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  For Diana


  “Set me as a seal upon thine heart,


  as a seal upon thine arm:


  for love is as strong as death.”
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  I’m not sure what the canons say about thanking your editor in public, but thanks are surely due Lou Anders for giving me a chance to tell the story that’s been trying to gnaw its way out of my head for a generation or so.


  I also want to mention three people who will never read these words or this book. My father, Lawrence Pfundstein, died of cancer in October 2012. He was the polar opposite in temperament of the Merlin in this book (and elsewhere in the Morlock novels)—there was never a better father or a better man. Chris Ales was one of my closest friends growing up, though we had drifted apart over the decades. He also died in 2012, of an illness as destructive as cancer. And Andre Levi died of cancer in September 2012. She was my high school sweetheart and taught me a lot of what I needed to know to be a writer and also to be something approximating a human being. Certainly this would be a very different book if we had never met.


  The patience and helpfulness of my wife, Diana DePasquale, also deserves some mention. When the plot required me to address matters anatomical and social that were completely out of my range of experience, she was always there to listen and comment as I proposed increasingly bizarre, “What do you think would happen if . . .?” scenarios. This book is hers, and much else besides.
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  History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors


  And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,


  Guides us by vanities. Think now


  She gives when our attention is distracted


  And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions


  That the giving famishes the craving. Gives too late


  What’s not believed in, or if still believed,


  In memory only, reconsidered passion. Gives too soon


  Into weak hands, what’s thought can be dispensed with


  Till the refusal propagates a fear. Think


  Neither fear nor courage saves us. Unnatural vices


  Are fathered by our heroism. Virtues


  Are forced upon us by our impudent crimes.


  These tears are shaken from the wrath-bearing tree.


  —T. S. Eliot, “Gerontion”
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  Act first, this Earth, a stage so gloom’d with woe


  You all but sicken at the shifting scenes.


  And yet be patient. Our Playwright may show


  In some fifth Act what this wild Drama means.


  —Tennyson, “The Play”
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  With hands that were not hands the man that was not a man made a machine that was not a machine. All the while he muttered words that were not words with his mouth that was no mouth: “Keep me clean. Keep me clean. Keep me clean.”


  But he knew it was too late. He was stained with memories, with hopes, with life. He would never be clean again. He said “me” and meant it. He was infected with the idea of self.


  There was a way out of this hell that was not hell. If he could cleanse this world of life and make the way clear for the ever-strangers who waited beyond the Soul Bridge, beyond the end of the world, if he could do that he could also be cleansed of life and return to the selfless being he was meant to be, that he should have remained forever.


  He made his machine that was not a machine and laughed. He would sweep them all away, everything that lived. He would make them pay for making him care about them, about himself, about everything.
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  Merlin Ambrosius was in his basement workshop when he heard the god breaking into his attic. The event was far away, and the house well-proofed against sounds, but Merlin had no doubt what he was hearing. There is something about the footfall of a god that, once heard, is not easily forgotten.


  “I knew I should have gotten around to insulating that attic!” he berated himself. “Now I’m in for it.”


  His watch-beast remarked, “There is a god in the attic, apparently without permission.” A pause and the beast continued, “But have you considered the peace of emptiness that you might receive from union with the Illimitable Cloyn, Arbiter of the Infinite? If I had a soul—”


  Merlin reached out with his long clever fingers and snapped both the necks of the watch-beast. The dreamy light in its seven eyes faded. Merlin was disinclined to be evangelized by his own automata, particularly on behalf of a puny god like the Illimitable Cloyn, Arbiter of the Infinite. (It was always the little gods that grasped at those big-sounding names.)


  Still, he was in some danger. The puniest god might be deadly to the mightiest mortal, and Merlin did not feel particularly mighty this morning.


  Against the lesser gods the best weapon was outright unbelief. Unfortunately, Merlin was old and wise; his cynicism had been battered by centuries of experience. The purer forms of unbelief were increasingly difficult for him.


  Fortunately, he had foreseen the risk and armed himself in advance.


  He broke open a glass jar near at hand and removed the dried but still living brain of a fervent atheist. He grabbed a pair of boots lying nearby with his left hand and, holding the dusty brain out in front of him like a dagger, he leapt up the basement stairs two at a time. Old he was. Feeble he was not.


  Cloyn was already descending from the upper floor, wrapped in a cloud of metaphysical comforts that slid like fog down the spiral staircase.


  “Back, you!” Merlin shouted, and brandished the dried brain wildly.


  Cloyn retreated semi-visibly. Merlin and his weapon had the god’s complete attention: nothing fascinates a god like an atheist. Cloyn raised up a shield of apologetics and a long pointed blade of theology. The god was readying for a battle.


  Merlin couldn’t risk a prolonged conflict. His atheist had been harvested while still young and uncontaminated by experience, but the brain was very dry and brittle by now. Already he could feel the god pressuring it with golden gifts of emptiness and surrender.


  He threw the atheist brain down at the god’s feet and it shattered. He could feel the waves of agony emanating from the dying atheist. The god became wholly absorbed in comforting and healing the atheist’s death.


  It was Merlin’s chance. He ran out of the house and sat down on the doorstep to pull on his boots. Although he heard the footfall of the god behind him, he took the precious seconds required to tie his bootlaces. He had tripped once wearing seven-league boots and had no desire to repeat the experience.


  Cloyn was almost on him when he leapt to his feet and took a single stride.


  The dense thickets of the Lost Wood sank below him, dark green in the morning light. He felt the ecstasy of flight and sternly repressed it: the feeling was akin to religion, and he wanted to leave no trail for the god pursuing him.


  He landed lightly on his right foot in a mountain meadow, seven thousand paces from his god-violated house. He swung out with his left foot and took to the air again.


  He had not many strides left before the boots became exhausted and reverted to their mundane selves. It took a fearful amount of impulse energy to charge them even for a single stride. But he would take a few more at least. The Illimitable Cloyn might not be the only god who was after him.


  Merlin Ambrosius meditated as his boots carried him across the long flat curve of the world. Who, among his many enemies, was powerful enough to command gods as hunting dogs? He could not tell, and it was vital for him to know.


  The enemy might strike at his children, too. Yes, that was quite likely. He wondered what he might do about that to turn it to his own advantage. His daughters, if he remembered correctly, were not too far distant, on one of their ridiculous rescue missions to the Vale of Vraid.
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  You are what you eat, and Vesper had mostly been eating monsters. He had drained a werewolf, south of Wuruyaaria—a little hard to digest, but full of silver-edged shadows, very sustaining. The Kembley’s serpent he had consumed in the Ketchpur valley was also very tasty, bristling with venomous shadows. Best of all, among recent meals, was the mandrake he had devoured in the Blackthorn Mountains.


  Ah, the mandrake! The mandrake! Never had Vesper known, or even suspected, such joy.


  He had been slithering along the ground in the shadowy semblance of the Kembley’s serpent. (He had no shape of his own, so it was easiest to assume the form of the entity he had most recently devoured.) Suddenly he stumbled across the tail of a dead dragon. The vast corpse was going to pieces like a fallen tree in a forest, no shred of life left there, nothing for him. But nonetheless his shadow-pulses quickened with excitement.


  As Vesper knew, dragons don’t reproduce as most animals do; it was rare, at any rate, for a dragon to possess genitalia unwithered by venom and fire. But, once a dragon was dead, its teeth would hatch like eggs and little mandrakes would emerge, to plant themselves in a nearby stretch of favorable soil. Eventually, when they matured, they would uproot themselves and begin walking about, as manlike chrysalides from which dragons would eventually emerge.


  How this final transformation occurred, Vesper neither knew nor cared. But, if he was lucky, some of the mandrakes who had been born from this dead dragon might still be somewhere nearby. Vesper scuttled around to the front of the rotting dragon, pausing briefly in the shadow of the ruined, pockmarked jawbones, bereft of teeth.


  As it turned out, he was almost too late. Of all the rows of mandrakes who had been there (with his shadowy eyes, Vesper followed a long triple-trail of empty holes), only one was left. And even as Vesper approached, the last mandrake was struggling to uproot itself from the ground. It was fully grown, with toothlike protrusions already prominent on its upper arms, its head and its lashing lizard-like tail.


  Vesper moved quickly. Luckily for him, it was evening, and there were many long useful shadows in the mountain valley. (As a shadow-being, he could not safely bear complete darkness or direct sunlight.) When he was near enough, he extended shadow-tendrils toward the mandrake and made contact.


  At first the mandrake had no idea what was happening. (They never do, Vesper thought.) When it realized it was being attacked, it started lashing about with its powerful scaly arms, but it was already too late. Vesper had implanted his shadowy tendrils and began to feed. He drained its ability to move its own limbs, and it stood, quiescent, while he continued to feed.


  Beings which live and move and take action have two natures: bright essence and dark matter. The light of their unfettered essence would destroy Vesper, and the dark heaviness of their matter was too crude to be useful for Vesper’s light airy body. But the essence and matter of material beings mingled in a shadowy substance on which Vesper could feed. It contained memories, and hopes, and fears, and many other things; and once it was gone, the animal was dead—that is, its bright essence was permanently severed from its dark matter. But Vesper was sustained, and that was what counted.


  This is how it was with the mandrake. Vesper planted his tendrils and drained it dry of shadows, leaving the monstrous fang-armored body dead, half-buried in the ground.


  But the shadows themselves . . . The essence of dragons, it seemed, was dark as well as bright. And the gross matter was luminous with fire, as well as dark with flesh. The torrent of red-hearted shadows was scalding, illuminating, terrifying, satisfying. Vesper was sad when there was no more.


  But that was the nature of things. Nothing lasted forever . . . except Vesper himself, of course.


  Vesper now assumed the form of the mandrake, and moved swiftly through the shadows of evening. He would go north, he thought: to the Skarsl Woods north of the Blackthorn Range. Complete darkness would slay him even more surely than direct sunlight, but, night and day, there were always shadows in the Skarsl Woods and no lack of interesting prey.
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  At sunset, Ambrosia Viviana sealed her focus with the rune of the Open Fist. She was planning a long walk through the Skarsl Woods, north of the Blackthorn Range. Only a fool would walk there during the day, because of the daymares and solstroms and other sunlit dangers of that evil wood. Ambrosia was brave enough to get by in a dangerous world, but she wasn’t a fool: she would travel by night.


  But the night had its own dangers, and Ambrosia thought a focus full of sunlight might come in handy during her journey. She had set the focus on a pinnacle of unshadowed rock to absorb sunlight throughout the day. Now, with the sun red on the horizon behind her, she wrapped the spherelike focus in vekka-cloth and stashed it in her wallet by her mirror and writing tablet.


  Ambrosia Viviana: with the crooked shoulders and aquiline nose she inherited from her father, Merlin Ambrosius. Her dark red hair and gray eyes were more like her mother. Her build was that of a girl on the verge of womanhood, but her expression was harsh with a wisdom many grew old and died without ever achieving. She had many skills, sorcerous and mundane, that made her dangerous. With these was one weakness; she spoke of it to no one, but she was always aware of it, as it could overcome her at any time, despite all her abilities.


  Ambrosia waited until the sun had wholly left the sky, and then imbued her bright gray eyes with the Bitter Glance. This spell would cause her eyes to emit beams of light for the next half-day. The light was dim enough, even in the gray evening air. But it would be handy in the dark places of the wood.


  All three moons were up, and if someone else had been there to see, they might have said that the moonlight was playing strange tricks: as if the one woman had two shadows. There was no one there but Ambrosia, though, and she ignored the double shadow from long habit. Plunging into the woods, she began her long walk eastward.


  She had not been walking long before she began to feel sleepy. This was very bad. It was the worst of all possible events, as far as Ambrosia was concerned. She had slept all day, preparing for tonight, so she knew it was not the weariness of her body speaking. It was the onset of her weakness, the flaw she could not defend.


  She swore briefly and sat down to scribble a note on the writing tablet from her wallet. She had hardly finished when unconsciousness swept over her in a dark tide and her awareness drowned in it.


  [image: img]


  Vesper crept north into the Skarsl Woods, flitting (in the veil of the mandrake’s form) from shadow to moonlit shadow. There was much animal life around him, but nothing he thought fit to take as his prey. Vesper was becoming rather choosy about what sort of life he would consume. He thought of himself as a dim garland of monsters, and not everything that walked the night was fit to join that shadowy company. Even now he regretted some of the choices he had made earlier in his career, lives he had eaten merely to stay alive.


  As he lingered thoughtfully at the margin of a moonlit clearing, he saw something rather strange. It was a pair of dim lights, just bluer than moonlight, passing to the north of him, going from west to east. Intrigued, he pursued it.


  At first, as he closed with the moving lights, he was disappointed. It was just a woman, her eyes enchanted to help her see as she travelled the dark woods. She had red hair and a hawklike nose, and the general air of one of those-who-know, the confraternity of sorcerous knowledge. This made her dangerous: one of those few who were likely to understand what Vesper was and how to stop him. There was something else odd about her, though, so Vesper (for lack of anything better to do) followed her for a while, keeping what he hoped was a safe distance.


  She began to stumble and waver as she loped along. Perhaps she was drunk, Vesper thought. (He’d never been drunk himself, but he had often eaten the unprotected lives of drunken men and women.) Or she might be sick. Once he had eaten the delirium-laden life of a fevered child; it had been an interesting experience.


  Eventually she sat right down in the yttern-track she had been following. She unhitched the wallet swinging from her belt and scrabbled for something in it. As Vesper watched warily, she brought forth a wax tablet and a stylus. She tapped the stylus on the wooden frame of the tablet, and its tip began to glow. She hastily scribbled some words onto the waxy surface; they glowed slightly in the darkness.


  Eventually the stylus and the tablet fell from her slack fingers. The light in her eyes died, and she fell over as if she’d been struck with a hammer.


  What was happening now? At first it looked as if the woman were melting, like snow in sunlight. Then he saw that a new form was being imposed on the woman. Now she was much taller, her body thicker in some places, thinner in others, her hair paler. And there was another change, something he could just catch with his fugitive shadow senses: a different flavor, a different scent.


  The truth hit him then. This woman was a pair of twins, sharing a single body. He knew, better than anyone, that what most call substance is merely the unstable form given by the shadow that is true life. When one sister dominated, her shadow gave form to the body’s substance.


  He had heard a rumor of a creature like this, in the mind of someone he had eaten. The tale said that the Two Powers who ruled in Tychar would give a great bounty for something so trivial as a vial of this one’s blood.


  Vesper was charmed. How lucky he had been to find her (or them)! What an addition they would make to the pandemonium of monstrous shadows he was collecting! What a complex and interesting shadow-life there would be, with two spiritual essences competing for the control of one body! He could hardly wait to taste it. And if he could please entities as powerful as the Two Powers with the remains, so much the better.


  He would not wait: now, when she was still disoriented from the change, was the best time to strike.


  He approached her tentatively through the shadows. These were deep and dark enough to be dangerous to him, so he picked his way carefully among them. His shadow-tendrils were fully extended to grip and feed.


  [image: img]


  Hope Nimuelle awoke from infinite darkness to a darkness that was slightly less intense. Blinking, she took in the night-deep shadows, edged with moonlight, the dark shapes of the trees.


  Ambrosia! she groaned within. Where have you dragged me to now?


  There was, of course, no answer. Ambrosia was as thoroughly eclipsed now as Hope had been until a few moments ago.


  Hope glanced around. Ambrosia wasn’t the best of all possible sisters, but she did try to leave Hope a clue or two as to where she found herself on awakening. (Hope naturally did the same for her, when she could.)


  Almost immediately she found the note on the wax tablet, its letters still glowing in the shadows. The note said:


  Hope,


  I’m sorry to say that you find yourself about an hour’s run into the western edge of the Skarsl Woods. I’ve been travelling to the Vale of Vraid in the center of the woods, if you know where that is. You should be able to reach it by morning, if you hurry. If you are in any doubt, head back to the western edge of the forest. In any case, get out of the forest by dawn.


  I have filled a focus with sunlight and stashed it in the wallet. Make use of it as you see fit. The focus is sealed with the rune of the Open Fist.


  Your sister,


  Ambrosia Viviana


  P.S. Situations like this might be avoided if you would show up at regular intervals!


  A.V.


  Hope was genuinely dismayed. The Skarsl Woods were a bad place to be, by night or day, and she was nothing like the warrior and witch that her sister was. She was tempted to run back westward, as her sister had hinted that she should do, as fast as possible. Still, Ambrosia must have had some reason for wanting to get to the Vale of Vraid, and Hope had been there before. Perhaps she should risk going forward. If worst came to worst, she could probably find a cave to hide in during the day: there were a good many of them in the rolling hills over which the forest had grown up.


  She was also genuinely annoyed. She had often appealed to her sister (via notes) to set up some regular schedule, by which they could both share their single life on an equitable basis. Ambrosia had always refused. She repressed Hope until her strength to do so failed, and that was why Hope displaced her at irregular intervals. Hope was inclined to write her a stinging note to this effect on the wax tablet, then decided it could wait.


  The decision saved her life. She angrily shoved the tablet and the stylus into the wallet. This pushed aside the vekka-cloth covering the focus, which winked at her with a dark gleam. She lifted it out and held it in her hand speculatively. Perhaps she should test the focus, to make sure she could release light from the thing.


  Standing, she held the spherelike focus of power in front of her and spoke the rune of the Open Fist. The rune glowed briefly in the center of the sphere; she found herself in rapport with the power of the focus and, yes, it was hot with unshed light. She experimented with it, releasing a faint reddish sunset glow from the focus.


  She was shocked to see a gray shadowy form like a mandrake standing before her. Like a mandrake . . . but from its chest extended half a dozen shadowy tendrils ending in toothless maws. Their function seemed tolerably obvious. And they were pointed at her.


  She had only a moment to choose. She meditated drawing the short stabbing sword that Ambrosia favored . . . but she doubted a material weapon would do any good. This creature seemed no more substantial than a shadow as it stood there, agonized in the light.


  No. Not in the light. From the light.


  Hope raised the focus over her head with both hands and cried aloud, renewing the rune of the Open Fist. She felt it burn in both her eyes as a day’s worth of sunlight was released in a single moment from the focus. She directed the searing wave of light at the creature’s chest, blasting its tendrils and throwing it back screaming soundlessly in agony.


  A dead tree behind it burst into flame, and it fled into the red shadows, its mandrake form ragged with damage.


  Hope scooped up the wallet from the ground and hitched it to her belt. She ran along the yttern-track, often stumbling in the dark, heedless of other dangers, thinking only of escape from the shadow beast.


  Had she killed it? Certainly not outright; it had been moving under its own power as it disappeared into the fiery shadows. Perhaps it was mortally wounded; she had no idea what that would mean for this sort of creature . . . or even if it was mortal. Ambrosia would know, but she didn’t. Ambrosia might know how to fight the thing if it returned, but she didn’t.


  Hope stopped short. She had only one weapon to wield against the shadow-thing: her sister Ambrosia. She hated to relinquish awareness: even this deadly danger was preferable to oblivion, and she knew that if Ambrosia ever found a way, she would suppress her forever. But Hope couldn’t let that stop her from doing what was right for both of them.


  She sat with her back to a tree and pulled out the glowing stylus and wax tablet. Wiping off Ambrosia’s message, she wrote:


  Dear Ambrosia—


  It is the same night as it was. As I tested the light in the focus, I found I was being stalked by some sort of shadow-demon in the form of a mandrake. I released all the light and damaged it greatly, but I fear it is not dead. This task is clearly yours to do, but I am sorry to thrust it on you.


  Love,


  Hope Nimuelle


  P.S. I think I made a mistake in throwing all the light at it. It seemed to be immobilized by the first faint light I sent out. Only after the great wave of light passed did it seem able to move again. If you can summon up more light, perhaps you can trap it again.


  H.N.


  Hope gripped the message in her hand and threw herself into oblivion, summoning up her sister.
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  Sun-colored chaos! Destruction! Death! They swept over Vesper, immobilized by the red sunset light of the woman’s focus. Much of what he had been was blown into nothingness by that deadly light, and he feared it was the end. For the first time in his long hungry existence, he feared.


  Then the terrible light had passed and he could move of his own will again. He staggered back and dissolved into the fluttering red shadows about the burning tree. Safe! Safe!


  He greedily ate the shadows of all the animal life around him: the rats, startled from sleep by the wave of light, owls and bats, stunned by the noon-bright blast, crooked dryad-beasts, dwelling within their tree-shells, serpents cowering in their lairs.


  As his strength returned, his fear faded. In its place came another new emotion, the converse of fear: anger. That woman had hurt him, scattering his monstrous dreams and blowing him in pieces. But he was still alive, and he would make her pay. Yes: she would pay!


  Now he turned again to attack: with the shambling gate of a dryad beast, the needle-toothed maws of a thousand rats and snakes, the dark wings of owls and bats, the myriad staring eyes of nocturnal beasts. He was a legion of the night. He would find the woman. He would eat her shadows. He would kill her. He would kill both of her. This woman who could not understand that she was Vesper’s prey would know it at last.


  He found her running through the thickest part of the woods, the yttern-track long abandoned. She had changed, again, to the red-haired sister with glowing eyes. That was good: it made her easier to track through the dark woods.


  But some of those woods were very dark! Vesper paused, concerned. He could move easily through shadow, but direct light or full darkness were both dangerous to him.


  Still, both of the major moons were high overhead; there was some tracery of shadow on nearly every part of the forest floor tonight. And the woman seemed to be headed south, toward the foothills where the forest petered out. He would risk following her. He would risk anything rather than let this prey go unpunished. And she had already passed out of sight.


  Vesper oozed his chimera form along a silver track of shadows. He could not take the straight reckless path into the dark the woman had taken, but he could move more quickly than she could, and he expected her to come back into sight soon.


  She didn’t, though. He saw no sign of her anywhere.


  Vesper went toward the darkest part of the wood, guessing she was hiding from him there. It was a good guess, but he could still find no trace of her. He exerted all the sharp shadowy senses of his verminous selves, circling slowly among the deeper shadows.


  Suddenly, he caught a flash of dim blue light: the woman’s eyes. There!


  The gleam of blue shone out clearly from the depths of a cave whose entrance was shadowed by a stand of trees.


  Several of his shadowy ratlike heads nodded in rueful appreciation. In the whole forest, perhaps, there was no place to him as dangerous as this, at least while night lasted. Inside the cave was darkness as complete as could be found outside a buried coffin.


  Except for her eyes. Their light was too dim to do him harm, but they did give enough light to create a faint path of shadow he could safely travel. He could leap down it and plant his tendrils in her before she was aware of it.


  Of course, if he killed her there, her eyes would close and he would die in the cave’s darkness. But he thought he could drain her of volition without killing her, and then compel her body to walk out of the cave. Then he could finish feeding on her in safety.


  It was risky. But he was willing to take any risk in order to capture and kill this elusive, infuriating prey.


  His amorphous twisted body followed his thought and leapt into the cave mouth, charging down the dim path of bluish shadow.


  He was well into the cave, several lengths of his body, when he slammed into a barrier. The eyes still seemed to be many feet away. Yet they weren’t . . . they peered glassily at him from the barrier. As he leaned toward them, his own shadowy form impinged painfully on their light.


  Slowly, too slowly, Vesper understood. The barrier was the wet earthy wall of the cave itself. And the eyes . . . were just reflections of eyes in a mirror, set in the cave-wall.


  Vesper turned and saw the woman standing, watching him, several yards before the cave-mouth. She was just a darkness in the darkness, except for her luminous eyes. He leapt toward her, but as soon as he began to move she shut her eyes. The darkness of the lightless cave fell down on him like a ton of black stones.


  The last thing he heard was the woman’s laughter, darker than the darkness that was killing him.
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  Ambrosia Viviana kept her eyes clenched shut, waiting for the monster to die. If her guess was right, total darkness would be as deadly to its shadowy frame as direct light. Eventually she heard a slight sigh as the subtle body of the shadow beast dissolved into the surrounding darkness. She kept her eyes shut for a long time afterward: in case it was a trick; in case it was a trap. There were so many traps in the world, and she had to face them all alone. She was almost used to it, now.


  Presently she turned away and resumed walking eastward, with the one person she could trust trapped by the oblivion within her.
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  A dark narrow ship—Sammark, out of the Wardlands—was sailing up the Kaenish coast when fiery stones fell out of the night to batter it. Sailors threw water on the flames, which splashed back at them, burning, and they ran away, screaming, and plunged over the rails and sank into the dark cold sea, still burning.


  Morlock Ambrosius (turned out of his cabin by the noise) ran forward groggily, against the tide of burning sailors. He was hoping to quench the flames in some other way: he knew something about the magic of fire. But by then the hungry flames had gnawed deep into the vitals of the ship: it broke in half and sank. The shock of the craft’s death threw Morlock clear, and by the time he managed to get his spluttering head above water the broken Sammark could be seen, burning in several parts, deep beneath the surface of the sea.


  Chance had saved Morlock, rather than any skill in swimming. He managed to keep afloat and keep moving and was therefore lucky enough to find himself, at dawn, crawling on his hands and knees along the rocky coast of Kaen, vomiting up an astonishing amount of seawater.


  Of course, this was the upside (dead men do not vomit). But on the downside, there he was in Kaen: friendless, armorless, weaponless, shoeless (he had kicked off his early in the nocturnal swim). Kaen, where men and women of Morlock’s nation were routinely killed for sport in the arena. Kaen, land of dark magics where evil subterranean gods protected the people and demanded a fearful price in return. Kaen, where cruelty was a religion and intrafamilial murder was considered the highest form of art.


  “Eh. I wonder what their shoes are like?” Morlock muttered. The downside would not have seemed so very depressing if he’d had some shoes: the ragged coast of Kaen was carpeted with bitterly sharp rocks. In the end, he took off his shirt, soaked it in seawater and tore it into strips to bind his feet with them like bandages. It wasn’t enough: blood was soaking through the makeshift pads as he walked. The blood caused the wet cloth to seethe with steam, a minor discomfort he was used to. His blood was dense with latent fire: that was part of the heritage of Ambrosius.


  It was safer for him on the coast. Except for certain religious purposes, any use of the sea was illegal in Kaen. But, “I’ll never make it home this way,” Morlock observed to his bloody feet (who were telling him the same thing without words). He took one last hungry look at the western horizon. There lay the blue spiky line of the Grartan Mountains, the eastern edge of the Wardlands: home, for Morlock. But he couldn’t get there from here; he’d have to take the long way overland, northward through the Gap of Lone. And his feet could not stand any more of these stones. He turned his back on the west, the sea, the bitter black rocks and home, and walked into the hateful land of Kaen.


  He found a track of smoothed stones that soon turned into a full-fledged road. There he came across something he had been expecting: a bloodstained shrine for one of the Kaenish gods. What he had not expected was that it would be desecrated: the ratlike face was split more or less in half so that one of its eyes stared up into the sky while another peered down at the earth, and the broken bloodstained mouth wore a crooked loser’s grin.


  “Hah!” said Morlock, who had no love for any of the brutal blood-drinking gods of Kaen. It looked as if something had overturned their cruel worship in these parts. Morlock walked along more cheerfully, in spite of his wounded feet.


  After a while Morlock came upon a woman walking along the road in the opposite direction. Sort of walking: she stumbled along blithely to the side of the road, tripped over that, laughed politely (as at a joke she didn’t understand), and stumbled away to the other side of the road where she did the same. The general trend of her walking was toward Morlock, though. When she was quite close, she saw him.


  “You!” she cried in Kaenish. “You! You! You! You are happy, happy and bright?”


  Kaenish was one of the seven languages which Morlock’s foster-father had made him learn, and he knew it pretty well. But he could hardly understand this woman’s slurring speech; she seemed to have something wrong with her mouth. And perhaps something wrong with her mind as well: her feverish eyes focused on him intently, as if it were a matter of life and death that he was happy, happy and bright.


  Morlock had been shipwrecked, spent a large portion of the night swallowing seawater and a chunk of the morning vomiting it back up. His feet were lacerated sores bound in bloody rags, and if the Kaenish sun beat down on his pale shoulders much longer they would soon be bright indeed, but not happy.


  “I’m well,” he said gruffly. “And you?”


  “Well?” she said doubtfully. “Not happy? Not pretty? Not bright?”


  “I’m as pretty as I’ll ever be,” Morlock replied (which was perfectly true, and nothing to brag about).


  “You come with me,” she said, suddenly decisive. “Be happy. Be pretty and bright.”


  Morlock was a young man. The woman was strangely attractive, if possibly insane, and she was offering him happiness, prettiness, and brightness. It seemed unlikely he would have a better offer that day.


  “Then,” he said, and gestured at the road. When she didn’t seem to understand him he said, “I’ll come with you.”


  “Oh!” she said, very excited. “Oh happy! Oh bright! Oh pretty pretty!” and reached out to touch him.


  “Thanks,” he said, avoiding the touch of her hand and its curving clawlike nails. He had just realized why she talked so strangely—or at least why her speech was slurred. When she opened her mouth to cry oh he saw that there were thornlike protrusions growing from her tongue. It must have been agony for her to speak.


  She took him to a nearby town. It was walled as most Kaenish towns were. (Civil war was also an art to the decadent Kaenish.) But the gates were wide open and the brutal images of the local god had been thrown down and smashed in the road. Above the open gateway was written, in the cuneiform that the Kaenish used, the name of the town and its fallen god: Thyläkotröx.


  “No gate?” he asked, falling into her childish pattern of speech. “No god?”


  “Bad god!” she said, scowling. “Not pretty or happy.”


  “Or bright, I suppose.”


  “No! And gate . . . why should not all be happy?”


  “Eh,” said Morlock, who had always hoped that happiness was overrated.


  They entered Thyläkotröx. The city showed signs of recent war: burned buildings, sections of the paved streets torn up, many dark brown patches on the pale street stones where blood had pooled. Whatever had overthrown the local god had not triumphed without a struggle: the citizens of Thyläkotröx (or some of them at least) had resisted. But peace had come to Thyläkotröx: stacks of notched weapons, axes especially, lay disused in the streets, dust settling down on them. People wandered the town, even more bemused than his guide. No shops were open; no business seemed to be taking place. The bitter internal war had been followed by an endless holiday in which everyone was happy and bright . . . if not exactly pretty. The smugly vacant look on their faces repelled Morlock.


  The woman led Morlock to a public square where many people were milling about. A large branch was growing up out of a pale mound of shattered paving stones. The branch ended in a nimbus of long greenish-black thorns. People with anxious, troubled looks shouldered their way through the crowd and pressed their faces against the thorns. They stiffened suddenly and wandered off into the sunlit square, a dazed smile on their faces, no longer troubled but happy and bright.


  The woman with thorns in her mouth smiled and gestured and made several sounds that might have been words. Morlock cautiously approached one of the thorns growing from the branch. The end was hollow and dripping some dark fluid. Morlock leaned in to examine the fluid, and a sharper needle-like thorn appeared in the hollow opening. Morlock leapt back just before it sprayed a cloud of dark mist at him.


  “Happy now?” the woman behind him asked.


  Morlock turned around and faced her. “As happy as I want to be,” he said soberly. If he hadn’t leapt back in time that muck might be running through his veins now.


  The woman with the thorns in her mouth sighed, and Morlock thought she was about to say something about happy or bright. Instead, in seven syllables, she offered him his choice of three different sex acts, and she let him know it was a matter of some urgency.


  Morlock was a young man, and he had been partnerless for some time; but as soon as he found himself considering the idea he reminded himself that her other orifices were also likely cluttered with thorns. He told her no, and continued telling her no until she wandered off, her face twisted with frustration. Her feelings were urgent, but she had no ability to concentrate. A few moments later he saw her asking a statue if it was happy and bright.


  He walked back through the square, sightseeing in Thyläkotröx.


  It was interesting, in a way. Clearly the local god had failed to protect its people. Perhaps something had come out of the sea, some plant that lived as a parasite on people. There were strange things in the ocean at the edge of the sky, swept in from the Sea of Worlds when the sun passed through the gate in the west each day. Or perhaps this plant parasite was the aftereffect of some disastrously miscalculated Kaenish magic, or a new form of Kaenish art, like killing your neighbor’s baby.


  Morlock felt bad for the infected people. But they were, after all, Kaenish. If they were living their ordinary lives they would probably be engaged in plots to kill each other in various ostensibly esthetically pleasing ways, or planning raids on the east coast of the Wardlands, or just sitting around being Kaenish, which (in Morlock’s somewhat biased view) was bad enough. In any case, it was not his problem.


  His first thought was to steal a shirt from someone too happy and bright to care. But then he realized that the clothing, perhaps the very air of the city, might be infected with spores of the parasite plants. Best to get out of town as quickly as he could, Morlock decided, and keep a close eye on his orifices for thornlike growths.


  He was headed out of town at a brisk pace when he heard a buzzing voice call his name.


  “Hey! You’re the one called Morlock, aren’t you? The vocate?”


  Morlock halted and looked around. It was true he was a vocate, a full member of the Graith of Guardians who watched over the border of the Wardlands. It was also true that the Graith were hated in Kaen like nothing else. Fortunately the people standing near him seemed especially happy and bright, and also the voice had addressed him in the speech of the Wardlands, which the locals would be unlikely to understand. But he couldn’t see the speaker.


  “Here I am. In front of you. Don’t you know me? I’m Zoyev. I was on board the Sammark with you.”


  In front of Morlock was something he had taken for a badly trimmed ornamental thornbush. Looking closer, he saw that it was a man. Thorns were sprouting from all over his skin, and he appeared to be rooted to the ground. The final state of a man preyed on by the parasite plants?


  “Zoyev,” Morlock replied, “if that’s who you are—”


  “Why do you doubt it?”


  “Your body is imprisoned by thorns, and there appears to be an abandoned wasp’s nest on your shoulder. These things did not happen overnight.”


  The buzzing voice was silent for a while, and then it said, “I don’t know what body you mean. I seem to have many bodies. I—Oh, God Avenger, it must not have been a nightmare. It must have been true.”


  “What?”


  “I dreamed . . . I thought it was a dream. After the shipwreck . . . did the ship really burn underwater?”


  “Yes. The Kaenish seem to have some sort of stuff which burns even when immersed.”


  “Then it was true. It must have all been true. Morlock, when the ship broke up and sank, I was almost dragged down with it. Many of us were, struggling against the whirlpool pulling us down into the green orange murk. But I fought to the surface and swam away into the dark. I thought I was headed for the coast, but a current took me, dragging me . . . north I think. Up the coast. It was strong. I couldn’t fight it. In the end there was an undertow that dragged me under the surface. By the distant light of burning Sammark I saw . . . something there on the sea floor. A great mouth or womb with thorny lips. It . . . I think it ate me. And I’m a part of it now, and I see through the eyes of the other bodies it has taken over . . .”


  “I would help you if I could, Zoyev,” Morlock said quietly.


  “You pity me, I see. But I hate you for being alive while I’m dead . . . and I hate myself for being dead while you’re alive. I wonder if this is what every ghost feels?”


  “Zoyev,” Morlock asked, “is there really just one plant in this city . . . one parasite infecting all these people?”


  “Yes . . . I think . . . I think it’s thinking about me . . . I’m forgetting what I knew, but remembering what the One knows. Yes, we came here, not so long ago. From somewhere else, a long journey in the dark. When we eat enough, we’ll expel seed pods. Then we won’t be alone. The One will then be the First One—first of many.”


  Morlock did not like the sound of this. One plant, the size of a city, and not yet full-grown . . .


  “I just realized something,” the buzzing voice said brightly. “I’m not Zoyev. I’m just a part of the One that has some of his undigested memories. Hm. I don’t like what I remember about you, Morlock. I think you’re a danger to the One.”


  There was a sound on the street behind Morlock, and he turned. The woman he had met earlier was standing there, her face no longer so happy and bright. Then the woman with the thorns in her mouth bit Morlock on the shoulder and he was happy.


  “But now you’re all right,” the buzzing voice remarked brightly.
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  The wound glowed with a spectrum of warm greenish pleasures. The greatest pleasure of all was to be free from pain: from his bleeding feet, from weakness and hunger, from the join in his crooked shoulders, from memories he hated and could never escape.


  The thorns in the woman’s mouth were bright and fuming—burning from the latent fire in his blood—but she seemed to suffer no more from this than from the thorns themselves. She had already torn her clothes off, and she was clawing at the fastening of his trousers with fingers made clumsy by long thornlike nails. He was eyeing her pudenda with interest . . . the sharp thornlike hair there reminded him of something he had seen or heard of . . . it didn’t seem important compared to the happiness he felt . . .


  Then he remembered, and it was important. The womb or mouth that had eaten Zoyev, the mouth of the One underwater on the coast.


  He came back to himself with an effort and knocked the woman’s hands away. She shrieked something about happy joy and brightness, her face twisted, unpleasant, marked with pain, smoke drifting from her mouth. He ran away past the thorn-bound man up the street as fast as he could go to the open gate with the broken ratlike god of Thyläkotröx.


  “If you’d done your job this never would have happened,” Morlock snarled at the smashed idol as he passed.


  There was a scrubby wood of black trees with orange-pink leaves off to the side of the road. Remembering how much trouble the thorny woman had had in simply walking down the road, he thought he was safe from the One and its minions in the woods.


  Of course, he reflected grimly (the dark ship of his awareness still afloat on the green-gold tide of false euphoria) it was only a matter of time until he was one of those minions himself. He was almost certainly infected, a thornlike parasite taking shape even now in his wounded shoulder.


  The thought maddened him: that soon he would be enslaved by the One, the extension of its will. He swore he would make the One pay for the harm it had done (and would do) to him—revenge himself on the thing that had infected him.


  Getting word to the Graith was obviously out of the question, and he could think of no way to alert the Kaenish kingdom . . . and wasn’t sure the Kaenish rulers would even care. They might decide that the One was an avatar of the Kaenish god of death and incorporate it into the pantheon.


  No, it was up to Morlock himself to act. And, as he lay there, dozing in the shade of orange leaves, he realized there was one thing he could do.


  [image: img]


  Fyor-tirgan Shollumech ruled the largest part of the west coast of Kaen, facing the Narrow Sea. Unlike most of the Kaenish nobility, Shollumech took his religious responsibilities seriously, especially the duty of harming the Wardlands whenever possible. He had mounted three different invasions of the Wardlands, each of which had been circumvented by the Graith of Guardians using various ignoble tricks.


  Shollumech had then settled on piracy, attacking the ships sailing up the Narrow Sea to Glenport. But the problem with piracy was that it was profitable, and Shollumech was uneasy about that. The Court of Heresiarchs had long forbidden any useful or beneficial activity involving the sea. The gods of Kaen were earthy gods.


  When Shollumech’s alchemists had invented an agent which would burn in water, the Fyor-tirgan was delighted. He designed a catapult of enormous range and settled down to destroying ships that passed near the Kaenish coast. This was clearly in accord with the religious teachings of the Heresiarchs, as it profited nobody. Also, the burning ships and sailors were pleasing to watch, satisfying Shollumech’s impulses as an aesthete.


  It was really beneath his dignity as Fyor-tirgan, but Shollumech enjoyed supervising the catapult shots himself. It was exciting to give the orders personally, and the view from the catapult tower was better than that from his own residence (where the windows looked away from the sea, as religion required).


  And it was quite safe on the tower, nothing like taking part in a battle (a pleasure denied to one of his high rank). His nearest ally-enemy was the Tirgan of Thyläkotröx City, some distance to the north. Thyläkotröx had no catapults or siege equipment, and Shollumech knew for a fact that his own walls were unscalable. He didn’t even bother to have his local gods place a protection on the tower: the human sacrifices required would be prohibitively expensive, and there was obviously no need for it.


  Shollumech was quite surprised, therefore, to see a half-naked man climb over the rim of the tower and jump down beside the catapult.


  Esthetically speaking, the intruder did not impress. He was shirtless; he had unruly dark hair and gray glaring eyes. There was a great dark wound at the base of his neck, which had bled all over his chest, and his feet were bound in bloody charred bandages. There was something wrong with his shoulders—one was rather higher than the other. So unsightly! Shollumech could not abide anything approaching a hunchback. And the man’s fingers (and the blunt toes emerging from the ragged ends of the bandages) were simply covered with mortar dust. Shollumech realized that the man must have clawed handholds for himself in the ancient mortar of the tower walls. Such a grubby way to make one’s entrance into a stronghold. Effective, of course, but utility and beauty were never quite the same thing.


  The man’s behavior was of a piece with his unpleasant appearance. Besides Shollumech himself, there were three soldiers and an alchemist next to the catapult. It was clearly a quasi-battle situation, but the intruder indulged in none of the usual courtesies: introductions, boasts, insults, challenges, etc. He simply reached out with one of his horrible long-fingered hands and broke the neck of the armed man nearest him. He slipped the fallen soldier’s sword out of its scabbard as the corpse fell past him and raised the blade to guard.


  The alchemist, quite properly, did not engage in any fighting: his caste did not permit it. And Shollumech, too, refrained. Indeed, he almost felt as if he had better leave: it was not customary for anyone higher than the rank of yr-tirgan to be present at a battle.


  But while Shollumech pondered this important esthetic question, the battle—if that’s what it was—was over. Shollumech’s soldiers, with a regrettable lack of propriety, had drawn their swords and attacked the intruder using the barest preliminary of threat-barks. The stranger kicked one of them against the wall, leaving a bloody smoking footprint on the fellow’s shining breastplate, and then turned to face the other. The duel was so brief as to not merit the name: there were no flourishes, no ceremonial sidesteps, no drama. The intruder simply put several holes in the soldier until he fell motionless beside his comrade with the broken neck.


  By then the last soldier had recovered and charged upon the intruder, who dodged the fellow’s rush and turned to stab him in the back of the neck. He fell across his peers and lay there. Three men dead, and to so little esthetic effect! Really, Shollumech was disgusted with the intruder.


  Now Shollumech drew his sole weapon: a poison-tipped dagger. It was meant for suicide if the occasion seemed to demand it—as it did, but at the moment he had an even more important task. He threw the dagger into the throat of his alchemist. The fellow looked at him gratefully (at least, Shollumech hoped it was grateful; truth be told, the dying face seemed a little hostile) and slumped with a certain grace to the stones.


  Shollumech was engaged in the opening steps of the Dance of Justification when the intruder approached and slapped him on the side of the head with the flat of the bloody sword.


  “Stop that prancing,” the intruder said in fairly good Kaenish (with a Wardic, almost a Dwarvish, accent).


  “My religion requires it,” Shollumech replied, with as much dignity as he could muster.


  The intruder said something inaesthetic and, as far as Shollumech knew, untrue about the requirements of Kaenish religion. “I want you to tell me about this fire-under-water stuff,” the intruder continued. “I don’t have a lot of time, and I can’t afford to be gentle. Will you tell me?”


  “The soldiers might have told you,” Shollumech explained. “And the other man was my alchemist; he would have been your property at the end of the battle, so I had to kill him. He would have told you.”


  “You’re not answering my question.”


  “I do not answer questions. I am the Fyor-tirgan Shollumech Kekklidas and I defy you to the death. Moreover, I have taken an oath by my right hand never to surrender the secret of my fire-in-water agent. May I know your name?”


  The intruder stared at him for a few moments with his searing gray eyes and then said, “Why not? I am Morlock Ambrosius, vocate to the Graith of Guardians.”


  “Ambrosius,” Shollumech repeated. “That would account for the . . . the, uh . . .”


  Morlock was amused. “Yes, that accounts for my crooked shoulders.”


  In fact, Shollumech had been warned by his gods to watch out for any of the Ambrosii who passed his way. They had gotten on the wrong side of the Two Powers somehow. If Shollumech were a shrewder, more businesslike man he might have been able to turn this situation to his advantage somehow. But he wasn’t sure what the religious implications would be if he did a favor for the Two Powers. They weren’t his gods . . .


  But the intruder was saying something. “You are serious about this oath to your right hand?” he asked.


  “No one,” Shollumech assured him, “below the rank of heresiarch takes oaths as seriously as I do. They bind me with the powers of the gods I feed.”


  “All right,” said Morlock resignedly, and slashed off Shollumech’s right hand.


  Shollumech passed out before he could even scream. But he awoke while Morlock was cauterizing the stump of his right wrist in the brazier the dead soldiers had used to light the catapult shots. Then he screamed. He screamed and screamed.


  Morlock let him go on for a while, but then he stuck the fuming stump into a bucket of soldier’s wine and said, “Listen to me. Look at me.”


  Shollumech did so. The bloodstained vocate held up Shollumech’s severed hand. “I now hold your right hand, and your oath,” said Morlock. “You will now tell me what you know about the fire-in-water agent.”


  Shollumech’s mind, never very swift, was now slowed with pain and blood loss. Nonetheless, it seemed to him that Morlock’s demand was in accord with the dictates of religion.


  “There are bottles of red fluid and bottles of blue fluid,” Shollumech said dully. “Next to the catapult in a sort of box. Either is inert by itself; when combined, they burn. In air, the fire will spread normally. In water, the fire will burn whatever it touches until the agent is consumed.”


  “How is it made?”


  “I don’t know. The alchemists discovered it. One killed the others to keep the secret for himself, and now I’ve killed him. He made up the agent, day by day, for my night attacks.”


  Morlock went over to the catapult and found the bottles arranged in the alchemist’s maijarra wood case. He closed it and brought it with him back to Shollumech, sitting sprawled on the tower stones beside his fallen soldiers.


  “Listen,” said Morlock, tossing the severed hand aside. “I don’t want to kill you if I don’t have to. Will you take an oath by your head that you won’t raise the alarm against me before dawn?”


  Shollumech replied in the negative with the most inaesthetic thing he had ever said in his life. He was surprised at himself. Apparently some instincts ran even deeper than the esthetic impulse. He was still pondering the ramifications of this discovery when Morlock stabbed him through the heart.
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  Morlock armed and clothed himself from the fallen soldiers’ relatively unbloodied gear. One of them wore boots that were about his size, so he took those as well. But he tore Shollumech’s insignia, a dancing yellow boar, from everything he took. And he cut off Shollumech’s head and brought it with him as a passport. As he understood the customs of the country, the death of the Fyor-tirgan would absolve his followers of any obedience or loyalty. It didn’t mean that they wouldn’t want to kill him for other reasons, but he’d face that contingency when it arose.


  In the event, he saw no one. Apparently Shollumech’s agonized screams had been enough to set off the frenzied looting of his quarters that was the traditional accompaniment of a Kaenish noble’s death. Morlock made it down through the unguarded tower unseen and left Shollumech’s head on the threshold for proper burial with the rest of his body.
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  Morlock’s shoulder was beginning to bother him, near where the woman had bitten him on the neck. It might have been his imagination, but he felt as if there was something long and thornlike there, deep under the skin. And his veins screamed in sick longing for the drug the woman’s bite had poisoned him with. He didn’t think that he had gotten the dose that the citizens of Thyläkotröx got straight from the One. If he had, he might not have been able to resist.


  He suspected that the woman with the thorns in her mouth was designed by the One to lure people into the city by infecting them with the drug and making them want more. Or she might (with her alarming sexual urges) be part of the One’s peculiar reproductive setup. The two purposes weren’t necessarily at odds. In time the One would probably grow shrewder, learn from its mistakes, and make better lures. Morlock hoped it wouldn’t have time to do so . . . but he was achingly conscious that it was he who was running out of time.


  Morlock walked along the bitter black beach northward from Shollumech’s tower. He really only had one line of attack open to him, and because the One knew that as well as he did, they were waiting for him.


  Chariot, the major moon, was sullen as it sank toward the east. Horseman, the second moon, was high overhead, with Trumpeter, the third moon, fierce with renewed light as it rose in the west over the Grartan Range. By the combined light of the three moons he clearly saw his antagonists.


  They were, or had been, citizens of Thyläkotröx, lining the way from the rocky beach to the city on the heights. But their silhouettes were distorted in the varied moonlight. They looked almost as if they were wearing armor, but on approaching them Morlock saw that their torsos were wrapped in tight cages of black shining branches. Their hands were entirely gone: the arms ended in long bladelike thorns. Clouds of thorns obscured their faces.


  They were well protected, and there were many of them. But they walked with awkward stiffness, and Morlock, with a thorn growing in his shoulder, thought he understood why. This was his advantage, then: speed.


  He used it. He’d looted two swords from Shollumech’s dead soldiers, and he drew them both now. (The maijarra box with the fire agent was strapped to his shoulders.) He charged the thorn-soldiers at the end of the line, striking off the hand-blades of the last thorn-soldier with a double stroke, then swung both his swords around to bring them back up without slowing and struck off the thorn-soldier’s head. It bounced off Morlock’s chest, piercing it at several places, and the body slumped down to the black stones of the beach.


  The next soldier in the line was almost upon him. Morlock stabbed his enemy in the open area between the basket of thorns protecting his head and the breastplate of black branches. The man went down coughing up blood . . . of a sort. Blood would have been black in the moonlight; this stuff was transparent, yellowish or green.


  He killed a few more, working his way up the line, but then they began to cluster around him, using their numbers to advantage. So he ran northward up the shoreline.


  His thinking was this: it was the parasite thorns that slowed the soldiers’ movements. They would have been infected at different times. It was reasonable to assume that they would move at different speeds, with different amounts of the thorn-parasite cluttering up their insides.


  Morlock looked back as he ran and saw with satisfaction that they were stringing out behind him on the black beach. He spun around without slowing and ran back at the straggling line of thorn-soldiers.


  He killed the first one with a stab to the neck; the second he disabled with a leg cut and finished off with a thrust between the slats of the breastplate. From there he was in the thick of it, striking down thorn-soldiers as he went with a savage satisfaction he rarely felt in a fight. He felt he was not killing these men but ending their slavery to the One. The thorn in his shoulder glowed green-gold with pleasure but he was not aware of it.


  His satisfaction ended when a long thorn stabbed him in the side from behind. He broke off from the thorn-soldier he had been fighting and put his wounded back to the sea.


  There was another line of thorn-soldiers shuffling toward him; the nearest held a thorn-blade already afire from his Ambrosial blood. They must have been placed farther to the north. Morlock did not understand why the One had done that, and there was no time to think about it as several thorn-soldiers attacked.


  Morlock slashed frantically with both his swords at the thorn-blades stabbing at him. When he could afford to move he ran northward up the beach, splashing sometimes through the shallows as the waves surged up among the rocks.


  What had worked in his favor before was working against him now. It was the swiftest of the northern line of soldiers that had attacked him from behind. The other, slower ones were straggling behind northward in a rough line parallel with the water’s edge. Morlock was in real danger of being pinned against the water.


  This is the end, said a voice in his mind, and the thorn in his shoulder throbbed with sudden agony. Only then did he realize it had been feeding him pleasure as he fought. It had done so for a reason, but he didn’t have time to think about it now.


  Not normally a cursing man, Morlock damned the thorn—its pleasure, pain, and despair—and cast his eye as he ran, along the ragged column of thorn-soldiers. It had to be ragged; there had to be gaps.


  He saw one: a single thorn-soldier shuffling by itself behind a cluster of faster ones and a clot of slower ones. Morlock charged him and struck him down as he passed, heading into the higher land, approaching the town (black on the horizon in Chariot’s red light).


  Once he had a little height he stopped and turned back. The thorn in his shoulder punished him with a blaze of suffering, so he knew he was doing the right thing. There was something he didn’t understand here, and it was important. It was more than just the heat of battle clouding up his mind: something was trying to keep him from understanding, luring him with pleasure to fight the endless parades of thorn-soldiers, missing the real point.


  The thornlike pain in his shoulder and neck was growing even more intense. He seemed to hear a blurry voice whispering to him that it was too late, that there was no point, that even if he did understand there was nothing he could do, that what he had to do was run now, far and fast, to save himself.


  That was what the voice within him wanted him to do, so he didn’t. He planted himself on the slope and looked at the ragged groups of thorn-soldiers shuffling toward him and he thought.


  Two lines of soldiers made a certain amount of sense, so the one could reinforce the other, but why so far apart? It had been long minutes before the northern column had staggered down to assist the southern column.


  The answer came crashing in on him at last. There was something between the two lines that the One wanted to protect . . . almost certainly the same thing he wanted to attack: its underwater mouth.


  Morlock sheathed his swords and unstrapped the maijarra box from his back. He knotted the straps into a single long tether and hooked it onto the box. He drew a sword with his free hand and ran down the slope, whirling the box over his head.


  The clot of thorn-soldiers in his path seemed to stare for a moment at the whirling box, and then they suddenly separated, shuffling in different directions.


  Morlock leapt toward one. As he whirled the box over his head the thorn-soldier did a dance of anxiety (strangely like the dance Shollumech had done when he had killed his alchemist) and ran back into the sea to escape. Morlock followed and, when the soldier was knee deep in the surf, he smashed the maijarra wood box on the thorn-soldier’s head. Some of the bottles inside broke, and fire agent splashed all over the thorn-soldier, setting him instantly alight. Morlock thrust with his drawn sword through the box as it fell past the thorn-soldier’s neck and left the sword in the wound, pinning the box in place. The flailing thorn-soldier gave a buzzing scream and jumped into the deep water to douse the flames. Morlock took a long breath and followed.


  The Narrow Sea didn’t have the tremendous surging waves of the ocean that faced the edge of the sky. But it did shoal fairly rapidly; they were already deep in the dark water. The thorn-soldier was not flailing any longer; he appeared to be dead. But still he burned, tiger-bright in the night-dark sea, drifting slowly downward.
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