crowd as though they were living underbrush.


Asper was left staring speechless at the roiling crowds, the flurry of thrust elbows, the forest of tramping feet, the beggars reaching out and the eyes looking away, the grunted curses and the muttered counter curses, the spewing and the snarling and the sand and the dust and the gold and the blood and all of them.


All the humans.


She looked down at the discarded bowl, remnants of rice and curry spattered on the dusty ground like the traces of some long-ignored murder. A man’s boot stepped into the sauce, tripped over the bowl. He cursed at Asper and she never saw his face.


Sighing, she reached down and plucked up the bowl to return it to the curry stall. But a line had formed after she had left and it no longer seemed worth the trouble.


Instead, she turned to the derelict stall Kataria had leaned against. A collection of various sundries: jars, vials, amulets, pots filled with sludges, liquids, swirling gases, and what appeared to be a preserved head. Whoever it was, it didn’t seem to mind Asper leaving the bowl there.


She placed it at the center of the stall’s counter, before the great heap of black rags dominated by the portrait of the elegant lady. She looked up at it, meeting her austere, oil-based smile, and returned a sheepish grin.


“Sorry about this,” she said. “I can accept the abuse, but I can’t see myself standing in line to receive it.”


With a slow, fluid turn, the portrait angled itself to regard her through a canvas stare.


“Your social commentary is noted and agreed upon.” A flat, monotone voice responded from the elegant lady’s unmoving lips. “You may proceed to jest about one or more aspects of the aggressor merchant’s hygiene, if it so pleases you.”


Asper would have fallen flat on her ass had she not staggered into someone as she backpedaled with a start. Her eyes so wide they forgot what blinking was, she stared as the heap of black rags stirred. And then moved.


They rose to a towering six and a half feet tall, unfurling to reveal themselves as a well-groomed, unadorned black robe. From their depths emerged a pair of long, pale arms ending in great, clawed hands. The appendages moved in slow harmony, one producing a bottle of wine, the other a pair of scales. Asper was so enraptured with their fluid movement that she scarcely saw the second, smaller set of arms extending from the robes, offering soft, childlike hands in a gesture of hospitality.


“Your expression suggests a lack of familiarity with the custom of greeting, shkainai.” The flat voice emerged from behind the portrait, around which a hood had suddenly formed. “A prompt apology is delivered forthwith to precursor assurances that you are welcome among the wares of the couthi.”


“You mean you’re a couthi?” She had heard the name before, but never really imagined what they might look like.


“Your astonishment is noted for future reference. You shall be soothed to know that no emotional trauma has occurred to this one’s demeanor.” The portrait inclined toward her slightly. “Salutations are extended by one Man-Shii Kree, owner, proprietor, and employee of the month of Man-Shii Kree’s Curios and Wonderosities.”


All four hands gestured above the stall, to the plain, unadorned banner with words reading what was just spoken. Though right below, as the couthi neglected to mention, was the admonition: “Safe for Human Consumption (Oral).”


She thought to inquire, though not before he—or so she assumed the couthi was—spoke again.


“How may this one serve you today.”


A long silence followed. She blinked and angled a curious look at Man-Shii Kree.


“Sorry, was that a question? It’s just it’s kind of hard to tell,” Asper said, clearing her throat. “What with the, uh…”


Don’t say “horrible, inhuman monotone,” she thought.


“Accent.”


“Ah. You are perhaps put at less ease by this one’s lack of intonation familiar to the act of querying.” The portrait bobbed as the head behind it nodded. “Research into your breed suggests that humans find confidence attractive. Questions indicate uncertainty. Uncertainty contradicts confidence. Statement, not question, is what establishes mercantile courage. Do you agree.”


“Uh… yes?” She shook her head, searching for a spot to look on the portrait. “So, the… the painting.”


“Salvation’s Mother, artist unknown, acquired through personal commission.”


“Right, right. So… is that your, uh, face or… or what’s happening?” She extended a finger and made a vague, circular motion around the portrait. “With, ah, all this?”


The couthi said nothing, clearly offended.


Perhaps not “clearly,” she reasoned. Maybe just obscurely offended.


“Our research in regard to your species suggests that the particulars of our facial structure were deemed”—he paused, considering—“unpleasing to a subset of our customers. Research indicates that humans prefer more soothing images, such as human females smiling, landscapes, or stationary bowls of fruit.”


“Ah,” Asper said, “so that’s a mask?”


“If it soothes you to call it such a thing, shkainai, I am pleased to confirm it.” He steepled all of his fingers at once. “Engage your eyes, please, to browse at leisure.” One of his larger hands swept over his display of vials, while a smaller one slid a glass of red liquid toward her. “The Bloodwise Brotherhood is pleased to offer complimentary samples on all beneficial and mostly beneficial products, to better offer an understanding of our services.”


Amidst that entire pitch, the mostly had been slipped in quietly, like a needle in a neck. And like a needle in her neck, it was all she could think of.


“Er, no, thank you. I was actually wondering if you might be able to tell me if you had seen—” She paused and stared at the portrait-mask for a moment. “If you had noticed a certain person around.”


“Praise is heaped upon your face for attempting to invoke the tradition of associating mercantile prowess with helpful rumormongering. But research has indicated that indulging in such trains of thought have often led to missed sales and lowered productivity.”


She frowned. “So, I have to buy something first?”


“It is without hesitation that this one informs you as to the Brotherhood’s peerless information-gathering and information-dispatching prowess. But such a display would violate employee conduct.”


She glanced over his wares, trying to decipher among the many vials and pots which liquid was the least disgusting. She pointed to something a pleasant rose color. “How about that? What’s it do?”


“Your eyeballs are undoubtedly fiercely endowed to spot such a quality product, shkainai.” One of Man-Shii Kree’s larger hands plucked the vial gingerly off its shelf, passing it to his smaller hands to extend to her. “Among our multitude of legitimate customers, Essence of the Rose is popular for virility and fertility issues.”


She peered closer, squinting. “What is it? A love potion? Or a cure for a man’s slumbering groin?”


“Love potions are a myth, shkainai. And while the Brotherhood certainly possesses the knowledge to correct a human male’s malfunctioning genitals, it is an invasive and costly procedure that we neither offer nor perform in public sectors with stringent decency laws.” He gestured to the bottle with all four hands. “It is a heavy sedative, used to render a human into a drowsy and suggestible state.”


“Heavy sedative… suggestible… virility…” She eyed the couthi suspiciously. “Just what is this used for?”


Immediately, Man-Shii Kree’s hands went into a flurry. One of the smaller appendages snatched the bottle back as the other thrust up a cautioning finger, and the two larger ones immediately produced dense-looking scrolls with waivers and statements written illegibly on them.


“Employees of Man-Shii Kree and all members in good standing of the Bloodwise Brotherhood neither condone nor condemn nor possess a strong opinion on the subject of human copulation. All grievances may be directed to heads of societies and/or local authorities, presuming execution sentences are not considered.”


Man-Shii Kree’s larger hands reached beneath the stall and returned with a scroll that unfurled over the edge of the counter.


“Terms are negotiable and reasonable,” he replied.


Just as his smaller hands produced a quill and inkwell and gingerly dipped it in before handing it to her, his portrait shifted. Asper followed his gaze—or what she thought was his gaze—and beheld Kataria approaching.


“I didn’t find anything,” the shict said, snorting. “Also, I didn’t find a reason not to punch someone in the face. Not that I’m admitting to anything. Just that it’s something we might have to deal with.”


Asper sighed and muttered what she thought was under her breath.


“Shicts.”


Man-Shii Kree’s portrait swiveled back to her. Digits trembled, deftly rolling the scroll back up and replacing it and the quill and inkwell back beneath the stall. His arms retreated back into his robes. He stood stock-still, apparently heedless of the curious looks Asper shot to him.


“Something the matter?” she asked.


“Ten thousand apologies heaped upon your face, shkainai,” he replied. “It was this one’s fervent belief, ardent hope, and private joy that the shict had departed for good. An unclean presence renders business impractical.”


Kataria licked curry from her lips. “Who’re you calling unclean, bug?”


“Wait, you two know of each other?” Asper asked, lofting a brow.


“The couthi race is granted such a beneficial position in mercantile culture owing to our lack of a homeland,” Man-Shii Kree said simply. “Which we accredit to our many wars with perfidious, unclean, treacherous shicts.”


Asper glanced at Kataria. “This is true?”


Kataria shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably.”


“Probably?”


“Well, I didn’t do any of it!” Kataria snapped back. “Shicts have been around for a while. We’ve had wars with every race under the sun. Our fights with the bugs don’t make for good stories, though.”


“This one possesses no home.” Man-Shii Kree’s voice began to strain, cracks forming at the edge of porcelain glass. “This one possesses no face. And that one complains about possessing no story about how its people burned our land and took our scalps.”


“Takes two to fight a war,” Kataria snarled. “And we’re kind of busy fighting the humans now.”


Asper winced before turning back to Man-Shii Kree.


“All right,” she said, holding up hands for peace. “We don’t want any trouble. We’ll just get out of your way. Sorry for…” She waved her hands about. “You know, all of this.”


Man-Shii Kree’s portrait tilted slightly. His arms came slithering out of their robes.


“For what, shkainai? There is no reason we cannot complete our transaction.”


“What? After what she just said? After what you said? All that stuff about unclean ones?”


“Ah. Apologies. This one had hoped the shict was going to be away from you so you would be spared the explanation as to why we are now permitted to conduct business.”


Asper had just opened her mouth to question that when she heard the cry. She turned around to see Kataria’s hat lying in the streets. Its wearer was a good twenty feet away and fading, seized, struggling and snarling in the grasp of five burly-looking Djaalics in armor as they hauled her through the streets, crowd parting before them with astonished expressions.


The priestess whirled back on the couthi, scowling.


“You called guards on her?”


“In fairness, this one did offer statement as to the information-dispatching prowess of the Brotherhood.” He held up the rose-colored vial once more. “Please, accept a ‘slightly-guilty-of-treachery’ discount of ten zan.”


Asper made a move to dart away, then paused briefly.


She tore her pouch from her stall and slammed it on the counter, seizing the potion and tucking it into her medicine bag. She spared another moment to scowl at the couthi before snatching up the hat and taking off after Kataria.


Man-Shii Kree’s voice chased her delicately, like flower petals on the breeze.


“Embalming services are also available for soon-to-be-severed heads of dearly departed associates. Reasonable rates.”















SIX



THE SERPENT AND THE POET


Having known many, and a few quite well, Gariath had come to realize that humans were, by and large, a simple race.


They loved gold, swords, themselves, and each other, in that order. They guided themselves first by fear and second by lust. They called their cowardice practicality, their greed ambition, their love weakness. They were a simple people possessed of few surprises. And he thought he knew them well.


Then they had to go and do some weird crap like this.


Bedraggled, downtrodden, besotted, and degenerate. High-nosed, glittering, haughty, and grinning. Clad in rags, festooned in robes. Marked with dirt and gold and stains and beards. They were different, but he could tell this only because of their varying degrees of filth. Without that, all humans looked the same to him.


And all of them crawled through the Souk on their bellies like worms. In a slow-moving river of filth and flesh, they crawled on elbows and knees, between stalls and under feet and over sunbaked stone. They crawled, to a far-distant place, and their numbers were endless.


And they all wore bright, shiny smiles suitable for shoveling shit.


Only their scent truly differentiated them. And their odors filled his nostrils in noxious disharmonies. He could smell their fear, their desperation, the loathing they hid behind those broad smiles.


For years, Gariath had never cared to know much about humanity, this race that teemed across the land. And until two years ago, when he had met Lenk, he never had to. Two years later, he wasn’t any closer to understanding them.


Despite the many he had known and the many he had killed, he could not stare at them as he did now without feeling something like hatred.


But sharper.


“Magnificent, no?”


Gariath turned at the voice. Too firm and full of itself to be the skinny little human he was supposed to be with; Gariath had a vague memory of the boy in the dirty coat saying he was going somewhere. Somewhere obviously not worth remembering.


This human that had appeared at his side was scarcely any more impressive. A robe that once had been fine, a mustache that once had been groomed, a smile that belonged on a man who smelled not quite as bad. Gariath regarded him carefully, making certain his hood was pulled up far enough to mask his face. Not that it seemed to matter; the human’s eyes were solely on the humans upon the ground crawling through the Souk’s streets.


“And this is but a trickle,” the man said brightly. “To become a stream, then a river, and then a flood of worship that flows continuously to the temple of Ancaa.”


Gariath said nothing. The man appeared somewhat befuddled by his silence.


“Have you not heard of Her?”


Truthfully, Gariath had not. He had heard a number of names humans had for these “god” things they loved so much, but he assumed them largely to be something akin to a bodily function. A noise they made when they were excited, aroused, or frightened.


“Ah, I see,” the man said, sighing. “A northerner would not know Her glory, would he? She only became known to us in Vhehanna in the past ten years. Pilgrims came from the Forbidden East and brought Her words. Of such beauty and power were they, they spread like a plague.”


“A plague?”


“Well, you know, a good plague. A plague of knowledge of charity.” He turned his vast, consuming smile up toward Gariath’s hood. “Have you known suffering, brother?”


Gariath looked away and said nothing. The man didn’t seem to notice or care.


“Have you known what it is to be left wanting? To be left desiring? To feel a vast emptiness where something should be?”


Gariath lowered his gaze to the earth.


“I have known that,” he said.


“As have we all, brother. As Ancaa has taught us.”


The man raised his hands, as though trying to paint a picture with his fingers in the dusty air.


“She spoke of many things, and chief among them, of wealth. She told us that it was not made to be hoarded as the fashas do. Wealth is there to better mankind, and coin was only as good as the man who carried it. And so long as one man was too poor to rise above the filth, so too would all mankind.”


He gestured to the river of the flesh.


“And so, until every man can rise above poverty, no man shall. And we shall all crawl, as the lowest man shall.”


The look on the man’s face was delirious. But the scent he exuded was treacherous, a kind of noxious blend of aromas that wafted into Gariath’s hood and filled his nostrils. A sickly sweet odor of excitement clashed with the wafting stench of desire, but neither were nearly as prevalent as that most common, stale stink of humanity.


Fear.


“Join me, brother,” the man said, breathless. “Join me in this great endeavor.”


Gariath didn’t. The man didn’t bother to look as he threw his belly to the stones and joined the other worshippers in crawling as their lowest member to whatever distant goal they hoped lay at the end of their river.


And this, he thought, was why he hated them.


To them, suffering came from neither loss nor tragedy, but from desire and denial. To them, suffering was no famine or drought. Suffering was a belly not yet full to bursting, a mouth that drank water instead of wine. To them, suffering was something temporary, to be overcome, to be put aside and placed on a mantel with all their other things made of metal.


To a human, suffering was a novelty.


To a Rhega like him, it was uncooked meat.


To a Rhega, it was the scar that taught him to watch his back. To a Rhega, it was precious blood spilled and every drop counted. To a Rhega, it was as constant as the sun and as unforgiving.


To Gariath, last of Rhega, suffering was constant.


Below his cloak, his wings felt stifled, constrained. His tail ached from being coiled up to avoid dragging on the ground. His skin felt hot and itchy and his claws tensed, ready to rip this puny cloak asunder and give these weaklings something to really fear.


It was hard to think here—too many noises, too many smells, too many humans.


But he kept himself calm. He forced himself still. Lenk was depending on him to do just that. And while Lenk’s desires never really superseded Gariath’s, he respected the man enough to at least spare a moment of consideration before rampaging.


And so Gariath held on to that moment as long as he could. He breathed deeply, in and out, in—


And that’s when he caught it. A stray scent on the breeze. Something stronger than fear, something stronger than a human. Anger tinged with hate, hate blended with derision, derision caked upon sorrow. It was a powerful scent. A familiar scent.


A scent of true suffering. Like the Rhegas’.


Pushing effortlessly through the crowds, Gariath followed it, through the river of flesh and into a forest of canvas and wood.


[image: image]


The fortieth time Dreadaeleon found himself nose-to-groin with some sweaty, belligerent barkneck, he wondered if it wouldn’t be easier to just burn the whole Souk down and find Miron by sifting through the ashes.


Granted, his quarry would doubtlessly be consumed in the inferno, as well, but surely no court would convict him. Men could be pushed too far, and being pushed into someone’s sweaty lap was at least twelve paces past too far.


He muttered something between a curse to the person who had shoved him down and an apology to the person whose belt his face had brushed against. Neither seemed to notice as he hauled himself to his feet and dusted himself off.


Again.


It’s not right, you know, he told himself. They look at you like some vagrant. Do they not see the book? Do they not sense the palpable purpose seething within?


He looked down at himself. He saw a boy in a dirty coat and dirty trousers, a book too heavy for him hanging from his hip. He thought he could sense purpose seething within, though that might just have been the curry he ate earlier.


Or perhaps, it was something else entirely. A familiar pang of dread that welled up inside him, seized his heart, and twisted. He felt it as he picked his way through the crowd, suffering the jostling and the shoving with numb acceptance.


Perhaps some manner of disturbance as pertains to the disconnect between the body and the Venarie that flows through it, he surmised. It’s feasible to surmise that an aftereffect of magical use has lingered, some disturbance that’s resulted in heightened tension, bowel disorder, and general anxiety.


At the edge of the crowd, he found a long, wooden bench. And when he sat upon it, he found himself suddenly much heavier.


It’s also possible that you’re just a colossal coward.


That felt more plausible with every passing moment.


Every moment he wasn’t out searching for Miron. Every moment he labored under the masquerade of being friend to Asper and the others. Every moment he spent out here in the tide of people instead of doing what his duty as a wizard and member of the Venarium commanded him to.


It was all so easy when you planned it out, wasn’t it?


It was, by design, going to be a relatively simple endeavor. When he arrived in Cier’Djaal with his companions, he would use a simple spell to go over the Harbor Wall and leave them behind.


It was, by execution, even simpler. Breaking off from Lenk and the others was no more difficult than the spell itself.


It was, as ever, only in hindsight that everything completely went donkey’s-balls.


Because nothing involving magic—by design, execution, or hindsight—was ever simple. And it never didn’t go donkey’s-balls.


That was duty. The duty his fellow wizards had put upon him. The duty he was supposed to be performing right now.


He rubbed his eyes. That was a mistake. He could feel it every time he closed his eyes: a steady pressure, a fluctuation of temperature, a subtle arc of electricity that sent the hairs on his neck standing on end.


Magic.


The Venarium.


They were here, in Cier’Djaal.


Exactly thirty-four degrees east, nine hundred and fifty-one paces in a straight line, he could feel the pull of Venarie surely as compasses felt north. It didn’t call to him, of course; magic didn’t work like that. It wasn’t flighty or seductive. It was constant, a fact of life. And so it merely made him aware of the fact that it existed and always would.


And with that awareness came the creeping reality of his situation.


He should be going there now. Protocol dictated that every member in good standing of the Venarium—as every wizard living was—should report to the nearest sovereign tower and give a detailed listing of their discoveries as to the properties, practices, and executions of magic in their travels.


Yet he did not make a move to rise, let alone to go.


It was hardly his fault that nearly every item in such a listing involved a transgression against nearly every protocol, rule, and bylaw—all punishable by incarceratory punitive research until such a time as he expired and his organs, skin, and bones were suitable for harvesting.


As outlined in article sixty-six, item D of The Seven Noble Laws.


And because he had read that article several times, because he knew exactly what awaited him when he arrived at the Venarium, here he was.


On a dirty bench in a dirty coat among dirty people, ignoring a task given to him by friends that he intended to abandon. Trying to figure out how to best manage his time between doing a task for imbeciles and avoiding imminent and painful death by protocol.


I should start keeping a tally for every time this happens, he thought. Every third time, I could reward myself with a treat. Something really nice, like—


“Excuse me.”


He turned to his left. A pair of bright green eyes greeted him, shining through a dusky, unwashed face, stars against a dark sky.


“This isn’t a bench you want to sit on.”


He blinked. For a moment, he failed to register her as a girl. Her dress was tattered and dirty, her hair hung about her face in thick, black strands, and there wasn’t a bit of dusky skin that didn’t bear some desert grime.


But he noted by the angle of her face and the weariness of her eyes that she was a young woman. Though she seemed more young than woman.


And more dirt than human, he noted.


At his intent scrutiny of her, she leaned back, regarding him down the slope of her nose.


“Unless someone told you this was the bench for creepy boys who stare too long,” she said.


He stared, shaking his head. “Oh! Uh, sorry. I didn’t…”


His words and his gaze alike drifted off, over her head and down the bench. A number of other people of various ages and common grime sat upon it, heads bowed, bodies bent. At the very end of it sprawled a wooden platform before a gathered crowd, not unlike a stage.


“I’m, uh, not from around here,” he said, offhandedly.


She took him in—his pale skin, his lanky build, his dirty coat—with eyes that battled between unsurprised and unimpressed.


“You don’t say,” she said.


“So, what is this? Some sort of play? Should I move?”


“Yeah.” There was a deep weariness in her laughter. “A play. It’s a production of To Wed and Be Bled.”


“Highly unlikely,” he replied. “To Wed and Be Bled—or its original title, Red Sheets Weeping, as it’s still known in its native Karneria—is a stage performance that benefits from more organization and pomp.”


He pointed past her to the stage and its bare wooden planks.


“The orchestra should be well-warm by this point. The curtains should be hung. The paper dragons should be ready to go ablaze to introduce Lady Liaja, the Djaalic princess offered to the Karnerian emperor. Her entry sets the tone for the entire piece.”


“It’s a humble production,” the woman said, lips straining to contain her smirk. “The director had a minimalist vision.”


“Lunacy,” he said with a sneer. “Even a functioning illiterate could look at the script and realize that it was intended to be presented with fanfare and flowers and fire.”


“It’s highly inconsiderate to critique a performance before it’s gone on,” she replied down her nose.


“Well,” he responded, puffing himself up like a poorly endowed bullfrog, “it’s high crime to premeditate the murder of such a classic work of theater.”


And she laughed.


And she ceased to be anything that he knew. No longer a girl, nor even a woman. Her smile, white and wide against the dusk of her skin, made her altogether something else. She was something too warm to be ethereal, something too distant to be smoldering. She was… she was…


“Funny.”


He blinked. “What is?”


“You, little northern boy,” she replied. “You make me laugh.”


“I hardly see where the humor lies in turning a theatrical masterpiece into a massacre.”


Her smile faded. Her brow furrowed. She looked at him incredulously before shaking her head.




OEBPS/images/Art_Map.jpg
y XD LFACTIONS

Karnerian

Sainite






OEBPS/images/Art_line.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316374866.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316374866_c.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
OOOOOOO

SAM SYKES





