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  PRAISE FOR ZACHARY JERNIGAN’S NOVELS OF JEROUN


  “To call Zachary Jernigan a fearless writer is an understatement. His universe is one of gods who make worlds only to torture the inhabitants, demigods who turn on their father, nations exterminated, wars in which the dead take sides. But what floors me is the ease with which he travels this strangest of landscapes. We pass from the mythic to the mundane and back again in the space of a paragraph. We come to know his characters with unsettling intimacy, even as their identities come under magical siege. We sense the solid ground beneath our feet and the presence of forces that could (and do) blow it back into atoms. Jernigan is part of a wave of authors breathing new life into the epic fantasy tradition we love.”


  —Robert V. S. Redick, author of The Red Wolf Conspiracy


  “A science-fantasy epic that’s as of a much perverse hybrid as it is an homage to an earlier era when those genres weren’t so strictly segregated, No Return is set on a world that bears wizards and astronauts equally. It also pulls no punches in its rich, visceral depictions of sexuality, martial arts, punk energy, and the philosophical quandaries of power and identity that speculative fiction uniquely exploits—and that few up-and-coming speculative writers outside Jernigan tackle with such guts.”


  —Jason Heller, The A.V. Club (The Onion)


  “Vivid, varied, and violent. At once beautiful and terrible to behold.”


  —Nickolas Sharps, SF Signal


  “No Return needs to be noticed. There is so much more to it than the accoutrements would imply. Populated with a fair amount of face punching, as coded by the visceral cover, it contains a tenderness and at times overt eroticism that’s often ignored in science fiction and fantasy. Zachary Jernigan has something unique to say, a voice we’re not hearing from anywhere else. I dearly hope more readers, and award aficionados, take an opportunity to listen to him.”


  —Tor.com


  “A visionary, violent, sexually charged, mystical novel—No Return challenges classification. Clearly, Zachary Jernigan has no respect for genre confines. His tale of gods hanging in the sky and a “constructed man” with glowing blue coals for his eyes and a motley band of fighters navigating a harsh landscape peopled by savage creatures and religious zealots … Well, it’s pure genius. Here’s hoping it’s just the first of many such works from this guy.”


  —David Anthony Durham, Campbell Award-winning author of the Acacia Trilogy


  “Be careful picking this one up, because once you join with the adventurers in this strange and stunning debut novel, there will be no going back to familiar precincts of heroic fantasy. Zachary Jernigan starts at the very edge of the map and plunges deep into uncharted territory. Mages in space, do-it-yourself gods, merciless killers in love and a mechanical warrior with a heart of bronze await your reading pleasure. For thinking readers who like swashbuckling with an edge, No Return delivers.”


  —James Patrick Kelly, winner of the Hugo, Nebula, and Locus Awards


  “No Return asks the kinds of questions speculative fiction should ask, and provides the kinds of answers that literary fiction thinks it owns…. It is, in fact, the most daring debut novel of 2013 …”


  —Justin Landon, Staffer’s Book Review


  “No Return is a rich, diverse, inventive fantasy, in a style that reminds me in some ways of Tanith Lee’s Tales from the Flat Earth books. Zachary Jernigan has created a stunningly original world and I can’t wait to see where he takes it next.”


  —Martha Wells, author of The Books of the Raksura


  “Zachary Jernigan’s genre-defying epic raises the bar for literary speculative fiction. It has the sweep of Frank Herbert’s Dune and the intoxicatingly strange grandeur of Gene Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun, with a decadent, beautifully rendered vision all its own. One of the most impressive debuts of recent years.”


  —Elizabeth Hand, Nebula and World Fantasy Award-winning author of Available Dark and Radiant Days


  “[A] fascinating exploration of how atheism might function in a world where everyone knows that God (or at least, a god) exists.”


  —Amy Goldschlager, Locus


  “[A] hypnotic sort of read the evokes a lot of the same awe and wonder I felt reading Gene Wolfe’s stuff; the Elizabeth Hand blurb tells you all you need to know. If you love the shock and awe of science-fantasy and don’t care much for paint-by-numbers plots, pick this up.”


  —Kameron Hurley, author of God’s War


  “Jernigan’s first novel, the opening gambit in a saga of religious war, magical science, and martial combat, is a mixture of epic and sword-and-sorcery fantasy. The author’s style, with its sensuality and, often, erotic ambiance, calls to mind the novels of Tanith Lee’s Flat Earth series as well as the eclectic imaginings of Michael Moorcock’s Eternal Champion novels. A promising voice.”


  —Library Journal


  “[A] fascinating world, nicely-executed plot … and a wonderfully squishy and twisted aesthetic. No Return is an excellent fit for readers of Mark Charan Newton’s Legend of the Red Sun series or those who enjoy the fantasies of M. John Harrison, Gene Wolfe, or Jack Vance.”


  —Pornokitsch


  “Jernigan’s debut is full of wonder: a smart adventure, with measures of philosophy and violence and lust. For all its strangeness and far-flung setting, No Return is a very human novel. Like Samuel Delany and Gene Wolfe, Jernigan can write a rousing, literary genre story that pushes boundaries and transgresses categorization.”


  —Brent Hayward, author of Filaria and The Fecund’s Melancholy Daughter


  “The greatest pleasure a reader can have is for their expectations to be confounded, to find their eye drawn word by word down a different path to the one anticipated. Genre fiction is too often comfort food, and the palate can grow complacent. No Return is not a complacent book and it took me somewhere unexpected and new.”


  —Martin Lewis, Strange Horizons


  “Jernigan has really unleashed something unique on the world with No Return. It doesn’t fit nicely into any boxes or cookie cutters. It’s quick moving, subtle yet bold, and absolutely R-Rated and raw. … It’s bold and vivid and it will probably make you uncomfortable, but that’s not a bad thing. Jernigan takes you on a one-of-a-kind journey and he leaves you breathless, gasping, and full of new thoughts.”


  —Sarah Chorn, Bookworm Blues


  “No Return displays the kind of prose, worldbuilding, and depth of characterization that place Zachary Jernigan securely within the top tier of Fantasy authors. The prose pulls you in like a piece of art, forcing you to slow down and observe. The world-building makes you imagine maps, bar room brawls over differences in customs, kids praying to the god who lives on the moon, women making sex spells, warriors becoming one with their self-controlled, mutating body suits … all in a way that separates the world in No Return from generic fantasy—this world is alive!”


  —Timothy C. Ward, Adventures in SciFi Publishing


  “Zachary Jernigan writes with a flair for the weird and makes it endearing enough for readers to feel familiar with it. No Return is a magnificent debut that straddles fantasy and SF genres seamlessly and makes itself into a jewel faceting both fields.”


  —Mihir Wanchoo, Fantasy Book Critic
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  PREVIOUSLY, IN NO RETURN


  Unlikely allies Vedas Tezul, the constructed man Berun, and Churli “Churls” Casta Jons journey to fight in the tournament at Danoor. Doubt, violence, and guilt follow the companions, and the seeds of this doubt prompt Vedas to consider speaking out against the God Adrash if he wins the tournament.


  While Vedas and his companions are on the road to Danoor, the mages Ebn bon Mari and Pol Tanz et Som are engaged in a war of wills and resources. Pol sees an opportunity to gain the upper hand, and allies with the prophetic dragon-tamer Shavrim Coranid. This alliance eventually results in Ebn’s death and Pol’s transformation into an ascendant god.


  Heady with this newly gained power, Pol attacks Adrash, not only wounding the god and stealing secrets from his mind, but knocking the Needle—a collection of iron spheres large enough to affect the tides on the planet below: a weapon of incalculable power—out of alignment. The attack drains him, however, and he must flee before the god can summon the energy to kill him.


  In Danoor, the travelers split up. Churls is forced to flee. Vedas enters the tournament and prevails despite grave injuries, while Berun follows him in secret. Vedas’s victory speech starts a riot, which erupts into even greater violence when the broken Needle rises into view. Berun takes Vedas to a secluded valley outside the city and then retrieves Churls from her hiding place, bringing with her a rumor that a man with a dragon is in control of part of the city.


  Far above the planet’s surface, Adrash recovers from his battle with Pol and stabilizes the spheres of the Needle that most threaten the planet. He relives his millennia-long life, recalling the prophets he has encountered and the distinct ways each coveted his power. Realizing finally that it is not one prophet, but several—Pol, Vedas, Churls, and Berun—he readies himself for the battle he assumes is coming …


  SHOWER

  OF STONES


  PROLOQUE


  THE 4TH OF EVERPLAIN WATCH SENNEN, BOWL OF HEAVEN, NATION OF ZOROL


  They labored on a vast concave plain, under the bluegreen sun. Side by side, the four of them: she, her mate, and the two men they both knew but had never met before the previous day. They pulled sweetroot from the earth in silence, depositing their vegetables in the long furrows that ran poleward to poleward for nearly forty leagues. It was repetitive, backbreaking work, but they were content.


  How did she know her companions were content?


  She sensed it, just as she sensed the coming and going of her own thoughts.


  She and her mate never looked up from their work. Now and then, she would delay for a second after picking her sweetroot, or he would finish his task a moment too quickly, and use the opportunity to touch one another’s arm or leg. She would smile, and know that he too smiled.


  Newly arrived and unused to the plain, the newly arrived men would occasionally rise, stretch the kinks from their backs, and turn in slow circles, peering with shaded eyes at the world around them—for no practical reason, surely. The sun arced overhead so slowly as to be still in the sky. The breeze came consistently out of the bottom pole, bending the sea of golden grass with nary a ripple.


  The only objects surrounding the plain were the tall, thin wind-gatherers clustered to the right-up-poleward, a series of low purple hills to the left-bottom-poleward, and next to the hills the bleached skeleton of the abandoned tensii warren.


  The wind-gatherers were simply wind-gatherers. Mindless, immobile beasts stretched to the task of collecting energy, they could be found anywhere. The hills, too, were not special. They folded upon themselves without so much as a rocky outcrop, only subtly changing color as the sunlight crawled in glacial inches over them.


  The warren, she supposed, was a unique thing, looming over the near horizon like a massive wooden cage, like the trap for some immense crustacean. The world possessed only five such structures, monuments to an unknown race. People had once devoted their lives to its study.


  But it too never changed. It never had in anyone’s memory.


  In her younger days, she had done as all local adolescents did, and climbed the warren’s latticed interior, ascending broad bone avenues to its three-thousand foot height. Like everyone else who completed the trip, she was disappointed to find the structure just as it appeared to be—a massive skeleton, picked clean of any sign of its ancient inhabitants. It was beautiful in its way, but no more beautiful than any natural feature. She had seen the ocean from its summit, and this had occupied her attention far more fixedly.


  Still, she could not begrudge her new companions their interest. Prior to moving back home in her thirtieth month, many places had compelled her. The world had much appeal. As one grew older, however, one’s focus shifted. She had become content to harvest and recall the violence of her youths—to listen to the breeze, take joy in the touch of her mate, and anticipate the arrival of two strangers she had known in a thousand lands, a hundred bodies.


  ‡


  The day grew no hotter or colder, the shadows of their bodies no shorter or longer. The protracted cycle of the day aroused no urges (here, women and men ate and slept whenever they felt the need), yet hunger hit the four of them at the same moment. This was no coincidence. She and her mate stood as one, their new companions following a heartbeat later. They stretched, eliciting a few pops from their spines, and once more shaded their eyes to peer around the circumference of the shallow depression.


  She winked at her mate and spoke his name, the fondness clear in her voice. He grinned, pulled her off her feet as though she weighed nothing, squeezing her tightly to his massive chest as she wrapped her pale, corded arms around his thick neck and breathed in his brassy scent. Over his shoulder, she grinned at the two new men, whose faces she had known for generations upon generations.


  A slight smile pulled at the corners of the lighter-skinned one’s mouth, but he said nothing.


  The darker one simply stared.


  They sat in the dirt and grass. From their packs came salted beef, vinegared seaweed, and raw slices of the ever-present sweetroot. It was delicious, as was nearly all food after working in the outdoors, under the sun. Under any sun, really.


  Finished but still hungry, the darker of the the two strangers lifted one of the sweetroots he had picked. He fished a knife from the pocket of his rough cotton pants and deftly sliced the vegetable into four sections. They shared it in companionable silence.


  She examined the men she knew but had not yet spoken with. Both looked much like she remembered, much as they had for uncounted ages.


  The shorter and heavier of the two, the quicker to smile and laugh, had skin the color of creamed chicory broth. He stood like a man forever bent forward into the wind, with meaty shoulders hunched and chin tucked into his collar. She had never known him as a child—no, not in all the lives they had shared—but she imagined him muddling through, fighting and winning battles he had never intended to fight, simply wanting peace, a place to belong.


  The second man … she could not help thinking of him as father to the first, though she knew this was wrong. Tall, black skinned and muscular, he held himself with a straight spine, broad shoulders thrown back, chin high. A position of habit, not true disposition. As with the other, she had only known him as a grown man. Regardless, she knew that as a child he had lorded over his peers, only with the onset of adulthood learning how not to be a tyrant, to be strong without recourse to coercion.


  She liked the first immediately. In time, she knew she would grow to love the second. Just as she always had. She regretted that they chose to be alone for so much of their existence. She and her mate could stand to be apart for such a short period: they found one another readily, falling into one another as fate dictated. Even through the occasionally cloudy haze of her memory, during moments when she could not seem to differentiate one life from the next, their longing for each other was clear.


  But these two?


  They only came together where the need presented itself, typically in an engagement of war, of revolution. When the violence exhausted itself, when death became too much to bear, they came to her, to where she and her mate had built a small life. They carried their pain with them, bearing it on their own, remaining silent until there was something to say.


  What the dark one said first never varied.


  “Do you recall the conditions of my death?” he asked, white eyebrows nearly meeting over his nose. He furrowed his brow. His lips quivered as he sought words for the idea he knew to be true.


  “My first death,” he clarified.


  She tipped her head back and smiled into the sun.


  “You’re asking me to remember ancient history. But yes. I could never forget. I’d only just died, myself.” She laid her hand upon her mate’s knee. “You still lived, dear—remember? And yet you’d already lived such a short, eventful life.”


  Her mate nodded his massive head, heavy features serene.


  She returned her gaze to the black-skinned man. She nodded to him, and then to the man she could not help but think of as his son. Her smile waned slightly.


  “And you? Well, you’d both been alive for far too long. You were dangerous to yourselves and a greater danger to our world, threatening the existence of an entire continent of people.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “These are simple things to say, of course, as if the millennia had turned you from men into monsters. This is nowhere near the truth.”


  The black-skinned man frowned. “What is the truth, then?”


  She sighed. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes deepened.


  “Normal men can indeed be turned into monsters – ordinary, unimaginative monsters. Even with their lives preserved for eons, they are of one design. But you, you were never normal men. There was something of the monster in you from the beginning, an awful potential. And your children, your siblings, they too …”


  She shrugged. Her gaze centered on an indefinite space between the two men. For a span of seconds or hours, she was not among her companions. Her name changed, and changed again. She grew taller, shorter, but no broader, no darker.


  She was another time, another place. Another woman.


  Telling a story, again and again.


  ‡


  Eventually, from a great distance away, the lighter-skinned man said, “You spoke of our world, a place of origin. What was this place called?”


  She blinked, struggling to hold onto the question. She had not completely returned to them, but existed in a liminal space, in the interstices between a hundred lives.


  Her mate gripped her knee, causing her to sigh.


  Her anchor hit soft earth again, connecting her this time, this place.


  “Jeroun,” she said. She repeated the word, her smile once more radiant.


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE 2ND OF THE MONTH OF MAGES, 12500 MD DANOOR, THE REPUBLIC OF KNOS MIN


  Certain facts were indisputable, even to him, and the most basic was this:


  Not long after the birth of men on Jeroun, less than a thousand years following their emergence from slumber, the god Adrash had engineered a gift for the world.


  A son.


  A lavender-skinned, devil-horned boy named Shavrim Thrall Coranid. He was not born, but tipped from a jar. Nonetheless, he grew as if he were a child.


  The people of Jeroun thought of him as a human boy, knowing he was not—knowing he was a unique creature only in the approximate shape of a child, composed of man, elder, and god in equal proportions, possessed of an immortal body and a vast unfilled intellect. They understood he had neither birth mother nor true father, that he had been conditioned from conception to think of Adrash as his creator, yet they persisted in thinking of him as the god’s proper son.


  This sentimental illusion faded as Shavrim grew into adulthood and assumed his formidable stature, and disappeared completely when Adrash took him as lover. Though the god had not announced his intention to take Shavrim into his bed, the shift from child and son, to demigod and lover, happened fluidly, as though it were the only possible outcome. As though it were fated.


  Men had no reason to doubt that fate and the will of Adrash were one and the same.


  Shavrim had no reason yet to doubt, either.
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  “You are mine, but I am not yours.”


  He had heard these words many times, always in moments of intimacy. It did not hurt to hear them. He appreciated that Adrash spoke plainly, refusing to call what they shared love. Resentment would indeed come—it could not be avoided entirely, even in one created for the role of companion—but for decades Shavrim considered the words appropriate, even comforting, a frank assurance that all continued according to a plan set out for him.


  A plan he neither understood nor cared to understand.


  A plan that simply was.


  Of course, he had little enough reason to complain over his lot. The world offered him many delights beyond communion with Adrash. With the god’s blessing, he took thousands of lovers. He ate countless varieties of food, drank every drink. He experienced each diversion concocted by the vibrant cultures of man, and became himself a source of fascination and joy.


  Though Jeroun bore the scars of a long life, having already outlasted its first race of people, the birth of mankind had made everything new, full of light.
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  Or rather, this was how Shavrim recalled it now, eons after Adrash abandoned the world to madness. He knew it to be comfortable fiction, a lie, a bandage over old and unhealing wounds. For certain, he misremembered the world as more beautiful, more alive than it had ever been, just as he misremembered Adrash as more cruel, more inhuman.


  Sometimes, this fact made him uncomfortable.


  Other times, he did not care. The events of thousands of years, stored in the branching neural tissue of his spine and limbs, collected over the course of his long, slow adolescence, could be changed if he concentrated—or simply ignored—hard enough, and as he grew older he found little reason to recall with perfect clarity events that had ceased to matter.


  All pasts were versions of pasts. Thus, he interpreted whatever version he liked.


  The most important of what he interpreted, however, the most impactful—these were facts.


  Of this he felt sure, or at least fairly confident.
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  And so the world had seemed new, full of light, and then it had stopped. Not all at once, true, but being that Shavrim’s existence would be measured in glacial ages rather than decades, compacting normal lives into insignificance, the process could feel no way other than sudden.


  It was the first morning of his four-hundredth year. He and Adrash sat on a red-tiled terrace overlooking the ocean (what island he could not now recall, and it did not matter), enjoying breakfast, talking inconsequentialities, when, as though they had been having another conversation entirely—a deeper, more cutting conversation—the god spoke eight words.


  “Do you really think you are enough, Shavrim?”


  Shavrim set his cup of tea, small in his outsized hands, on the table between them. Not yet worried, merely confused. “I—” He searched for the proper expression, and arrived at a smile. Despite his labyrinthine knowledge of the world and its peoples, his vast collection of experiences, his face was rather blank. Not a man’s at all, but that of a child. Just as the world saw him.


  “I … I don’t know what you’re asking me, Adrash.”


  The god smiled, beautifully. Every movement he made was beautiful, a display of perfect grace. He sat, legs crossed at the knee, naked and at ease, every muscle relaxed yet defined. Warmth radiated from his jet skin: this close, he was a source of heat as sure as the sun itself. He wore the divine armor as a skintight cap in the shape of a helm, its filigreed edges giving the odd impression of white hair on his forehead, white hair curled around his ears.


  “I do not mean this to hurt you,” he said, ignoring Shavrim’s guffaw of contempt. “Nonetheless, it will hurt you. At times I feel dissatisfied with this world, with you—with me. Boredom is as good a word as any, Shavrim.” He waved his right hand vaguely. “But this is not your fault. I will not blame you for being predictable as I designed.”


  Shavrim blinked. The skin of his face felt tight, suddenly hot.


  “You are a symptom of my thinking,” Adrash continued. “And my thinking on the matter of mankind has been incorrect. For five centuries I have given them too much what they want, and they are becoming complacent, unwilling to grow. I am annoyed by their lackluster art, their spineless leisurely expressions. As exhausting as mankind’s displays of aggression can be, I am saddened to see the fight gone out of them.” He broke Shavrims’s gaze, and stared out to sea.


  “I am tired of being the world’s nanny, of shielding everyone from harm. Furthermore, I need other sources of companionship lest I go mad. I made a minor miscalculation with you, stretching your development unduly. That mistake must be addressed. You must stop being a child.”


  “Adrash,” Shavrim said. “Adrash, I …”


  The god shook his head, silencing his creation with a gesture. “I am sorry, but you have no words of relevance to this. I have decided, already, on a course of action, for you and for the people of Jeroun. I have waited to enact my plan for too long already. My evasion of the topic, I fully believe, is part of the problem.” He sighed. “But enough navel gazing. Soon, within the year, you will have brothers and sisters—five companions. You six will act as mankind’s inspiration, but also as its aggressors. You will spur them to grow. You will grow up with them.”


  He stood, and walked down the steps to the beach.


  Shavrim followed, massive shoulders bowed, arms hanging limp at his sides.
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  The feeling of discontent persisted. It grew, and only rarely retreated to a comfortable distance. Surely, Shavrim had experienced moments of un-happiness before—on rare occasions, his desires had gone unfulfilled—but these were as nothing compared to this new malaise. He absented himself from Adrash for weeks at a time, visiting the places he thought he loved and then quickly leaving, unsatiated. He found himself in new beds, but experienced nothing new.


  The world had not changed, not yet.


  And then, within a year, as Adrash promised, the first of five siblings was tipped from the jar: a girl, grey haired and thin-limbed, clawed at hand and foot and as pale as sun-bleached sand. Adrash passed the childlike creature to Shavrim, and Shavrim stared into her bluegreen eyes as she stared back. She did not cry, which made him resentful. He felt sure he had cried upon breathing his first breath.


  “Bash Ateff,” Adrash named her.


  A month later, the second arrived: an unnaturally ruddy, stubby-winged boy Adrash named Orrus Dabulakm. Shavrim took to him immediately, liking the sound of his hoarse cries better than the sullen silence of the sister who had come before him.


  The next month, the third—a thing of indeterminate gender, a neuter or a new sex entirely—tumbled forth and stood unaided, but did not open its eyes for twelve days. When it did, two slowly spinning wooden orbs were revealed. Adrash called this blind anomaly Sradir Ung Kim, and seemed especially fond of it.


  The fourth and fifth were engineered together, a matching pair. They spilled from the jar locked together, small and hairless and pearlescent, nearly metallic, and refused to untangle from their embrace for a full day. Afterward, they became uncomfortable if separated for longer than a few minutes. Ustert and Evurt Youl, Adrash named them.


  “These,” Adrah said when all five were situated in their nursery high in Adrash’s main keep overlooking the arid Aroonan plains, “are the bringers of a new age, Shavrim. A minor pantheon. As their elder sibling, it is your job to guarantee they keep to the path I have cut for them.”


  Shavrim nodded, and did not ask just what path this was. He would learn in time.
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  “I’ve killed men before,” Shavrim said a decade later.


  He and Adrash stood on the foredeck of The Atavast, watching the five young demigods cavort unafraid in the shallow, glass-clear water. The sea was no place for earthbound creatures, but today the god had created a hundred-foot sphere of will around his ship, halting the dozens of streamlined serpents and fish—which had quickly been attracted by the smell of flesh—from coming any closer. The siblings dared each other to swim up to the barrier of huge, circling predators. Soon they pushed their courage even further, reaching out their hands to brush the scaled flanks, risking the loss of limbs to giant, toothy mouths.


  Adrash smiled. “Adorable,” he said.


  Shavrim ground his teeth together. “Are you listening to me?”


  “Yes, I am, Shavrim. A moment, though.” Adrash opened his right hand, revealing five coins. He threw them in an arc, causing each to hit the water and fall to the sand a body’s length outside his protective barrier. “We do not leave until each of you has retrieved your coin!” he called, and then turned away from the siblings’ whoops and cries in response.


  “I know you have killed men, Shavrim. It is a joy to watch you fight.” His left hand, which he had caused to be sheathed in the featureless white of the divine armor, fell on Shavrim’s right shoulder. “What I am talking about now is different. You have never killed a man for any reason other than sport—a sport whose rules both parties understood and accepted. A sacrifice. This will not be the same. You will kill for a purpose. You will kill in response to a threat.”


  Shavrim laughed, though it had an edge to it: it was a sound he did not enjoy hearing come from himself, a sound he would not have made a decade previously. “A threat? How many men constitute a threat against me? A hundred? Two hundred? A battalion, either way. You’re joking with me, Adrash.”


  “I am not. Men will soon be a great deal more formidable than they are now.”


  “How?”


  Adrash turned and leaned his forearms on the railing. Shavrim sighed and followed suit, surveying his siblings at their dangerous play. There was no real risk, he supposed: though not as sturdy as their eldest brother, each was possessed of an immensely durable body. They would never bleed out or have their heads severed from their bodies. Should they lose a limb, it would regrow. Orrus had recently lost one of his growing wings to a weapon master’s blade, and already its replacement reached half the size of the original.


  Sradir and Orrus, Shavrim’s favorite and least favorite, had already retrieved their coins. Orrus, forever dissatisfied, plagued by voices he could not name, frowned at his accomplishment and dived under the hull—to sulk, for reasons no one but Shavrim understood. Sradir bled from a shallow wound in its side, but it stopped as Shavrim watched. It looked up at Adrash (not blind, they had discovered, yet not seeing as men saw, either), a small smile on its oddly angular, androgynous face.


  It did not even glance at Shavrim.


  “You said men will become stronger than they are now, Adrash. How?”


  Adrash clapped as the diminutive twins shot forward and retrieved their coins, Ustert landing a stiff-fingered jab into the snout of an advancing bonefish. He laughed as Bash, who could never resist showing off, swam slowly but gracefully toward her coin, rolling away from snapping jaws effortlessly, and picked up the final coin with her mouth. Shavrim wondered if he and Adrash’s conversations had always been so broken, if the god had always been so distracted. He also questioned his own moods. Had he not been happy, being Adrash’s lover but not the center of his world? Had he not been content, even overjoyed, to be part of a greater plan?


  Yes, he had. And no, Adrash had not always been as he was now.


  “Men will discover a secret,” Adrash finally said. “Something right under their nose. Tell, me, have you ever wondered why I included elder material in your makeup? Elder corpses are rare, but besides not rotting like a man’s body does they are virtually useless. Correct? Was I merely being sentimental for the people this world has lost?”


  Shavrim flexed his fists alternately, in time with the doubled beating of his hearts.


  “I was not,” Adrash said, needlessly. “There is more to elder physiology than anyone knows, a fact I have hidden from the world but will hide no longer.”


  “What is more?”


  Adrash chuckled. “You are becoming irritable in your middle age, Shavrim. Good, I suppose: anger will be useful, though I would not have you unhappy every moment of the day.” He smiled, white against black. When Shavrim only grunted in response, the god’s smile grew. “Power is what we are discussing. Immense power, outshining even the oldest technologies that existed before your birth and only remain in memory.”


  “And the rarity of elder corpses?” Shavrim asked. “There’s a solution for that, as well?”


  “Yes. There is a graveyard—a graveyard for an entire species. You will reveal it to the world.”


  ‡


  He did so, exactly as commanded. At the foot of The Steps, the elder’s greatest monument, a mountain turned mausoleum, he helped excavate the first perfectly preserved corpse.


  And immediately set it aflame.


  The gathered people marveled at how it burned but was not consumed. Shavrim then reconstituted its ancient blood and allowed ten men to take sips of it. They battled each other for a day, sustaining wounds that would kill normal men. Lastly, he fed every individual a small measure of the corpse’s ground bone. A week later, having eaten and drunk nothing, having not slept an hour, the people stood hale.


  They celebrated, and began mining their new, nearly inexhaustible resource.


  Thereby, men grew into maturity—or rather, into the wielding of power. Within two generations, the world had split and its peoples had become fractious threats to each other. Their arts turned violent, viciously inventive, seasoned with elder-corpse fire and blood. They relied less and less upon what remained of their old technologies, and then proceeded to forget this inheritance completely. Manipulating their acquired magic consumed them completely. Old cities were abandoned and new cities built, spanning chasms and straddling mountaintops, each lit by the glow of thousands upon thousands of magelamps.


  Adrash rejoiced in mankind’s rekindled passion. He orchestrated their development, wielding Shavrim and his siblings like blades, cutting nations in two, separating culture from culture, beginning wars and stopping wars. He spoke of symbols, of the importance of identity, and using arcane means fashioned weapons unique to each of his creations:


  Sroma, a long silverblack knife for Shavrim: a malevolent item, possessed of its own ill personality. It did not speak in words, but made its desires known easily enough. Shavrim cherished and despised it by turns. He tasted blood when it bit into flesh.


  Jhy, a razored throwing circle for Bash, which passed through steel and rock as easily as it passed through flesh. Bash kept it close to her at all times, but always sheathed. She used it rarely, and only against the strongest mages, as if only to prove a point.


  Deserest, a glass spear for Orrus—a weapon he refused to use.


  Weither, an oilwood and leather sambok for Sradir. In its owner’s hands, the diminutive whip became a blur, a devastating shadow that severed even the most armored men in half. Sradir never used its proper name, instead referring to it as Little Sister.


  Ruin and Rust, a pair of short swords for Ustert and Evurt: blades that never grew dull and would not be tarnished. Oddly, Ustert, who seemed always on the verge of an outburst, who lived with abandon, wielded Ruin with a cold detachment, while Evurt, the quiet one, carved with Rust in wild arcs, almost as though he were trying to throw the weapon away.


  Thus equipped, no army on the face of Jeroun could stand against them.


  This fact ate at Shavrim. He had been warned of threats. Initially, when he spoke of his concerns to Adrash, he received smiles and hints of further developments (“Have faith in me, Shavrim. I don’t labor to provide you with tools for your defense simply to watch you wave them about.”), but as time passed the god’s enthusiasm took on a dark, solipsist edge. Adrash spoke rarely, his moods unpredictable. He spent time away, always just out of reach, leaving the increasingly complicated task of governance to his eldest creation, often for years at a time.


  Each time, coming back crueler, more inscrutable.


  The thin persona of a man sloughed away, revealing the madness of divinity.


  ‡


  Simplifying the first millennia after the introduction of elder magic, turning such a vast length of time into one color, one feeling, proved appallingly easy for one who had never been human and could only approximate the concerns of one. Surely, the change in Adrash had occurred gradually: Shavrim had known it then and certainly knew it now, yet in retrospect it was shockingly abrupt, as rapid as a droplet of ink clouding into a pail of water.


  One day, he had known his creator intimately, felt the god’s moods as if they were his own—or thought he did, though the distinction makes little difference. And the next, he struggled to understand the capricious demands of a stranger, an incomprehensibly powerful being who forced his creations to betray the very people they had been engineered to assist.


  One day, Shavrim had been a child, trusting, and the next …


  ‡


  “The world would be better without him,” he said, the obvious conclusion to a hundred years of long and evasive arguments. Finally, he said it.


  And then, he said even more: “He must be destroyed.”


  Ustert grinned, revealing her sharp teeth. She threw one shapely silver leg over her twin’s and laughed. “Grief, Shavrim, that’s a nice thought. But there’s no chance of it happening. I don’t like him any more than you do—haven’t liked him since I was small enough to be mistaken for a corpse miner—but we’re six against a god. Besides, he’s not really here any longer, is he? Off on his little ship, father is, doing who knows what.”


  “Don’t call him that,” Evurt said. He sat as rigid as his twin was relaxed, a thin bronze statue of a man. “I don’t like it when you call him that. He’s not our father.”


  Ustert rubbed his cheek with the back of her hand, causing Evurt to grimace.


  “So, you’re not in love anymore,” Bash said. She flicked at an imaginary piece of lint on her coat. “So, you’ve been abandoned, forced into a role you never wanted and aren’t suited for.” Her seawater eyes met his, and her features softened. “You used to hate me, eldest brother. I know you did. But I’d hate to think you wanted me gone from the world. Give it time. Maybe you’ll feel differently. Maybe he’ll feel differently.”


  “This isn’t about love,” Shavrim said.


  Sradir nodded, expressionless as only it could be. “Of course it is not, Shavrim. Bash is speaking in her metaphors again.”


  Ustert grinned.


  Shavrim looked to Orrus, who shrugged with both shoulders and wings. “I’m in,” the winged demigod said in his rasp of a voice. He tapped his head and then gestured to encompass each of them. “All of us are in. We can pretend otherwise, but it’s the fact.”


  Bash opened her mouth and then closed it.


  “Yes,” Evurt said, just as his twin said, “Fuck.”


  Sradir gazed woodenly at Shavrim. “Many will die. Even we may die. Are you that in love with mankind?” The corners of its mouth rose fractionally. “Love being a metaphor, mind.”


  “We aren’t men, so love is not the word,” Shavrim answered. “Love is never the word for us. But I won’t see mankind pushed and pulled by his whims any longer, given the tools of war and domination and then crushed for their arrogance when they use them. I won’t be one of those tools any longer.” He stood and paced before them. “So, he’s gone for a decade, two, even three. He’ll be back, and who knows what he’ll do then? Even absent, he exerts his influence. You can’t tell me you don’t all feel it. It limns our every word, or every gesture.”


  Silence—as close to assent as they would give. Shavrim pressed.


  “We’re a reflection of Adrash, and we’re slowly going mad with him. We all know the result of madness on our scale, which is terrible enough, but on his? The world will be burned to a cinder, should he continue down this path. We’ll be carried with him. We’ll be responsible.”


  Bash shook her head. “But what if we’re what’s causing him—”


  “No.” Evurt stood abruptly, dislodging his twin. He made a cutting motion with his left hand. “No. We have heard this before, sister, heard it and dismissed it. The question is irrelevant because it has no answer. We may be the source of Adrash’s disease—or we may not be. It does not matter. We are the cure, either way. The only cure.”


  The room grew quiet, ever the result of Evurt choosing to voice more than a brief complaint. Ustert reached forward and drew her twin back down onto the couch, wrapping her arms around him. Sradir closed its eyes, blank-faced. Bash raised her eyebrows at Orrus, and Orrus turned his intense gray gaze to Shavrim.


  “We look to you,” Orrus said. “Perhaps we shouldn’t, but we do.”


  Shavrim nodded. He knew this, had relied upon it. There were advantages to the way his mind functioned, how it forced thoughts to branch out along pathways throughout his body, causing him to arrive at conclusions only after long and repetitious thought. One day he would come to feel overwhelmed by the lifetimes he had accreted in his stretched neurons, but it had not happened yet. He still possessed wisdom unique to him.


  He crouched and pressed a huge palm against the sun-warmed marble floor, a floor he had slapped his bare feet upon as a child. He remembered being scolded by a tutor for running. He had scolded his siblings for doing the same when they were young.


  “I won’t pretend we’re a family,” he said. “I won’t pretend we even enjoy sitting here with each other, especially not in this place. We’re not saintly, by any metric, but we’re not part of the disease spreading in Adrash’s soul. Of this I’m sure. I think it more probable he engineered us too well to our task, and that our task was more complex than he let on. He couldn’t predict what would happen to himself in time, but he knew the risk. He knew, and created us to keep himself from the void.” His fingers stroked the leather sheath covering Sroma. “He even engineered us weapons for the task.”


  He heard an intake of breath—Bash—and held up his hand, forestalling her words of denial.


  “I’m not saying he made plans for his own defeat. He will not concede to us, like a man taking medicine. He has let himself forget our full purpose, and we let him.”


  Sradir opened its eyes and locked stares with Shavrim.


  “We let him,” she said. The words were neither challenge nor agreement. “Well. No more of that.”


  ‡


  In the Month of Soldiers, Adrash ended his self-imposed exile of two hundred and seven years by landing The Atavest on the southwestern coast of Doma. Announcements, which would in time become slow and expensive, dependant upon massive reserves of elder-corpse materials, traveled quickly from Adrash’s hand. Mankind—not one member of which had known their god in the flesh—rejoiced with a month-long celebration.


  Despite the passage of two centuries, Shavrim’s siblings required no reminding or spurring to their purpose. Indeed, time had only increased their violent resolve. They allowed the celebrations to come to an end, and then met Adrash in the scrub desert of central Gnos Min, just beyond the eastern wall of Curathe.


  The god read their intention immediately. Undoubtedly, no great act of premonition: all six had been conspicuously absent from the festivities.


  The battle began without a word exchanged.
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  Thirteen hours later, four of the six siblings remained. What had been the city of Curathe ticked as it cooled before them, a vast shallow bowl of fused ceramic.


  Shaky on his feet, nearing a point of exhaustion where reality blurred around the edges, Shavrim experienced a vision of what the place would become in only a few months’ time. Rain, falling in the Month of Mages (not a monsoon—nothing so monumental as that—merely a few tantrums, brief reminders of a wetter time), creating a temporary lake, a waystation for migrating birds and orr-bison, a place fleetingly filled with the low-throated burp of desert toads.


  One day, too soon, men would stop and wonder at it, ignorant of its origin.


  “Well done,” Bash said, voice heavy with sarcasm. She wiped at the blood under her nose, and spit a tooth onto the ground. “We’ve got him on the run.”


  “Shut up,” Orrus said, fist tight around Deserest, the weapon he had always declined to use.


  Ustert remained silent. She held her right hand out to her side, as though expecting her twin to take it.


  Shavrim closed his eyes, allowing himself to be buffeted by the wind.


  Adrash had taken Sradir first. A wise move, Shavrim thought: he had always suspected it was the most powerful of his siblings. Then he had chosen Evurt. Another wise move. Without her twin, who knew what Ustert would be?


  One battle, and already they had lost two of their number.


  Had he anticipated anything else?


  “I hadn’t expected it to hurt so much,” he said, so softly he thought no one would notice, but he heard the rustle of Orrus’s wings and knew his brother had been heard. Of course. He and Orrus had always been close. They understood one another, how deeply, Shavrim would only know in the millennia to come—alone, searching for meaning as the world spun slowly toward destruction. Searching, while he gradually succumbed to his own madness, the compounding of a thousand voices.


  And yet it was Ustert who spoke in response.


  “Yes, it hurts. Of course it hurts.” Her voice was flat, characterless. “You always lie to yourself, eldest. You practice the worst sort of deception, hiding from what is plainly true, what is obvious to everyone but you. We were a family, or as close to family that the phrasing becomes unimportant. Whether we liked one another had no bearing on this fact. If you’d stopped, for one moment, and looked up from your worship of Adrash, your sadness over losing him, you’d have realized this sooner. Now it comes, and you think you feel pain. You feel nothing compared to me.”


  They waited one night to recover, sleeping on the open ground within an arm’s reach of each other. Closer than they had ever been.


  ‡


  The four moved on to Danoor, which already lay smoldering in the shadow of the Aroonan mesas. They passed through the rubbled grave of Lantern Light, turning away from the bodies that littered the brick-paved streets. Death—this they understood. An individual man’s life held little importance, after all, but a city’s worth? That many innocent souls possessed a weight, demanding acknowledgement even from demigods.
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