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THEY REMINDED
HER OF DRAGON
WINGS




So, she went from being the child of a village, loved and nurtured by all, to being a child of nothing and no one, with a swiftness that left scars so deep they might never heal. Every meal was a plan, then a risk, then a danger. Every slumber a sign to the forest’s predators . . . an alert in the scent of musk or urine to come and devour the child as she slept in the branches of the tallest tree she could find, an oak that had seen six centuries and offered little in the way of shelter or comfort.


The first nights after everything she had ever known was burned to ash, she sang quietly to herself in the tree’s unlovely limbs, bits of a lullaby her mother had sung nightly before bed. She didn’t remember all the words and would replace them with a tuneless, ­dead-eyed hum, more artifact than comfort. A fossil of an age that seemed only the fanciful dream of a drowning heart.


She would think of her mother, bone and burned sinew that she had buried along with everyone she had ever known. At ten summers, she had become her people’s last undertaker.


Pilatius III, The Song of Sonja, the She-Devil





OUTSIDE THE BORDERS OF TURAN, THE HYBORIAN AGE



S onja was behind schedule.


To be fair, “schedule” was plainly too fine a word for the heedless, headlong sequence of events she’d set in motion in those cold predawn hours. Even calling it a plan at all was a bit grandiose for what was a messy, unkind affair even by her low standards.


The She-Devil was on the run.


She had not had time to dress properly. Her preference was warmer climes and few encumbrances, her light furs and sparse ring mail making her underdressed for a morning with temperatures just above freezing. Her tan had faded, making her skin paler than she liked, for both practical and aesthetic reasons. A hunter hunted best when difficult to spot.


Further, she had left with an urgency that saw her take only a few items aside from her horse and blankets. A bow (not the double-curved bow of her homeland, sadly), a nearly empty quiver, a sword, and a few scattered items in her kit roll. Not for the first time, she cursed her impetuous nature. She had seen her opportunity and seized it, consequences be damned. No food, no water, and most painfully now, no alcohol.


She had left a warm, generously occupied camp bed covered in silken sheets for three small, scratchy horse blankets and a trail only another hunter could follow. In almost any other scenario, she’d be safe; she’d be on her way.


And she’d be rich.


Unfortunately, she was none of those things. Not yet. Because the Wolf Pack on her trail was led by a hunter whose skills were nearly equal to her own and whose rage would be intractable, even if, as Sonja had to reluctantly admit, it was also clearly justifiable.


She’d stolen from a queen. A queen who missed no trail sign, no matter how insignificant. And to add insult to an already festering injury, that queen had been the owner of that silken camp bed and the warm, lush body within. She allowed herself one regretfully sentimental moment as she brushed her fingers across the gold asp-shaped circlet on her left upper arm. It would fetch a ransom from the right vendor, preferably someone with few ethics and many coins. There was already a generous, if sometimes murderous, potential buyer.


But that was a problem for tomorrow.


Her horse, whom she’d named Sunder after the manner with which he demolished his feed at every meal, snorted in ­disapproval—whether at the tight grading of the steep hill trail they were ascending or at Sonja’s affairs of the heart, only mount and rider could comprehend.


“Look, I never said I was tactful,” Sonja said defensively, to no response at all from the horse.


The trail narrowed further as they crested the hill’s final grade, surrounded by ominously tall eucalyptus trees, their leaves providing nearly enough cover to block out the coming dawn. In a fortuitous bit of unexpected timing, the greenery gave way at the same moment the sun’s light finally hit the clearing at the hill’s summit. And for the second time upon seeing what was planted there, Sonja’s breath caught in her chest.


“Mitra’s fist,” she exclaimed. Most of her vulgarities were barroom learned, but in rare moments, only her father’s favorite oath seemed to fit, even if the exact meaning of it was beyond her. Sonja dismounted, gesturing the hardy Sunder to stay.


In the center of the glade, hidden to the outside world, was a stone tower, not unlike the turrets and parapets she’d seen on fortresses and castles throughout Hyboria. It was the sails that elevated her heart rate, the four beautiful multicolored sails spiraling in the gentle breeze. She caught her breath just as she had the day it had been first revealed.


“It is called a windmill,” Queen Ysidra had said, whispering, as if imparting a secret so delicate that volume could destroy it. The queen was lovely, dark and imposing, but carried her responsibilities like the heavy load they were, and Sonja had never seen her so delighted.


“I . . . Give me a moment,” Sonja had gasped. She’d seen works of art before, primarily of gods and heroes carved in stone, and she had been entirely unmoved. They looked unlike any of the bloody battles she herself had experienced firsthand, with their theatrical posing. The slavering demons of this religion or that had left her thinking only of the madness of artists and zealots, two classes she did her best to avoid.


But this “windmill” was different, elevated somehow, inspired by divinity, perhaps. The sails were dyed in bright splashes of color, some of which she had never seen before. Beautiful but arcane ­calligraphy walked up the edge of each huge swath of fabric, doubtlessly uttering majestic poetry to whatever blessed soul could read it. She loved it and she feared it instantly, her gut churning with emotions she lacked the vocabulary to express.


They reminded her of dragon wings, and she had never seen anything crafted by the hand of man that was so moving and, to her uneducated eye, unknowable.


“But who . . . who built this? What is its purpose?” she asked, unaware that Ysidra had been watching her reaction, grinning at her lover’s response.


“The people are gone. Plague,” Ysidra said flatly, as if discussing the weather. Death was not fetishized in her tribe; Turanian they had once been, and so remained in their hearts. You lived, you died, and nothing of substance was ever gained by mourning. “Come, I’ll show you.”


They entered the needle’s interior through a wooden door, the lock of which had been broken off at some great effort. The clan that had built this wonder had taken pains to keep its secrets unshared, but now its treasure was protected only by the height of the surrounding forest. Meticulous markings on the circular walls seemed to indicate fastidious recordkeeping, but was only gibberish to the Hyrkanian.


Sonja was afraid of no man or beast. But she was superstitious. And she felt ghosts around her as they entered, as if she were herself a violation, trespassing in a tomb.


In the center of the interior, a great flat-chiseled stone disc rotated, at the behest of a vertical wheel and a central rotating wooden pole that Sonja could barely have gotten her arms around, had she braved the vertigo to do so. There were other discs, with carefully aligned teeth. Sonja was no scholar. But she had a keen grasp of cause and effect, and she immediately understood how these gears coalesced from form to function. Ysidra’s most learned men were still taking notes and drawing sketches, months after the spire’s discovery. Sonja had lapped them in comprehension after just moments. She was frankly smitten.


Ysidra was clearly delighted by Sonja’s rapt attention. “You see, they would separate the chaff from the grain. Grist, it is named. Then this is placed on this stone tablet, and the wheel—”


“—crushes the grain. To make meal. I’ve seen it done with mules as its engine.”


“Yes. Yes. Do you understand what this could mean, Sonja, my love?”


For the first time since entering the glade at Ysidra’s side, Sonja turned to look at the Queen of Nomads, acutely sensing the urgency in Ysidra’s voice. The light through the small windows in the spire’s walls glinted off the asp circlet on the queen’s arm.


Ysidra smiled, the expression all the more beautiful for its rarity. Her dark eyes and long braided hair were arresting, her face framed by brilliantly colored ribbons cunningly woven into her braids. Red and green, with gold threads at the knots that intersected them. She glowed, in a way Sonja had never witnessed, even during intimacy.


Sonja had felt the queen’s hands all over her and knew that the calluses and scars were hard earned, the ransom for a life hard fought for poor reward. The seamstresses of her tribe were famous, not just for the multicolored patterns of their meticulous designs but also for their cleverness and their artistry of deceit. Ysidra’s tunic alone pocketed two blades in the soft lining and several jewels in the beadwork, which, true to her tribe’s nature, formed the pattern of a gray wolf.


The queen blushed. Despite her position, or perhaps because of it, she had no experience conversing plainly from the heart, and she braced herself to speak as if preparing to leap from an ocean cliff to the water far below.


“It means an end to fruitless toil, Devil. It means bounty and trade. It means no more thievery, no more slavery simply to lift hand to mouth. It means, Green Eyes, that after three hundred years of exile and living in a saddle, my people will have a home.”


Sonja blinked. She was not one for thoughts of tomorrow, when today could be so nakedly precarious. But she knew how much it meant to the dark-haired woman. Her tribe had been cast from its homeland of Turan for crimes long forgotten, a penance that could never be fully paid.


The queen took Sonja’s hand in both of her own. “And you could rule by my side, a wanderer no more. Can you not see the trail, Sonja? To put down our swords? To drink like camels, to bed like rabbits, to eat like pigs? To have roots, Sonja. Roots, beloved.”


Sonja merely stared. This was a proposal not without appeal. She turned again to the wonder in front of her, each turn of the sails seeming to bring new emotions.


*     *     *


She awoke from her memory to a familiar roar.


“Devil.”


The name was growled with malice by a guttural voice she recognized as Ysidra’s. She turned to see the Wolf Pack, the queen’s elite guards, flanking their queen, two on each side, bows across their backs, each carrying a black sword. Sonja had once seen Ysidra kill a cherished horse who had broken both forelegs in a ditch hidden by tall grass. Her eyes had gone expressionless and faraway. It was simply an unpleasant task that needed doing.


In stark contrast, the queen’s eyes now blazed with a rage that was almost luminescent.


Each Wolf rider wore a short beard braided in two and made no sound, out of respect for Ysidra’s position. They had been trained from birth to emulate the wolf, to protect one another, and to hunt with precision. They would not waste their arrows. Sonja thought she recognized two of them; Raganus she knew. Festrel was another, perhaps? The rest she’d never bothered to know.


The queen pointed her sword, kept black by clever use of a forge’s flame and scrawled with runes of bloody deeds to its very tip, at Sonja. “You are a thief and a liar. You will give me the Asp and return to our camp for scourging and execution, dog.”


Sonja paused, as if considering the merits of this offer. “Am I not granted a hearing?”


Ysidra sneered. “After the execution. That is our custom.”


“I must say, that seems a bit unfair to the accused, Ysidra.”


The queen’s horse reared, its hooves sparking against the rocky path of the clearing. “The accused stole the heart of me and the heart of my tribe. You left on the day of our union!”


Sonja winced . . . Both the charges were true. But she also saw the riders of the Wolf Pack quickly glance at one another, taking measure not just of their prey but of their mistress. In Ysidra’s tribe, leadership came from neither combat nor heredity, but a complicated concept the Devil could barely wrap her head around.


They voted. Each person—man, woman, and child alike—put a name on a polished piece of wood, and those marks were tallied and a monarch chosen. At any time, a queen or king could be challenged and overthrown. It was the most unimaginable folly to Sonja, but even she had enough manners not to mention it.


The one stickler in this arrangement was that the new king or queen could, in an effort to prevent future elections, simply declare the previous leader a traitor and execute them. It had a quieting effect upon loyalists to the previous crown. Sonja saw the Wolf Pack riders noting their queen’s ire, witnesses to her humiliation.


To bed a comely foreigner was one thing; to propose to a thief—that was something else again. What Sonja felt for Ysidra wasn’t love. She wasn’t sure she had ever felt such a thing. She was more familiar with sex than sonnets. But Ysidra was walking a razor’s edge with her own guardsmen’s loyalty and either didn’t know or didn’t care.


Sonja looked right into the queen’s eyes. “Ysidra, look at me. I have never had a home. Do I appear to you to be anyone’s bride? I’d ruin the both of us, velvet cage or not.”


Ysidra looked down on her, unmoved. “I’ll hear no more of your liar’s tongue, Hyrkanian. There is still to be a ceremony. It’s just that you’ll deem it less festive by far.”


The riders smiled at this. Here was a queen to follow, who put her people above her loins.


Sonja sighed. “I don’t know why so many of my bedmates, high and low, seem to want to kill me immediately after communion. It’s very poor manners, if you ask me.” She drew her sword. “Come on, then.”


The Wolf Pack began to move forward on their horses, each holding their sword aloft, not yet committing to the challenge. From the ground, Sonja felt she might be able to defeat two at best. Four, never. And the queen herself was more dangerous than all of them together.


The queen held up her free hand, palm facing outward. “Hold. First, Devil, order your mount to stay. I know how you fight. Order him, and he lives.”


Sonja cursed under her breath and let out an exaggerated sigh. Without turning around, her back to the hulking animal, she held up two fingers and said the word “Asami,” the Turanian word for “wait.” Her eyes never moved from the queen as the Wolf Pack moved closer toward her. They focused on her with the intensity of the wolf they took as their totem. They were fierce, but they were hunters, not fighters.


Ysidra’s blade hesitated. “Why do you smile, Devil? You cannot win this fight, and you can’t outrun my Wolves. Why do you smile?”


Sonja looked up, a terrifying grin on her pale face, eyes blazing. She lowered the two fingers on her upraised hand, making a fist. The queen’s eyes opened wide, too late.


“Because my horse doesn’t speak Turanian.”


The riders looked up, to no purchase whatsoever, as Sonja’s warhorse ran into them headlong, with a lust for fighting none of them had witnessed in a lifetime of horsecraft. Two were dismounted immediately, and the remaining two found their own mounts kicking and bucking in unexpected terror.


Sunder often left that impression when of a surly disposition.


Sonja kicked one of the soldiers brutally in the ribs, cracking three and taking whatever breath he had remaining completely out of his reach. The second fallen man was met with a crashing blow from the hilt of Sonja’s sword. The remaining riders were attempting to control their mounts when Sonja’s horse began to lay into them with his front hooves.


Sonja smiled. The Turanians were fine riders, and she wouldn’t fault them.


But they weren’t Hyrkanian.


She grabbed the first dismounted rider roughly, his braided beard in her clenched fist. Smiling, she sliced his flesh under the arm, a shallow wound that nevertheless produced a copious stream of hot blood across the frosted grass.


Sonja leapt on the back of her horse, slashing across the leather armor of the closest Pack rider, who was still gaining his balance.


Ysidra swung her sword at Sonja’s neck, a killing blow Sonja barely blocked . . . On a steadier steed, the queen would have killed her, like the horse with the sickly, broken legs. Perhaps with a little joy in the doing this time.


Sonja smashed the flat of her sword against the queen’s shoulder, at just the tipping point to knock the dark-haired woman out of her saddle. The woman landed hard on the ground, her foot still tangled in one rope stirrup. The riders, even the wounded, seemed to share an audible gasp. To die in combat was wholly noble in their eyes. To be humiliated was unforgivable.


Sonja looked down at the queen, not without pity, but still altogether irked at the threat of death . . .


“Hold,” Sonja shouted. “You have a badly injured warrior, Queen. If you get him back to camp, he will live. Or you can follow me. You can’t do both.”


Ysidra stood, holding up her sword. “Death was a mercy, Devil. I’ll find you. I will find you if you bury yourself in the ground like the worm you are.”


Sonja smiled; she couldn’t help it. Freedom and wealth called, and death had been denied once again, its thirst unquenched. “Ysidra, you worship the wolf and you love a devil. At some point, surely you must begin to question your choices in life?”


Sonja rode away down the hillside, and though it pained her to miss the sun’s rays on the spire behind, she did not look back.
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FROM THE DIRT,
A BOUNTY




It could be truthfully said that Hyrkania was not an important country, in the manner in which scholars and historians measure such things. It produced no poets or artisans of great stature. Apart from practitioners of the arcane, academics of note were almost wholly unknown throughout much of its existence, and it built no great cities. It can fairly be said that there were only a handful of features in the country’s story that would make it compelling to any student of its culture, after the end of its age as an aggressive conquering force.


First, that they somehow managed to be successful farmers in the most inhospitable territory in the region was a vexation and bafflement to their neighbors and indeed, even today, remains a subject of some confusion among those who study matters agrarian.


Second, they were extraordinary hunters, swift, silent, and accurate with a variety of weapons.


Third, and not at all coincidentally, they had never suffered a successful invasion for long, no matter how overwhelming the forces. Even grand armies would find themselves dying one by one in the night, either by arrow in the back or by dagger to the throat. It was simply decided their mud huts and livestock were not worth the cost. That is not to say they didn’t suffer aggression as their power diminished . . . They had been nearly exiled and often harried in matters of trade and policy.


But the achievement they prided themselves on the most, the one thing of theirs that could never be taken away, was their absolute mastery of horsecraft. No bond between horse and man existed like it anywhere else on Earth, and their secrets were never revealed through either bribery or torture, with the most fanciful of minds imagining all sorts of suspicious crossbreeding and spellcraft.


And of course, this arid, unimaginative, unprosperous land had another curse or blessing: It gave birth to the Devil, Sonja the Red.


Sir Failias of Leoni, The Making and Unmaking of the Steppes





HALF A CONTINENT AWAY, HYRKANIA



N o one, not even his beloved mother, dead these long years at the sad age of twenty-six, believed good fortune would come to Miras, now twice that age himself. He was neither clever nor toothsome to look at. He harbored no thoughts even remotely poetic or imaginative. It might be more accurate, if less kindly, to say that he was unappealing in most respects.


When things went well, he rejoiced. When things went ill, he prayed, scourged himself, and sacrificed in the manner of his people. But what he prayed to, what the god Mitra might look like, never entered his mind. Such business was beyond both his scope and his interest. He had been taught, and thus he behaved. When there was drought, he slit the neck of a goat. When there were floods, he broke the neck of three pheasant hens. As he had been taught.


When he had broken his leg as a young boy, the medicine man of his village had set it, and soon enough, after a span of time he’d completely forgotten, he could walk on it again. It never occurred to him to ask the healer how this was accomplished, what knowledge went into such a thing. Gods and weather were the same to Miras, capricious and inscrutable, but always, always to be respected.


At eleven years old, abandoned by his father willfully and by his mother through dysentery, he found himself the owner of a useless piece of acreage and few other assets of note. There, he set about continuing the crops his family had tended as far back as anyone could recall: cabbages, carrots, and a prickly thistle that was edible only upon stewing the entirety of a day or more, the cardoon. He was to supplement this with the meager meats and milks provided by his small stockyard of a few wing-clipped fowl and a thin, mean herd of goats.


Soon, it was proven he had no talent even for these simple charges, and he came closer and closer to the door of starvation every winter. Loath as he was to kill his only reliable sources of meat, he did as he was taught, and repeated the words of the ritual to the best of his fading memory. Even worse for Miras’s lonely heart was killing the animals that were the closest thing he had to friends. They trusted him—he knew that. They would come to his call; they fought for his touch. It had been hard at age eleven and had gotten no easier in the four decades plus that had followed.


He had made the terrible mistake of naming them, against the code of farmers everywhere, and his heart would be heavy for the days before the ritual and agonized in grief for weeks afterward. He’d been to the village many times in his life, once even as far as the capital city, and he had experienced what his mother had called “outside folk,” meaning simply anyone not from their own farm. He felt bewildered by simple social interaction, and all in all, with one notable exception, he preferred the goats.


It was the moment of dusk as he bent down to check the sprouts of his crop. He heard his goats, the most spoiled goats this side of the river, and yet they still bleated, asking for his attention, his kind touch. He loved this moment, the end of the working day, because it meant coming home to the warm hearth, his comfortable bed, and Runa.


Runa the lovely, Runa the kind, Runa the notable exception.


He had first seen her when he was but twelve years old, and while there was no question that she was pleasant enough to look at, she had not been enough to overcome his anxiousness at the proximity of so many dozens of villagers in the marketplace, each seemingly vying to take the money from his foolish, inexperienced self.


She was the daughter of a blacksmith, but that vocation seemed hardly to have touched her, so delicate and soft she appeared. He made note, but not more so than he noted the going price for the melons he allowed himself to eat twice a year, once on the day of his birth and once on the day of his mother’s death.


In truth, he’d forgotten her entirely until his return to the village two years later. His body had changed; his nights had become colder, and a frustration he could not name was growing within him. He would toss and turn, and more than once, he felt forced to relieve himself the best way he knew how, only to apologize in prayer the entire following week. To whom, he couldn’t say. It seemed best not to include his mother in his pleas for redemption for this particular offense.


That year, he returned to the marketplace, with the intention of finding a bride. He had no prospects, so he had no expectations. He knew that he was lonely, and he knew that he would not be able to continue a life of solitude. He brought with him a cart of rough produce, riddled with weevils and holes left by insects. But times were hard, and even these sold for a bit more than he expected. He felt somewhat chuffed with himself, in fact, and allowed himself a rare moment of cautious pride.


It was then that he saw a girl in the blacksmith’s stall, and his heart stopped so suddenly he was not entirely certain for a moment if it would ever start back up again. It was Runa.


Not the Runa of two years ago. This was Runa becoming a woman. With fine golden hair, the deep chestnut skin of a clan that worked, partially as advertisement of their commerce, in the sun every day of their lives. Runa who looked up at him and smiled. And his farmer’s heart started up again, at an advanced rate, and carrying a new passenger: the blacksmith’s daughter.


Runa the exception.


He had nothing to offer her; he knew that. He knew also that she would be the town beauty—it wasn’t even in question. There was little wealth in the village and no aristocracy. He wouldn’t lose her to a prince or lord. But he was at the bottom of a ladder that went from abject poverty to reliable comfort, and he wouldn’t blame her for choosing any higher rung than his.


That night, he returned to his farm. The weather had been ­reasonable—pleasant, even. The crops were not at risk. So his plan was sinful, never meant to be enacted in times of plenty.


And yet that night, at fourteen years old, he went into the pen, chose his three favorite goats, hating their affection, hating even their trust, and slit their throats one after another, all while reciting the pledge of his family. But this time, he didn’t ask for rain or for sun or for the winds to cease.


He asked for Runa. He made the prayer as best he could, and then, to ensure that the gods above heard him, he said it again, louder. Louder and louder until he finally realized that he was screaming as the sacrificial blood seeped into the dirt under his bent knee.


Ashamed, horrified, and exhausted, he collapsed on the heaped corpses of his livestock, grateful for the darkness that followed.


When Miras of the Hyrkanian Steppes awoke the next day, he was aching in his bones and his soul. He was sure what he’d done would offend his ancestors, but he knew he would do it again without hesitation. His gummy eyes opened slowly, and he felt a soreness in the fingers of his dominant hand, so tightly had he clenched his blade.


But the corpses of his goats were gone. This took him a moment to realize, and many more to process. Had he dreamed it? He knew what being drunk was like; his father had exhibited that behavior often enough. But he himself had never touched wine. Had he . . . had he imagined the entire ritual?


He ran to the pen and counted. There were three missing. The three chosen.


It was then that he noticed the blood on his hands and goatskin tunic. And his shame turned to elation. The gods had accepted his tribute.


Runa would be his.


And so it came to pass. Not that year, nor the year to follow. But something had happened to Miras’s fortunes. The hard, thin crops of his meager fields took a turn for the better. Where an acre was barely worth the seeds to plant previously, Miras now found himself in the unusual position of having a routine year-round surplus, such that he was forced to hire one laborer, and then another, and then two more.


Despite his complete lack of education, the village began to treat him with respect, asking his opinion during his now-frequent trips to market. They sought his advice on all matters agricultural, and he learned quickly that if he answered truthfully and said, “I have no idea,” the farmers who were his countrymen would walk away bitter and disappointed, certain that he was simply miserly with his successful techniques and unwilling to help others. The resentment was palpable.


And so he learned an affectation. He would sagely nod as one farmer, then another, explained their particular affliction, begging his counsel. Worms, locusts, rot—he would nod at them all, to the point where even the most skeptical and bitter neighbor felt at least listened to properly. Then he would simply make up the first ritual that came to mind, careful to give a different recipe for each of his fellow farmers.


It did not escape him that the very people who excoriated his name for “keeping secrets from his friends” would then hoard the completely invented knowledge he had imparted to each. When asked, they would hold the wisdom of Miras to their breast like the last breath of a favorite child.


It was all nonsense. But it made him popular—beloved, even. And it had to be said that most farms did see an improvement, to the point where tradesmen actively began to adjust their routes to hit his nameless village and its newly prosperous people. It was simply not possible to tell them to mimic his own actions: to go mad in the moonlight, murdering animals and screaming until their throats were bloody. Perhaps the mere belief in his pretend rituals improved his neighbors’ lot, but the question was in all ways quite beyond him.


And truthfully, none of it mattered to him, for at age sixteen, it was arranged that he would marry Runa. Nothing else mattered, and in Miras’s defense, he worshipped her and was grateful every day of his life. That she loved him in return seemed a better promise than life normally allowed. There had been a gathering, and all the farmers who felt he had saved them paid their due in kind, leading to a need for a larger house to hold the wedding finery.


He was a man who wanted for nothing.


Until that night decades later, that dusk, surrounded by the promise of another bountiful harvest. That very last night of his life.


The goats had stopped calling for him to embrace them, to perhaps share a carrot or cabbage before the night’s hard slumber. The tenor of their cries had changed.


To abject terror.


Something was after them.


Miras was no coward. He took a two-pronged trowel that had been propped near the feed barrow and ran toward the pen. His workers had all left for the bunkhouse, too far to be of use. As he ran, he fancied his eyes playing tricks on him in the dark . . . Small ruts in the dirt, half a meter across, ran parallel to his track toward the pen, as if a great, unseeable wheel on either side of him ran alongside. He would need to investigate when whatever predator that stalked his farm was banished by shout or by injury.


Then the goats were blessedly silent for a moment, and the tracks stopped forming. He ran on, leaving the ruts in the dirt behind him, even as they had knocked through the small lines of sprouts that had lain in their path.


It was not to last; one goat, then another, resumed bleating in terror, the pitch coming brutally higher each time. They weren’t merely afraid. It was as if they had felt the devil’s teeth already, deep in their guts. They scrambled against the too-solid log walls of the pen, trying to break it in desperation, then trying to climb it, only to fall back to the dirt, more panicked than before. As he was nearing the pen, Miras saw that the ruts in the ground had resumed, still racing toward the pen. But he also noticed similar ruts coming at the pen from many directions, like the rays of the sun returning to their maker.


It was then that he heard the first bones break. The matriarch of his goats issued a sharp scream—it could only be called that—and it was ripped away mid-shriek, followed by a sound he knew well, that every farmer knew well . . . the sound of bone and meat being pulled from a carcass.


The sound of butchery.


Several other similar sounds occurred as he reached the pen’s edge, ready to fight, ready to kill. Instead, he had to resist the urge to void his gorge.


All his goats, his entire stock, had had their legs pulled off while still alive. Some still wriggled pitifully in agony and shock, but their mews were fading. Others were already gone, in the mere seconds it took for him to clear the fields, the smell of sod and cabbage still on his boots.


He let loose a cry of mourning he wasn’t even aware of, and the ruts in the ground seemed to turn to face him. Instinctively, he jumped atop the strong fence . . . Perhaps whatever unseen devils had murdered his stock would be confused. He held tightly to the upper log, one he had cut himself years before, and instinctively hushed his breath. In shaking fear, he watched as the ruts moved toward him, under the fence. They moved slowly this time, without the grim sense of purpose of their initial attack.


He willed himself to be more silent still, and this did seem to slow them even further . . . He was reminded of the various hounds he’d had over the years, and how they would wander when a scent was lost, unwilling to cease trying to find that scent again.


It was a cold night. He fought not to shiver, not to lose his balance as he hugged the log, its bark cutting into the flesh of his fingers and thighs.


“Miras? Miras, what’s happened to the goats?”


In that moment, Miras knew. He had been given many blessings. And this was the night he would lose it all. His beloved Runa was on the hard brown clay in front of their beloved home, wearing only her bedclothes and barefooted. And she was calling to him from across the field.


She sounded a bit like the goats, Miras thought, like a knife in the heart.


“Miras! What is it?”


For one moment, his courage failed him, and he did not answer her. He watched the ruts in the ground, and he realized then that they were in the ground, not above, turned to point toward the only thing he had ever truly loved. Runa the lovely, Runa the kind.


Runa took several steps away from the house, farther toward the deep sod where their fields began.


“Miras, are you injured, my love? Answer me!”


Then the ruts began to track straight toward her, at a speed almost as fast as a man could run. Miras fancied he could hear the sounds of burrowing, and he imagined again the hideous noise of the breaking bones of the goats just moments before.


He found his courage.


“Runa! Stop yelling! Don’t make a sound! Don’t make a—”


She turned to face him, clearly confused and anxious. And for one heartrending moment, he remembered when he saw her in the marketplace, years before.


She screamed, an abrupt, horrific thing, as something seized her from below, hard enough to break her bones as she was pulled by the legs through a hole far too small for her. He saw her rib cage crack and collapse and her arms forced together unnaturally in front of her, then above, as she began to disappear into the ground. He loved her, so he prayed she was alive, and then prayed no, prayed that she was dead.


He dropped to one knee, just as he had that night he’d called to the gods of his people, and he let out a loud, screaming lament, just as he had that night. He knew what it meant. He knew what it would call forth.


But he couldn’t stop it.


He watched as the ruts arced, then came at him in straight lines from the bloody remains of his wife. He heard the rumble underground and felt the tremor in his knees and hands.


At last, he understood the betrayal the goats must have felt.
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EVERY HUNTER
KNOWS THEIR PREY




And it is surely unfortunate, but with the passage of time and the growth of her legend, both proper historians and campfire talespinners chose to represent Sonja in whatever manner most appealed to their audience of the moment. Which ultimately led to the schism we have in the narrative regarding Hyrkania’s most notable sword-bearer.


One version painted her as a pious follower and tireless advocate of one god or another, and in some cases, she was cast as a disciple of gods she was entirely unlikely to ever have heard of, let alone worshipped. This version tells her ending as one of a martyr, occasionally even lifted from mortality by a grateful deity. Statues and paintings exist of her in white robes, reading from sacred texts, doing various good deeds. One region famously presented her as a learned scholar and healer whose sharp sword was used only in smiting the unholy.


It is perhaps not surprising that this view of her character was most prominently adopted in locations where she had indeed performed some selfless function in the distant past and had simply grown into the legend most flattering to her memory out of half-forgotten gratitude.


The other take hews more closely to the truth, even a cursory study reveals.


Sonja the Red, the She-Devil, the Daughter of Destruction, was likely none of these reverent things. Neither a scholar nor a martyr nor a healer. She rather was a reveler, a brawler, and an occasional drunkard.


She was many things, some of the details of which have been lost to the ruin of time. And a case can be made that ambiguities in the historical record have left a great deal to fancy and interpretation, but one thing seems inarguable:


Red Sonja was no one’s saint.


Kalifus Hairad, Heroes and Legends of the East





I t was her second day of riding from the scene of her larceny and betrayal, and she had not slept, trusting her mount to follow the trail even in darkness. She was cold, thirsty, and hungry, and her mood was not improved by the fact that snow had begun to fall, for which she was woefully underdressed. The heavy forest cover and rocky landscape had made traveling at speed a risky choice already, and had she not had absolute certitude that Ysidra’s Wolf Pack was following, she might have simply found the nearest tavern and gotten properly drunk at whatever table was nearest the hearth.


Not for the first time, the thought of Ysidra brought a rumbling sensation in her guts. She was aware of what she’d done, but something was bubbling up inside her that she didn’t care for at all, something akin to regret. She’d left the bounds of the queen’s camp with a sense of a plan done well, a theft of righteous tilt. Half a day later, in the solitude and silence of the forest’s edge, that elation had dimmed inexplicably.


Now she was in a state where she questioned her own actions, and she cursed herself for her uncharacteristic weakness. She brought the reins back gently, announcing to the horse that it was at long last time to rest.


A final check for the smoke of a fire or the sound of riders, and sensing nothing, she dismounted. Even for a Hyrkanian, two days in the saddle made her thighs a bit unreliable and tremorous as her boots hit the lightly snow-covered ground.


She’d chosen the bottom of a hill, near a small creek, as her campsite. A bend in the river’s path left scraps of wood in its pocket, making it easy to reach pieces that were dry, no hatchet work necessary.


As she gathered up the wood, she caught a glimpse of herself in the water by moonlight. She looked tired, which was understandable. But the pleasant calm she usually felt when at peace under the stars was missing. She searched for a word to describe that look, that missing essence of life that made her Sonja. In a moment as close to poetic as she was capable of at the moment, it came to her.


Bereft. She looked bereft.


She shook her head. This was all too fanciful for her, the woman who thought little of yesterday and even less of tomorrow. Morose or not, in two days’ time, she’d be rich. Not just comfortable, but wealthy, for the first time in her life. Cupping her hand, she supped from the icy water, and the chill of it was bracing.


She had markers that needed paying. The Falcon expected her. But she couldn’t help entertaining thoughts of competing offers for the Asp. She had no care for her reputation; it was shit, and she lost not a moment’s sleep over that fact. But there could be consequences to not keeping your word far beyond disapproving gossip.


She busied herself about making camp for the night. She had three blankets with her, cunningly crafted by Ysidra’s seamstresses to resist cold and damp. One would go on the horse. Another would form a tent, and the final thin blanket, which she’d used as a cloak to cover her bare shoulders and thighs, would become a flimsy but welcome bedroll. It would be rough sleeping in the wild, but fatigue weighed on her such that she was certain she’d never waken long enough to feel the frost.


Those tasks finished, she heaped the sticks in a conical fashion and drew her flint from her meager kit, commencing the laborious effort to make fire in the damp night. That accomplished, she removed her moist leather gloves and reached out her hands to warm them against the flame.


And in doing so, she caught the glint of gold and emeralds in the circlet, the fixture of her greed and carrier of her regret.


The Hunter’s Asp, it was more properly called. Ysidra had rarely spoken of it, but its value was so clearly outside the realm of the tribe’s entire worth that the queen was unable to convincingly hide the way she nursed it, fussed with it, protected it. The thief in Sonja had watched and pretended disinterest, but it had invaded her thoughts nonetheless.


Slowly, Sonja had earned her trust, gotten her to lower her guard. It was a chase, a duel, a race, and one that the queen had lost through a mixture of attraction and trust. Sonja had felt the first often, the second almost never.


The Asp was three coils of gold in the shape of a fanged snake, with two precious gem eyes that glittered even in the lowest light. She stared for a moment, then a moment longer, until she forgot the crackling of the kindling and the cold of snowfall down her back.


It must be said that Sonja was clever, even adroit in her speech. She had wit and a sharp, quick tongue that had both aided and endangered her in roughly equal measure over her young life. But she had little education, and that had been of a kind meant to train her to feed her own tribe, and little else. She lacked the words for this feeling, or she might have said she was transfixed. She might have said she was enthralled. Instead, another word came to mind.


Trapped.


She felt trapped. Exactly like the beasts who eventually entered her family’s stewpot. She imagined herself surrounded by coils, waiting for an ungracious and bloody end, to be taken—no, to be ­consumed—under the gaze of emerald eyes.


“That fire looks most inviting, young lady.”


Sonja looked up suddenly, shaken that in her torpor, she’d allowed someone close enough to talk to her, indeed, to reach out and slit her throat if he’d had a mind.


“May I sit a moment, if it would not be an inconvenience?” said the young man in front of her, standing opposite from her place at the fire.


“I don’t care,” she said, her voice lacking the steel that it nearly always carried.


The young man was not unwelcome, truth be told. He was fair, even comely, with fine brown hair and unworn features. She noted a dagger at his belt, under a thin brown cloak, and she realized that she’d left her sword tied to her thin saddle, inside her makeshift tent.


“Thank you, miss,” he said as he knelt, holding his hands near the flames. “In payment, I’ve a bit of wine, if you’re not opposed to sharing . . . ?”


She was not, and perhaps even against snowdrift campfire etiquette, she took the skin from his hands brusquely and drank deeply before allowing him the first swig. He smiled, unoffended.


She ruefully handed the skin back to him. At this point, traditionally, names would be exchanged. But he’d not offered his, and Sonja was in no hurry to proffer her own. Not to a stranger while on the run, even an attractive one.


He looked around as best was possible in the darkness punctured only somewhat by the fire. “And do you travel alone on such a cold night, miss?”


She drank again as the skin was passed back.


“I do, stranger. It is my custom.”


“Do you make for Radolan, fair one? P’raps we could ride together come daylight?”


“That is not convenient for me. It’s best if you warm your limbs and keep moving, stranger,” she said, her eyes steady.


He paused and then grinned, every inch the jovial guest. “Fair enough, I meant no ill. It’s simply that these are rough roads, and cutthroats are common. If I were like you—”


She cut him off. “If you were like me . . . ?”


“I simply mean, a woman alone, wearing . . . well. Wearing what you wear . . .”


Sonja looked down at herself. She was aware that her clothing, a simple top and loincloth of fur and mail, was considered outright blasphemous in some quarters, but as always, the opinions of others meant little to her. “What about what I wear?”


He hastened to quell any offense. “No, miss, I don’t mean that. How could I? I have a man’s eyes, after all.” He smiled. She was not entirely mollified. “No, it is the ornament you carry . . . An unfriendly sort might covet it, do you see?”


She looked again at the Asp, this time avoiding the eyes. “An unfriendly sort,” she repeated.


He smiled again, but his eyes darkened somewhat. “Yes. Unfriendly. There are terrible people on this road, miss.”


“So you have said.”


“For example, imagine this unfriendly sort, cad that he is, imagine he decides, rightly or wrongly, that that finery should be his, and only a skinny, unclad heathen trollop bars it from his possession. Imagine further that he therefore offers the helpless girl a choice.”


“That is very magnanimous of this stranger.”


“Isn’t it simply so?” He settled further on his knees, to appear calm. “And that choice is merely this. The girl could give him the adornment and go back to her happy life of spreading her legs for the coin of miners and dirt farmers . . .”


“Do go on—I’m dying to hear the alternative,” Sonja said.


The stranger pulled back his cloak, exposing the dagger she’d already spotted but had the courtesy not to mention. She’d spoiled his dramatic reveal, but he was unaware and waited to see fear in her eyes. “Or he could take it off her corpse, miss. Along with her horse and goods and whatever else strikes him.”


She stared for a long moment, her face impassive. Then with a seemingly defeated sigh, she began to reach to remove the Asp, and his smile widened.


“Well, it can’t be said you weren’t equitable in offering a choice, fair one.”


“I’m glad we’ve come to an understanding, miss.”


She paused. She looked up at him; he was fit, tall, and no doubt strong. And she was tired and not at all herself. Had it been any other possession . . .


“Oh, but there is one thing, stranger. I feel that if we are to make this trade, my life for this humble trinket, we should at least know each other’s names. Is that fair?”


He smiled a smile that doubtless had melted the resistance of a long line of bedmates in its perfect radiance. He fancied himself a charmer and a great wit, she was sure.


“Trogas, I am, miss. And may I know yours, to commemorate this fortuitous meeting?”


She set her gaze to an intensity that she knew evoked terror to many an otherwise brave man. “I am going to say my name, Trogas. You may doubt it, but in your heart, you will know it is true, that I am who I say. My name is Sonja. Sonja the Red.”


She waited for a response, but he merely blinked at her, face impassive.


She shook her head. “Red Sonja, foolish brigand. The She-Devil? The Curse of Hyrkania? Terror of the Khitan gladiator pits? Sonja?”


He shook his head, and the night went from uncomfortable to humiliating.


“Should I know you? Are you supposed to be renowned or something?”


She spat, her spittle sizzling into the fire. Her previous steel had been mostly artifice, but now she genuinely was spoiling to punch his lovely face in.


“Brave men quake when I unsheathe my blade, ignorant one. My name is known in every barracks and brothel from here to Cimmeria.”


“I’m sorry—I’m sure you’re very well regarded in some circles, but I don’t listen to much tavern chatter.”


She turned her head in disgust, muttering in her mother tongue, foul entreaties to gods too dark to be named at night. There was an awkward silence and, if she was being completely honest, a bit of vain pique.


He suddenly brightened. “Wait, now—Sonja, you say? Terror of Khitar? I believe I have heard of you. Yes, most fearsome!”


She turned to face him. “It’s Khitai, oh brilliant one, and if it helps at all, it’s the country whose borders are only a few days’ ride from here.”


“Ah. Well, still. Really, it’s an honor to steal from such an august name.”


She knew he was lying, but she couldn’t help it—she did feel a little less disagreeable.


He stood up, all hint of civility discarded. “Now, this business about unsheathing your blade . . . I can’t help but notice that you’re not actually in proximity of any blade save my own. So I’m afraid the choice still stands, Sonja. Make it quick, or I’ll choose for you.”


Sonja sighed again. She reached down with both hands, grabbed two flaming embers, and threw them directly at the stranger’s face. He shrieked most unguardedly, and she chose that moment to rise and put her fist into his face with a good deal more force than required, making a loud, flat cracking sound that made Sonja’s horse look over with only casual interest.


Trogas, to his credit, found the presence of mind to reach for his dagger, only to find that Sonja had already removed it from its worn leather scabbard and was holding it to his throat, her white teeth clenched and her eyes narrowed.


“I’ve been weighing your generous offer, Trogas the Fierce.”


He swallowed hard and opened his mouth to speak, but she held the blade tighter to his throat.


“You have nothing I want; do you see? I’d take your blade, but it’s shit, and that’s being kind. Your horse is half-starved. And even your lovely face is starting to swell most ungracefully. So what can you do for me, to pay back this discomfit?”


He gurgled, then got out, “I have some coins. Not much, mistress.”


She smiled. Trogas was a man who adapted to new information. “Fetch it. And leave the wine. The horse also goes with me. I’ll see it put right, and you will find a new destination on foot, or Tarim help me, I will finish the butchering you’ve earned this night. Is that clear?”


He could only nod.


She broke her poor camp. There would be no sleep for Sonja unless she killed the stranger, and truth be told, she simply wasn’t in the mood. Her temper darkened even as he tried to help her, even as he gave her the few possessions of any value he had. And she was painfully aware that his worst crime had been merely an attempt at a theft she herself had accomplished two days previously.


When all was done and the stranger’s mare was tied to Sonja’s own mount, she sat in the saddle and prepared to leave. The village he mentioned was less than a few hours’ ride, and now she had a few scant coins, enough for proper sleep in a warm inn, perhaps an ale and a hot meal. She could rest and still ride out before the Wolf Pack could catch up; she was almost certain. If not, she’d give them a ­fight—that much was certain.


Trogas looked up at her, as if a thought had suddenly taken hold. “Wait. Hyrkania, did you say? That’s your home? Where your family is?”


Sonja looked down at him. “I have no home. I have no family.”


But it was clear he’d struck something; they both knew it. He smiled a last, mean smile. “Ah. I understand. Then you won’t care about the news I’ve heard. Fair, mistress, fair.”


She started to lead her horse away from the already frozen campfire, away from the comely stranger. Then she stopped but did not turn around.


“What news, thief ?”


She could not see the dark pleasure in his expression as he spoke.


“The plague, mistress. Hyrkania is riddled with plague.”
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FORSAKEN




Hyrkania and Turan had a complicated, often bloody relationship as neighbor states. Once, they had been two parts of one country, but the topography of that arrangement made governance difficult. During Hyrkania’s most aggressive age, Turan was its favorite target for raids and conscription. But as Hyrkania fell in influence, Turan became its unofficial overseer and sometime tormentor.


It is fair to say that if any region of Turan could be said to be excessively philosophical, it would be the colder climes of the North, where the sociological theories of wizards and scholars actually took root and were tested by small clans of hunters and farmers.


No jail had the North. For any born within those borders, there was no dungeon and no gallows. For a people who valued pride and reputation above all, such institutions were almost completely unnecessary, as a far greater punishment loomed for those natives who broke the codes of the people’s trust.


Exile.


No punishment accorded the thief or killer brought more pain, more disgrace, than being told they no longer had a place in their own land, that they would never again call the green valleys and rough, unlovely mountains home. Worse yet, they were no longer allowed to even call themselves Turanian.


For a people that attached all virtue to kin and country, it was worse than torture, worse than death. Those who were so afflicted, who had seen the backs of their families turned toward them with a cataclysmic finality, would often find one another in their nomadic state. They would form tribes and even, after a bastard fashion, family. They would survive.


But the cruelty of their punishment never ebbed. And they would find themselves unwilling to leave the region for long, even as its most unwelcome guests. To be born Turanian and never allowed to again call it home tethered the felon to a land that didn’t want them and yet wouldn’t let them go.


Of course, if a thief was found who had been born outside the borders of benighted Turan, the ­high-minded philosophers of the great thoughtful land would simply order their heads bashed in with a rock.


Sometimes, what appears merciful is not mercy at all.


Sir Kennon Wrighth, Lands of Arcanum





I t was the night of Ysidra’s return to her tribe’s camp, and her people were shaken to see the state of her fury. She had returned with one able-bodied warrior less than she had left with, and one redheaded, Asp-wearing warrior absent completely.


This was not the Ysidra they loved and feared in equal measure. This was a raging wolf, tearing at the plush interior of her own tent, throwing her few gilded possessions at its canvas walls. She acknowledged no voice, not her kin nor her personal guard. She appeared not to be aware of them at all. The two unwounded members of her Wolf Pack, the mismatched pair of the stout, beefy Raganus and the younger, thinner Festrel, both stood outside her tent’s open door, trying to avoid her gaze. They desperately wished for any other assignment, as protecting the dignity of their queen, their highest duty, was simply impossible at the moment; even the lowliest of the clan stared at the tent’s door in open dismay, wonder, and amusement.
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