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THE STORY SO FAR…


Long before these stories began, there was war in the heavens between the Old Great Gods and the powers known to human legend as the devils, who were defeated and sealed in the cold hells. Seven escaped and, being creatures of pure soul like the Old Great Gods, were unable to exist in the physical world for long. These seven entered in a bargain with seven human wizards to share souls and bodies; they became immortal, two-souled beings, incarnate in the world, and human songs and histories tell of ambition, betrayal, wars, conquest, and their eventual defeat with the aid of the Old Great Gods, who sealed them into earthly graves, but did not destroy them, for to destroy a soul is the greatest of sins. The Old Great Gods had no joy in their victory, for by a last desperate act of the seven devils the road to the distant heavens was barred against them, and can now only be travelled by the Gods with such pain and suffering that they rarely, if ever, reach to touch the world.


“The Storyteller”


But in time, the devil Heuslar Ogada escapes, and frees Ulfhild Vartu, killing the bear-demon who guards her grave. Ulfhild allies with Mikki, the son of Moraig the bear-demon and a human man, and makes a bargain with the Old Great Gods to hunt down her escaped fellows. To this end she is given the sword Lakkariss, forged by the Old Great Gods from a shard of the cold hells. Moth and Mikki track Heuslar to a Northron queen’s hall and kill him there. Things burn down.


Blackdog 


During the warlord Tamghat’s conquest of Lissavakail, the caravan-guard Holla-Sayan is possessed by the Blackdog, the enslaved guardian spirit of the lake-goddess Attalissa. Incarnate as a human child, Attalissa is helpless until she comes into her powers with maturity. Although the gods and goddesses of the earth are bound to their own hills and waters, Holla-Sayan takes the girl, whom he names Pakdhala, back to his caravan and passes her off as his own daughter. He manages to find a way to keep the goddess alive even far from her own land. Tamghat is actually the devil Tamghiz Ghatai, Ulfhild’s former husband. Moth and Mikki are roused from their quiet homesteading life in the northern forest by the summons of the Old Great Gods.


When Pakdhala reaches her teen years, Tamghat sends his daughter Ivah in search of her. Captured and taken to Lissavakail for a ritual which Tamghat presents as a marriage, Pakdhala/Attalissa escapes and joins a rebellion of her priestesses. She has always insisted that Tamghat means to devour her. The Blackdog, in a mindless fury, goes to try to save the goddess. Moth and Mikki, and Holla-Sayan’s caravan gang, also set out in pursuit.


Tamghiz Ghatai is slain by Moth, but not before Holla-Sayan, facing death and with the Blackdog having turned on him, realizes how the spirit has been bound and releases it at the cost of his human life, then entering into a willing bond with it akin to that between the devil and wizard souls of the seven devils.


Moth reveals to Holla-Sayan that she believes the Blackdog to be the damaged remnant of a devil’s soul, survivor of a much more ancient war of devils than her own. She also gives Ivah, betrayed by her father, a focus for finding her own life beyond his shadow.


The traitor chief priestess of Attalissa’s temple, long ago seduced by Tamghat, had been drawn to the secret worship of a landless, bodiless god, a faith centred somewhere in the west, of which only the faintest rumours are reaching the lands of the caravan road…


The Leopard: Marakand Volume One, and The Lady: Marakand Volume Two


A year after Attalissa’s restoration in Lissavakail, Ivah is working as a scribe in Marakand. Gaguush’s caravan has come again to the Suburb of the caravanserais beyond the city walls. The assassin Ahjvar, cursed by his goddess Catairanach to remain undying in the world to harbour the parasite soul of her daughter Hyllau, is sent to Marakand to kill the Voice of the Lady of Marakand. Ahjvar kills the Voice but is captured by the Lady’s Red Masks, thought to be a militant order of priests but in truth the product of necromancy, wizards she has executed and stripped of memory to control as semi-autonomous puppets. She kills Ahjvar and makes him captain of her Red Masks for the conquest of the rest of the lands Over-Malagru—but Ahjvar has always claimed to his companion Ghu that he burned to death ninety years before, murdered by Hyllau.


The Lady chooses a new Voice but wants more than a prophet; the acolyte Zora is given a choice, to accept a bond with the Lady willingly, or to become her puppet. Zora chooses to bond with the supposed goddess, who is in fact the devil Tu’usha. Tu’usha’s former human host/partner, the wizard Sien-Mor, was murdered in her prison-grave by the devil Sien-Shava Jochiz, Sien-Mor’s brother, and her body utterly destroyed. Tu’usha’s soul fled and found shelter with the unwitting goddess in Marakand, whom she then possessed and devoured, sealing the other two deities of the city in tombs. Zora’s mind fractures under the burden of Tu’usha’s soul; the devil herself suffers from Sien-Mor’s mental instability, obsessed with the need to make the city a fortress and an empire to stand against a great danger she foresees coming from the west.


A revolution of the secret loyalists of the old gods is unleashed, in which Ivah plays a major role as wizard, warrior, and scholar. Moth and Mikki have come to Marakand, hunting the devil there. Moth is reluctant to kill Tu’usha; Sien-Mor was once a friend. Her depressed passivity leaves her vulnerable and she is trapped by the Lady in both the past and an underground cavern that is the source of the deep well. Ahjvar, dead and bound by necromancy, stripped of memory and will, is sent east into the Praitannec kingdoms to lead the forces of Marakand against a coalition of the Praitannec tribes. Ghu sets out east as well, to either free Ahjvar from the Lady’s enslavement, or release his captive soul into death. The devil Yeh-Lin Dotemon, currently tutor to the young bard Deyandara, a descendent of Ahjvar’s who is deeply enmeshed in the politics of the Praitannec tribes and the struggle of the Duina Catairna against Marakand, intends to sever Tu’usha’s link with her Red Masks, destroying them to free their souls and aid the Praitannec kings and queens in their war. To prevent this and save Ahjvar, Ghu reveals himself as something other than mortal human in order to temporarily bind Yeh-Lin and save Ahjvar.


Ghu seizes Ahjvar from the midst of battle and tears him from Tu’usha’s control. He and Ahjvar destroy the spell binding the Red Masks and the Lady thus loses her most fearsome weapon. Yeh-Lin Dotemon, despite viewing Ahjvar’s undying state as an abomination, does not kill him, but overcoming the goddess Catairanach, buries her in a deep and undreaming sleep, leaving the mercy of Ahjvar’s final death for Ghu to offer.


In Marakand, the Lady’s devastating attacks on her own city destroy the goddess Ilbialla. While Holla-Sayan fights the Lady, Mikki descends to the place of Moth’s captivity with Lakkariss and wakes her out of her dreaming. She ascends and fights Zora Tu’usha, who is killed amid the ruins of her temple, leaving the newly re-awakened hill-god Gurhan as the only surviving god of the near-ruined city.


Moth believes Mikki is a hostage to the Old Great Gods for her service as their executioner. To deny the Gods that hold over her, she leaves him, flying away as a falcon. Mikki is furious, devastated, and determined to search for her, however long it might take.


Holla-Sayan and Gaguush are expecting a child, and Gaguush, before the civil war erupted, had bought a share in a caravanserai in the Suburb. Holla is resolved to settle into the quiet life of a family man and caravan-master. Ivah joins a caravan to travel to Nabban.


Ghu, having revealed himself as a being growing into strange powers, tells Ahjvar that he is not yet a god, but is becoming one, and having acted to save Ahjvar from the Lady, he can no longer run from this doom, but must return to Nabban. Ghu promises Ahjvar that he won’t let him be possessed to kill for Hyllau again; rather than ending Ahj’s unnatural life he unravels Hyllau’s soul from his and when she tries again to batten on Ahjvar rather than seeking her own road to the Gods, he destroys her. He also takes over the curse worked by Catairanach that holds Ahjvar undying in the world, making himself the power keeping Ahjvar alive. Ghu promises Ahjvar he will release him into death whenever he asks it, but asks, himself, if Ahj will try to live a little longer, to keep him company on the road he must now follow. To this Ahjvar, who yearns not for death and the road to the Old Great Gods but oblivion, agrees.


Gods of Nabban 


Ahjvar suffers greatly from nightmares, a torment he cannot escape waking or sleeping. Ghu nurses him devotedly but fears he will never be whole and well again. They are joined by Yeh-Lin Dotemon, who, before crossing the Nabbani border, swears an oath binding herself to Ghu as her god.


Nabban is torn by civil war. The emperor’s younger brother Prince Dan has raised his banner in rebellion. When the emperor is struck by lightning from a clear sky, Princess Buri-Nai seizes the throne and declares herself the chosen daughter of the Old Great Gods. Buri-Nai’s followers begin executing priests of Mother and Father Nabban; slaves and peasants rise in revolt, promised reform and freedom by Prince Dan. The folk of the southern province of Dar-Lathi, only a generation before the free lands of Darro and Lathi, rise up against their conquerors. Ghu has no intention of accepting the Nabban in which he grew up a slave; he uses the civil war as means to seize political power for those who share his desire for reform. Many in the land, including his former master, the high lord of Choa, recognize him as something holy; others want to believe in any symbol of hope and change; still others see the proclamation of a “holy one” as a ruse of the rebels. Mother Nabban dies and Ghu takes on her role as deity of the waters. The rebellions become a revolution. Ivah recognizes in Ghu the god she has been seeking all her life and becomes his captain of archers.


Ghu and Ahjvar recognize that Buri-Nai is not acting on her own in her establishment of a new religion and suspect a devil hides behind her. During the battle in which imperial forces try to prevent Ghu’s army crossing the Wild Sister River, Ivah identifies the devil as Sien-Shava Jochiz and rejects his attempt to seduce her to his service as Buri-Nai’s replacement, freeing herself from the spells he has been slowly weaving into her. Ghu and his forces fight and win a great battle, but Buri-Nai, hidden by the power of Sien-Shava Jochiz, has marched near with a far larger army. Many of her followers are tattooed with a symbol that binds the person’s soul, which, on their death, does not seek the road to the Old Great Gods but is drawn away somewhere else. What use Jochiz has for these souls even Yeh-Lin cannot determine. Ghu leaves Yeh-Lin in charge, entrusting her with, he says, Nabban, and goes alone with Ahjvar to confront Buri-Nai. Perhaps he hopes to convince her commanders that she is controlled by a devil; perhaps he plans to assassinate her—Yeh-Lin decides that his true intent is likely to draw the devil out into the open and that he didn’t mean for her to lead a retreat back over the river after all. She and Ivah plan an assault on the empress’s camp, hoping that surprise and fire will give them an advantage to withstand the imperial numbers. Brought before the empress, Ghu is unable to turn Buri-Nai from her obsessed devotion to what she believes is a messenger of the Old Great Gods; Ahjvar tells her court that the devil she worships feeds on the souls of those who are tattooed for her new faith. Buri-Nai orders her giants to kill them; they are struck down by the giants’ spears, but Ahjvar’s thrown knife kills the empress.


In the battle that follows between Ghu’s army and that of the empress, who though obviously suffering a mortal wound continues to command like a living woman, her body a puppet to Jochiz, Ivah steals the wagon containing the apparent corpse of Ghu and the dying Ahjvar, who insists that Ghu is not dead and that he himself is not dying. Ghu’s body is ice-cold, which is not natural, even for a corpse, and Ahjvar finds a sliver of crystal lodged under his tongue, the focus of a web of foul wizardry or devilry that appears intended to bind and devour his soul. He gives the splinter to Ivah before falling into a dreaming trance in which he finds Ghu at the ruined broch in which they lived before they set out for Marakand; he is able to call Ghu back to himself. Father Nabban has died defending Ghu long enough for Ahjvar to find him; this, Ghu says, was his third death, and the worst. When he wakes it is as the god of Nabban. He and Ahjvar rally their army, which had attacked under the leadership of Yeh-Lin but is being cut to pieces by the imperial forces. Many, though, of the empress’s soldiers, seeing Ghu riding against them, recognize him as their true god. He calls his dogs Jui and Jiot to him, and they come as river-dragons running in the clouds, terrifying the enemy.


Jochiz in the body of the empress fights Ahjvar, but Ghu is holding Ahjvar closely, soul within soul, through their bond and Ahjvar recognizes the means by which Jochiz is putting himself into Buri-Nai and into the land of Nabban. He seizes the shard of rose-quartz crystal she wears—a piece of Jochiz’s soul, perhaps, and certainly the repository of the souls the devil has stolen. Ahjvar finds the fire within him, in which he died, and the fire of light and warmth that is how Ghu sees him, and with it destroys the stone, severing the devil’s path into Nabban, but he cannot contain the fire which has always waited to consume him again. Ghu leaps into the fire to seize him and they vanish from the battlefield. Yeh-Lin tells the surviving enemy commanders that Ivah, the god’s captain of archers, a princess of the Great Grass and daughter of the Nabbani princess An-Chaq, will take their surrender on the god’s behalf.


Later, Ahjvar wakes in the river, with Ghu, and experiences a dark, lost time, but again begins to find his way back, assured that Ghu will always hold him safe. Ghu again promises to release him whenever he asks; he again says he will try to stay longer with Ghu on his road. Yeh-Lin speculates that Ahjvar may be becoming an avatar of Nabban (the god).


Ghu wants to reform many Nabbani institutions from its government to land-holding, but Ahjvar tells him he can do no more than point the folk in the direction he would like them to go, unless he means to be emperor as well as god. Ivah becomes empress, founding the new house of Suliasra, and returning the role to its earlier sacerdotal function, instituting a senate and Ghu’s plans for land reform under the temples and shrines, rather than ruling as an absolute monarch. Many other reforms come to pass, as well as unsuccessful rebellions and uprisings of various factions. Dar-Lathi is given its independence; the Little Sister River has also been waking into life in a new goddess in the Dar-Lathan queen and spy who calls herself Rat, who fought at Ghu’s side in the final battle and whose lover Kaeo, who had been Prince Dan’s agent and a prophet of the heir of the gods, lost his life defending Ghu.


Many years later, Moth arrives at the tomb of the Empress Suliasra Ivah. Ghu and Ahjvar meet her. She has been wandering in far lands. Ghu advises her to seek the one who helps her remember who she is, and Ahjvar gives her the clay disc in which the splinter of the soul of Sien-Shava Jochiz is sealed.


The whereabouts of two devils, Sien-Shava Jochiz, the much-feared brother of Sien-Mor Tu’usha, and Anganurth Jasberek, formerly an ally of Ulfhild Vartu, are thus far unknown…




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Ahjvar—Consort and Rihswera or champion of the god of Nabban. Long ago and very briefly, a king of the Duina Catairna, a Praittanec tribe now forgotten and absorbed into the Taren Confederacy. Technically dead, by some lights; held undying in the world by his lover Ghu.


Ailan—Young man of the Taren city of Star River Crossing; viewed by Yeh-Lin as Ahjvar’s acolyte; viewed by Ahjvar as yet another stray who has bafflingly latched onto him.


The All-Holy—A supposed holy man, a hermit who became the embodiment of the Nameless God of the west, a supposed emissary sent from the Old Great Gods. Actually the devil Sien-Shava Jochiz. See also the nameless god.


Ambert, Primate—Priest of the seventh circle, spiritual leader and one of the All-Holy’s most valued lieutenants.


Anganurth Wanderer—A wizard from an unknown land, who bonded with the devil Jasberek.


Arpath—Teenage Westgrasslander wizard of the Sayanbarkash.


Attalissa—Goddess of the Lissavakail, a lake and town high in the Pillars of the Sky; once, incarnate as a human child, she was raised by Holla-Sayan as his daughter.


Aunty—Elderly relative of Nikeh gen’Emras.


Balba—A Knight-Commander of the Army of the South.


The Baobab goddess—The nameless goddess of an underground river or lake whose main physical presence in the world is an ancient baobab tree.


Besni—A child adopted into the clan of Kinsai’s folk; young brother of Rifat.


Birdy—Younger brother of Nikeh gen’Emras.


The Blackdog—See Holla-Sayan.


Caro—A Marakander caravaneer captaining the lancers in Reyka’s warband.


Clio, Primate—Commander of the All-Holy’s sacred guard, initiate of the seventh circle, lover of Sien-Shava Jochiz.


Danil—A Marakander street-guard, serving as a soldier on the Western Wall.


Deysanal—A wizard of Kinsai’s folk; daughter of Trout, mother of Iarka.


Dimas—Prince of Emrastepse; commander of the Army of the South.


Dorji, Sister—A warrior-priestess of Attalissa.


Dotemon Dreamshaper—One of the seven devils; bonded with the wizard Yeh-Lin, former empress and tyrant of Nabban.


Emras—A dead spring-goddess of Tiypur.


Enyal, Sister—A priestess and pilgrimmage-guide from the Temple of All Gods in Barrahe in the Nalzawan Commonwealth.


Floran, Sister—A Tiypurian physician of the Army of the South.


Forzra—A hill-god of the Nalzawan Commonwealth, who finds Ahjvar rather worrying.


Fury—Black Westgrasslander warhorse.


Gaguush—A Black Desert caravan-mistress and owner of a caravanserai in Marakand; late wife of Holla-Sayan, mother of Gultage.


Ghatai (Twice-betrayed Ghatai)—A devil, bonded with the wizard and Grasslander warlord Tamghiz; slain by Moth in Lissavakail.


Ghu—Personal name of the god of Nabban, who was once a human man. Lover of Ahjvar.


Gorthuerniaul—A Denanbaki horse belonging to Ahjvar, touched by Nabban’s holiness, an immortal servant of the god within Nabban.


Gultage—Marakander-born son of Gaguush and Holla-Sayan; a caravanserai master.


Gurhan—Hill-god of the city of Marakand.


Hani Jin—Lost cousin of Hani Kahren.


Hani Kahren—A caravaneer and former cavalry-trooper from Imperial Nabban riding with Reyka’s warband.


Hecta—Philon’s late wife.


Hezing—A prince of Nabban who stirred up trouble and was exiled to Pirakul, where he became a mercenary.


Hravnmod the Wise—One of the first three kings in the north. Elder brother of Ulfhild. Falsely said to have been slain by her; murdered by Heuslar Ogada.


Holla-Sayan—Westgrasslander caravaneer; foster-father of the incarnation of the goddess Attalissa; host of the Blackdog; now bonded with it as a devil.


Hyllanim—Ahjvar’s supposed half-brother and probable son, born of his adultery with his step-mother. A king of the Duina Catairna, whose misfortune-plagued reign was the subject of many songs.


Iarka—A wizard of the folk of the goddess Kinsai, daughter of Deysanal, daughter of Trout, son of Holla-Sayan and Kinsai.


Ilyan Dan—Ambassador of Nabban to Marakand.


Iri—Suliasra Iri, empress and high priestess of Nabban.


Istva—A Westgrasslander conscript camel-driver in the Army of the South; a spy for Yeh-Lin.


Ivah—Wizard, warrior, scholar, and late empress of Nabban, nearly two hundred years previously, in the days of Ghu’s advent.


Jang (Scholar Daro Jang)—Alias assumed by Yeh-Lin. (The name is taken from a former page of hers.)


Jasberek Fireborn—One of the seven devils, bonded with the wizard Anganurth.


Jayala—A river-goddess of the Western Grass.


Jiot—A shapeshifting dog/dragon, a servant of the god of Nabban.


Jochiz Stonebreaker—One of the seven devils; bonded with the wizard Sien-Shava.


Jolanan—A Westgrasslander warrior from the Jayala’arad, formerly a cowherd.


Jui—Another shapeshifting dog/dragon, a servant of the god of Nabban.


Kinsai—The goddess of the river Kinsai; patron of the ferry-folk of the Upper and Lower Castles and ancestress of many of them. Occasional lover of Holla-Sayan. (And not a few others over the years…)


The Lady of Marakand—A dead goddess of Marakand; an impersonation/possession of the goddess by Tu’usha.


Lark—Skewbald Westgrasslander warhorse.


Lazlan—A Westgrasslander man of the Sayanbarkash, brother of Reyka; second in command of the warband fighting the Army of the North.


The Leopard—An alias used by Ahjvar in the Five Cities in his former life as an assassin.


Lia Dur—A Marakander street-guard turned soldier, friend of Nikeh, lieutenant of the south-end tower of the Western Wall.


Little Squirrel—Nikeh’s baby-name.


Melnarka—A Tiypurian demon, lover of the goddess Emras, who was said to have appeared in the forms of eagle, man, and woman.


Mikki—A demon, bear by day and man by night. His mother was a bear-demon of the Hardenwald, his father a Northron sea-rover turned farmer originally from Selarskerrig. Partner of Moth.


Moraig—Bear-demon of the Hardenwald, mother of Mikki, slain by Heuslar Ogada in the beginning of it all.


Moth—Name adopted by Ulfhild Vartu, given to her by Mikki.


The nameless god—A god long worshipped in the lands of the former empire of Tiypur; possibly a cult that arose organically out of human need in those godless lands and was taken over by Jochiz, but more likely a creation of his from the start. See also the All-Holy.


Nang Lin—Yeh-Lin’s original name.


Narva—A mountain god of the Pillars of the Sky south of Lissavakail.


Nessa—A Westgrasslander of Reyka’s warband, friend of Jolanan.


Nikeh gen’Emras—A child from Emrastepse in Tiypur, adopted and raised by Yeh-Lin.


Nori—Goddess of the river that flows through Star River Crossing, invoked by Ailan; probably a corruption of her older name, Noreia.


Orhan—A Malagru hillman in the army defending Marakand.


Pakdhala—Name used by Attalissa incarnate as Holla-Sayan’s supposed daughter.


Pehma, Sister—Priestess of Attalissa; a wizard.


Philon—A man of Emrastepse in the former Tiypurian lands, counsellor to Prince Dimas, an initiate of the seventh circle and a devout believer in the All-Holy.


Rada—A murdered young woman of Star River Crossing in the Taren Confederacy.


Rat—The goddess of the Little Sister river, on the border between Nabban and Lathi, also called the Tigress.


Red Geir—One of the first three kings in the north.


Reyka—A woman of the Sayanbarkash in the Western Grass; warlord of the Westgrasslander band fighting the All-Holy’s Army of the North.


Rifat—Teenage wizard of Kinsai’s folk, originally from one of the Black Desert tribes.


Rigo, the prince of—The All-Holy’s governor of the Western Grass. His proper name is not recorded.


Rose—Wizard-surgeon of the folk of Kinsai, lover of Iarka and father of her unborn child.


Rose—Name given by Iarka to her unborn daughter, in honour of the child’s father.


Ruyi—Suliasra Ruyi, late empress and high priestess of Nabban, mother of Yuan, grandmother of Iri; great-granddaughter of Ivah.


Sammur—Mikki’s father, a Northron human originally from Selarskerrig.


Sarzahn—An ancient being bound in service to Jochiz, who looks on him as a brother.


Sato—A river-goddess of the Nalzawan Commonwealth.


Sayid Sevanim—A young man of Serakallash.


Scorpion—A camel of uncertain moods.


Sera—Goddess of the Red Desert town of Serakallash; sometimes appears in the form of a woman, sometimes a mare.


Sien-Shava the Outcast—A wizard of the Southern Isles, bonded with the devil Jochiz. Brother of Sien-Mor.


Sien-Mor the Outcast—A wizard of the Southern Isles, bonded with the devil Tu’usha. Sister of Sien-Mor. Murdered by her brother while imprisoned after the defeat of the seven devils.


Snow—A Denanbaki horse belonging to Ghu; like Gothuerniaul, became immortal as a servant of the god within Nabban.


Spider—Another camel of rather more benign disposition than Scorpion.


Storm—Bone-horse belonging to Moth. Translation of Styrma, his Northron name.


Styrma—See Storm.


Sulloso Dur—Marakander captain of the south-end tower of the Western Wall of the Pass of Marakand.


Swift—A small sprit-rigged ship.


Tamghiz—A chieftain and warlord of the Great Grass, bonded with the devil Ghatai. Divorced husband of Ulfhild. Slain by Moth.


Tashi—A miner of the Narvabarkash in the Pillars of the Sky.


Teacher—Nikeh’s term of address for her foster-mother and mistress in the scholar’s and warrior’s arts.


Tibor—A Westgrasslander caravaneer of the Jayala’arad; kinsman of Jolanan.


Timon—A Westron red priest and missionary of the All-Holy in Star River Crossing.


Tiy, Grandmother Tiy—Nearly forgotten dead goddess of the great river of Tiypur, once worshipped as a conductress of the dead to the Old Great Gods.


Trout—An exceptionally long-lived wizard, scholar, and ichthyologist of Kinsai’s folk, Warden of the Upper Castle, son of Holla-Sayan and Kinsai, father of Deysanal.


Tu’usha the Restless—One of the seven devils, bonded with Sien-Mor. Slain by Moth.


Ulfhild the King’s Sword—A wizard, sister and king’s sword of Hravnmod the Wise, bonded with the devil Vartu. Partner of Mikki. Also known as Moth.


Varro—A friend of Holla-Sayan’s long ago, a Northron caravaneer of Gaguush’s gang.


Vartu Kingsbane—One of the seven devils, bonded with Ulfhild; bearer of the sword Lakkariss. Moth.


Viga Forkbeard—One of the first three kings in the north.


The Wolf-Smith—A demon smith who came with the ancestors of the Northrons out of the west to the lands that became known after their destruction as the Drowned Isles. The demon who forged Moth’s sword Kepra (Keeper).


Yeh-Lin the Beautiful—Nang Yeh-Lin, wizard, scholar, general, empress, bonded with the devil Dotemon.


Yuan—Suliasra Yuan, late emperor and high priest of Nabban, father of the current empress, Iri.




PART ONE




PROLOGUE


…the early days of winter in the year in which the All-Holy came into the lands of the caravan road, east of the Kara Mountains


There was light through his eyelids, red and warm, though he was shivering. It was that had woken him. Sarzahn blinked, found his eyes to be sticky, gritty with sleep and fever-sweat. Sunlight angling through the door of the tent, tied back for light and air. Evening, and the scent of winter, of white cold, of the wind off the grass. He lay in the antechamber of his brother’s great tent, his right place, dog to sleep before his door. All as it should be. He felt very slow and tired, and, as he pushed himself to sit up, shoving the blanket aside, alarmingly weak. Every limb a log that needed dragging. He was stark naked.


Too naked. There, dropped on the carpet by the thin mattress on which he’d been laid, his amulet pouch. Soft leather on a leather thong, long carried and periodically renewed. Nothing in it but a white pebble. Meaningless. A human superstition. Token of a dead god.


But it mattered and he dropped it over his head, felt something eased at the familiar touch and rub of it against his chest. Pulled his hair through the cord, frowning. Long mane of it, curling wild, braids all undone, washed and combed loose.


What did it matter? He was no caravaneer, to bind it tight against sand in dozens of braids that never knew comb nor touch of water the road’s length.


No clothes. No boots. No weapon.


Had he been wounded? Ill?


Both, he thought. He remembered searing pain, something that entered him like a streak of lightning. A fire burning through him, eyes, mouth, marrow, that made his heart stutter and his eyes grow dark. Remembered a voice, calling his name. His brother drawing him into his arms, into this place of safety, of belonging.


Remembered…


Burning. Great swathes of green hills, burning, and words sung there by the flames, and birds made of fire painting images, painting…something he could not quite see…against the darkening sky.


A fever-dream.


There had been voices, in the darkness. In the fire. His own voice, shouting at him. Voices.


He sat cross-legged amid the bedding a long, still time, trying to hear what they, what he, might be saying.


Long ago, in the days of the first kings in the north, who were Viga Forkbeard, and Red Geir, and Hravnmod the Wise, there were seven devils, and their names were Honeytongued Ogada, Vartu Kingsbane, Jasberek Fireborn, Twice-Betrayed Ghatai, Dotemon the Dreamshaper, Tu’usha the Restless, and Jochiz Stonebreaker.


As all should know, the gods and the goddesses of the world live in their own places, the high places and the waters, and aid those who worship them, and protect their own. And though the demons may wander all the secret places of the world, their hearts are bound each to their own place, and though they are no friends to human-folk, they are no enemies either, and want only to be left in peace. But the devils have no place, and they came from the cold hells and walked up and down over the earth to trouble the lives of the folk. And the devils did not desire loving worship, nor the friendship of men and women. They did not have a parent’s love for the folk. The devils craved dominion as the desert craves water, and they knew neither love nor justice nor mercy. And the devils razed the earth and made war against the heavens of the Old Great Gods themselves, and were cast out, and sealed in the cold hells once more.


In the days of the first kings in the north, there were seven wizards. And two were of the people of the kings in the north, who came from over the western sea, and one was of a people unknown; one was of the Great Grass and one of Imperial Nabban, and two were from beyond far Nabban, but the seven were of one fellowship. Their names were Heuslar the Deep-Minded, who was uncle to Red Geir, Ulfhild the King’s Sword, who was sister to Hravnmod the Wise, Anganurth Wanderer, Tamghiz, Chief of the Bear-Mask Fellowship, Yeh-Lin the Beautiful, and Sien-Mor and Sien-Shava, the Outcasts, who were sister and brother.


The devils took the souls of the wizards into their own, and became one with them. They walked as wizards among the wizards, and destroyed those who would not obey, or who counselled against their counsel. They desired the worship of kings and the enslavement of the folk, and they were never sated, as the desert is never sated with rain.


So the kings of the north and the tribes of the grass and those wizards whom the devils had not yet slain pretended submission, and plotted in secret, and they rose up against the tyranny of the devils and overthrew them. But the devils were devils, even in human bodies, and not easily slain. And there are many tales of the wars against the devils, and of the kings and the heroes and the wizards, and the terrible deeds done. And these can all be told, if there be golden rings, or silver cups, or wine and flesh and bread by the fire.


Only with the help of the Old Great Gods were they bound, one by one, and imprisoned—Honeytongued Ogada in stone, Vartu Kingsbane in earth, Jasberek Fireborn in water, Twice-Betrayed Ghatai in the breath of a burning mountain, Dotemon Dreamshaper in the oldest of trees, Tu’usha the Restless in the heart of a flame, Jochiz Stonebreaker in the youngest of rivers. And they were guarded by demons, and goddesses, and gods. And the Old Great Gods withdrew from the world, and await the souls of human-folk in the heavens beyond the stars, which we call the Land of the Old Great Gods.




CHAPTER I


…earlier, on the threshold of winter, following the All-Holy’s crossing into the lands east of the Karas


Jolanan jolted awake at the hand squeezing hers. Silent. Straining to hear, even before her eye blinked open, what the alarm might be this time. They were behind Dimas’s Army of the South on the desert road. Just another handful of refugees, creeping towards what safety was left in the world, if such a thing existed at all. There were others, caravaneers, mostly, making for Marakand. That made no more sense than running into a burning house because at least it was a roof over your head. But where else could they go, a caravan-mistress had asked bitterly the evening before. At least maybe if they fell in with the straggling tail of the Army of the South they might earn their keep carrying baggage, and so find a way home to Marakand, even if their goods would be forfeit to the plundering of the priests.


“They’ll make you deny your gods and tattoo you for the All-Holy,” Rifat had warned them.


The caravan-mistress had shrugged. “Small price, if it gets us home. Gurhan will forgive us words spoken to save our lives, and what’s a bit of ink?”


“Time to go.” Holla’s whisper, close above her. “All right?” Hand brushing her face, a caress. Jolanan crawled from her blankets, rolled them, found her sabre. Hadn’t even taken off her boots, that was how lightly they slept. Holla left her to wake young Rifat, and Iarka last. The four of them had lain a little apart from the caravaneers, chance-met strangers, and had set their own watch. There should be one or two from the caravan wakeful, questioning their rising.


There was not.


Their camels were already harnessed and the one they led loaded. Holla had done that before waking them, when he should have been keeping watch. Only the rolled bedding was left to strap on.


The sky told it was near the end of the third quarter of the night. The waning moon would have risen near midnight.


They managed all in silence. Even the camels were quiet, no grumbles at the early start. Unnatural. The caravan was left sleeping behind them. Not a wizard, but maybe when Holla wanted someone to sleep, they slept. Jolanan didn’t know. She wasn’t, she found, comfortable with asking.


Five camels, even unexpectedly agreeable ones, were not exactly tiptoeing in silence, though they wore no bells. Creak of harness, crunch of sand and stone. No one stirred behind them. “Why?” she asked softly, when they were a little distance from the camp. She wouldn’t have risked that, except that she was certain no one would wake till they were well and truly gone.


“We don’t want to travel with them,” Iarka said. “Traitors to their gods already, in their hearts.”


“You can’t blame them for wanting to save their lives,” Rifat said.


“I can,” said Iarka.


“We don’t want to travel with them,” Holla said, “because we don’t want them talking of us, when they do run into some Westron priest or knight. You two make sure they forget us.”


As if that were an easy and ordinary thing. Jolanan did not think it was, even for a wizard of Kinsai’s folk.


The two wizards put their heads together, riding side by side, voices low. Holla rode ahead, until the paleness of his camel and the baggage-carrier faded into the desert night. Iarka and Rifat followed without seeming to pay much heed to their route. Passengers. It was the camels who followed. Jolanan hung back as rearguard, for what use she could be there. Moonlight was enough to tell ground from sky, not much more. The sun would be rising in a few hours. In the meantime—Holla’s nose and ears were a better watch for danger than any she could keep.


Jolanan swayed with the camel’s pacing, felt it, the difference underfoot as they crossed yet another thread of the braid that was the hard-packed road, deep rutted by the passage of centuries of soft-padded feet, a flowing river of lives and hopes and goods, a pulse pumping along it, east and south to west, to north and back again…she could feel it like a heartbeat, but she was groggy with sleep still, dreaming. She was no wizard, no poet, no bard to think such things. But if the road held memories, its own dreams…maybe they drifted into hers.


Silver light on the barren slopes found a cluster of hairy saxaul marking some hidden dampness. She could see they were riding south, not south-easterly. Dry hills before them and the mountains beyond, mountains that dwarfed the western Karas, the skyline of her childhood. No one crossed the Pillars of the Sky. The lands beyond, to the south, were a silence even to the bards. One might climb into them, but only by a few tracks. There were folk lived there, folk of the gods of the mountains and goddesses of the mountain waters. But to find the road to the high lake and valley town of Lissavakail, and the folk of the goddess Attalissa, whom the Blackdog had once served, they must come first to Serakallash though the desert-edge town of the goddess Sera.


“There are ways,” Holla said, looking back, as if he’d heard her thoughts. “We’ll travel the tracks through the mountains’ feet. No caravans, no Westron strays or outposts left to watch their supply lines, we can hope. Water, if you know where to seek it.”


The murmuring of the wizards had gone silent some time before. Their magic-making done, whatever they had been doing.


“Yes,” Iarka said. “Fine. Whatever. Will we come to the lake sooner, this way?”


“No.”


She muttered something under her breath.


“What?”


“This camel is making me sick.”


“It isn’t the camel,” Rifat said.


“Fine, this baby is making me sick and the camel isn’t helping.”


“Aren’t there, I don’t know, herbs…?” Jolanan regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. Silly to feel that as the only other woman, she ought to be the one offering advice. Two wizards—and even if one was only a boy of fifteen, he knew things, far more than she about almost everything. Except killing, maybe, and cattle. Two wizards, and a man who’d been around a very long time, with women in his life, and babies, whole lives lived of which she knew nothing, because he didn’t speak of them. But her mouth persisted. “Ginger? I think I heard that somewhere. Or—some wizard thing?”


“We have no ginger left and some wizard thing is the only reason I’m not losing my breakfast all down this beast’s shoulder, not that we’ve had any breakfast.”


“Sorry,” Jolanan said. “I should just shut up, right?”


“Yes. Thank you.”


“Maybe we should stop, make some tea?” Rifat suggested.


“Not yet,” said Holla.


“Soon,” said Iarka. “Or else, old man.”


“Yes, dear.”


That didn’t sound like Holla at all, and won a snort of laughter from Iarka.


Dawn followed as the moon sank from its height, colour seeping into the land. Red sand, red stone, frost in the hollows melting dark as the day’s breath warmed it. They were climbing, and the hills, sand and red grit and flakes of stone, were held together with yellowed grass and low-growing plants long gone to seed, pods empty. She didn’t recognize the shrubs, except the saxaul trees Holla had named, more of them here, growing along what she guessed must be some slough where water would gather in the spring. The Red Desert bloomed then, he had said, when the snows melted and for a brief space it turned green and scarlet, white and gold. The white-cloaked mountains seemed closer now. The Pillars of the Sky, holding up the great high blue.


They made a halt low on the southern side of a long ridge, where their little smoke might spread itself very thin before it rose against the sky. Not that anyone from the caravan was likely to come after them, if Iarka and Rifat had managed to make them forget the encounter, turn the four travellers into some boring dream no one thought worth speaking of, or whatever wizardry might do. Even if the caravaneers did remember, once they’d checked and found their own camels all accounted for and their goods unplundered they’d likely not be bothered. But enemies were ahead of them. Westron scouts might roam far from their march.


Jolanan’s left eye, or the scarred socket that was all she had remaining of it, was aching again. Or her head was, around there. Hard to tell the difference. Windblown sand found its way into the seams of the scarring despite the leather patch that protected the scars.


Hideous. She still tried not to touch it, washing her face with a dampened rag, while Rifat made the smallest of fires that would boil a kettle with a few lumps of dry camel-dung and some dead twigs. Still couldn’t stand the feel of it to her fingertips. A hollow, filled with scar, crossed with ridges. Being scarred across the face, as if someone had tried to take off the top of her head with an axe, which they had…being blind in one eye—neither of those would have given her this twist in the gut, this flinching from herself. But her eye was gone, and whatever the wizard-surgeon Rose had done, it had left no socket for a crystal eye like in the Lay of Brued One-Eye that the bards sang; she had no eyelid, no lashes. Just—ugliness. All that he could save.


Not dead of a cracked skull. Not dead of a festering lump of rot sunk in her face. Not dead.


“Here, let me.”


“I can look after myself.”


“I know. Let me?”


She let Holla-Sayan take the cloth from her hand. Childish and cranky to deny him. He meant only kindness. When he was finished, he waited for her to tie the patch in place again, but wrapped her headscarf for her. A lover’s intimacy, or a sick-nurse’s condescension? She leaned her face into his chest.


“I’m sorry,” she said. For being cranky. For feeling as she did, still— angry, and ugly, and lost. Let the feel of him holding her deny all that. Warm, solid. Arms around her. Unwashed sweat and smoke and camels and the oiled leather of his brigandine. The man she had left her friends, left her duty to the memory of her goddess Jayala to follow.


She felt too young.


She let him go on holding her, standing there, the two of them leaning together.


“Tea?”


Jolanan twisted in Holla’s arms to take the cup Iarka offered. It was black, smoky, almost syrupy. One thought of the ferry-folk of Kinsai as practically beggars, with their ragged, piecemeal looks, their collecting of the odds and ends others threw away, including children like Rifat, who had run from his Black Desert tribe with his small brother for reasons he didn’t go into, but there was always sugar in the tea, and the jewel Iarka wore in the side of her nose was surely a ruby.


Holla didn’t let Jolanan go, accepted a cup over her shoulder, one arm comfortably about her waist as if she belonged there, tucked against him. The fire was out again already, the remnants of the fuel to be carefully packed away once they cooled. Rifat shared out cold, oily campbread from the previous night while the camels ate a little. Jolanan leaned back against Holla-Sayan again, shut her eye. Wished this feeling of misery would stop creeping up and hitting her, this childish despair that she was—somehow no longer herself. Iarka, Rifat—they had lost family, friends—they had ridden away knowing death was going to follow for those they left behind. They didn’t wallow. They rode to something, in anger, in love, in hate, to save something…all of that at once. Holla—Holla-Sayan, she had to make an effort to think of him by his true name—him, too. And Iarka made jokes about her morning sickness, and Rifat was earnest and tender with Iarka as if she were his own sister, and brotherly to Jolanan too, the stranger who’d come among them, despite all they had lost. And she couldn’t shake this petty loathing of her own face.


Holla—Holla-Sayan—tipped her head back, kissed her forehead, turned her and kissed her nose and then her mouth. Not playful. Serious. Testing. She knew it. And she felt…nothing. Exhaustion that had nothing to do with long days and lack of sleep, which she should be well used to by now. Anything else was a distant dream, a life half forgotten.


“Into the mountain paths by nightfall, if we push it,” he said, letting her go. “Ready to ride?”


They hadn’t lain together to make love since the evening—the night she had been wounded. Too ill, too tired, not enough privacy, too much grief—there were many reasons and all of them good. She thought Iarka and Rifat would not have minded what she and Holla-Sayan might have done under cover of the night, but someone was always awake on watch and they slept under the open sky. It seemed a good excuse.


She didn’t know what she felt, what she might feel, knowing now what he was.


Which shamed her. Maybe that was the ugliness she felt in herself. Not her scarred face after all, but her secret thought that she had lain with a monster unknowing.


Nothing had changed in him, not his kindness, his patience, not his sudden glints of humour or the passion that lurked under the weariness. He hadn’t changed. Something in her had. For good? He looked like a man. She had seen him turn into a monstrous dog.


She wanted him to hold her. She didn’t want him to touch her. She wished she were home, that the Westrons had never crossed the mountains…might as well wish papa had never been injured, that blow to the head that made him a cantankerous child again, in need of constant care, wish mama hadn’t died when her little sister who never lived was born, wish she were a child again.


Wish herself the adult she pretended to be, the skirmisher and then lancer who had fought the Westrons through a summer and autumn of unending retreat, the woman and warrior Holla-Sayan seemed to think he wanted.


Wishes were nothing. Less than mist drifting on the wind.


Iarka had the first watch of the night when they had camped, as Holla-Sayan promised, in the feet of the mountains. There was even water, a little spring welling up from a crack in the rocks, shimmering away to lose itself in a dry, gravel gully, where thirsty roots drank all that it had. There was no goddess, but the mere sound of the water gave a sense of peace, at least to Jolanan.


The air off the mountains was cold, and their fire was already out. They could not go on sleeping in the open much longer, but there were not so many more days ahead of them, Holla-Sayan said, and once they were right into the mountains they could keep a fire going, or cut brush to make a shelter.


She laid her blankets down next to his, the first time she had done so since they left the Upper Castle. He looked at her. Solemn. He had such beautiful eyes. That was what she had first noticed about him, when he was a worrying stranger. The air, too, of danger, of something that might be let loose. It had drawn her, then. Matched something in herself, she had thought.


Well, she had seen that hidden danger surface, seen it wake. Found it wasn’t what she had thought, whatever that might have been.


She didn’t know how to say she was afraid, but she wanted his arms around her again, like this morning, when they drank tea. She wanted to have responded to his kiss.


That was all. That was all there would be, with Iarka or Rifat sitting up, watching the night.


It wasn’t going to be enough for him. She felt that, when they pressed close together under their shared blankets, but what did she expect? And she…wanted him. She very badly wanted him and wanted not to be afraid of him, but she dreamed of a black shape laced with fire, and burning eyes, and fangs, leaping out of the night, and sometimes it was her enemy whose throat it seized, and sometimes it was herself.


He pulled her closer to him, more comfortably against him, and she settled her head on his chest. If they started kissing at this point…Iarka had climbed away uphill a little and Rifat had turned his back, blankets pulled up over his head. She wanted, she badly wanted, to slide a hand up under Holla’s shirt, to stroke over that bare warm skin, the curling hair there, to let herself touch, as she had used to. To have his hands moving, too, to lift herself up to lie over him, face to face, mouth to mouth…


One arm around her, hand on her waist. The other on her cheek, cradling her head against him. He didn’t move again, just held her there, whatever else he might want.


She was so damned tired. And safe. And she wanted to laugh. Rifat was snoring, and Rifat—did not snore.


She settled more comfortably into Holla-Sayan’s embrace. Sighed. Fell asleep.


Woke at a hand on her mouth, a skittering of stone, a body gone tense, half rising, carrying her with him as he sat up. Jolanan rolled away, reaching for the sabre she had laid at her side. Knelt, blade unsheathed. Hearing nothing.


“Something,” said Iarka, and Rifat was on his feet, a spear in his hand. Late enough the moon had risen and she should have had the second watch. The two wizards had let them lie, or someone had slept when they should not, which she did not believe of either of Kinsai’s folk.


“Get out of here,” Holla-Sayan said. “Go! Run! Iarka, go! Jo, get her away.”


Because it was Iarka, Iarka of all of them, who must live.


Jolanan grabbed her boots in her free hand and ran sock-footed, nothing but a shirt between her heart and an enemy’s blade, to Iarka, who still wore her shirt of Northron mail and stood hesitating by the camels, unsaddled, but restless, now. One began to heave itself up.


Nothing to be seen, nothing to be heard, but the air felt like a thunderstorm. Hopping, she pulled on her boots.


“Go!” Holla-Sayan said—snarled, as Rifat yelled and hurled his spear at a blackness that thickened out of the night. There was a flare of white, as if lightning answered. Jolanan grabbed Iarka’s arm and they both ran. Camels bellowed behind. Something howled. Rifat cried out again. Iarka jerked her arm free, began muttering, tracing shapes in the air. Sparks danced along her fingers and she fell to her knees, crying out, holding her head.


Something shrieked, a high, animal sound. Lightning blazed a path into the sky and for a moment Jolanan saw it, a man, standing, a knife that trapped the light as if it were ice, and he held the dog, huge as a wolf, in the air by the throat, as if it weighed nothing. He stabbed between its clawing forelegs and into its heart even as it twisted and broke free and it fell and was a man, with the hilt of a knife standing out of his chest, but the metal—melted, like ice, in the dancing lightning’s glare, and Holla-Sayan was still. And the stranger seized him up in his arms as if he were a child and they were gone.


The sudden dark was blinding.


Too fast. Too much. In the space of a thunderbolt’s strike she could not have seen, have known…


She had, she did.


He was gone. Again. And this time she could not follow.


Jolanan found Rifat sprawled amid the rocks. She feared him dead, struck down by lightning, by wizardry or devil’s rage. But he still breathed, though he was cold as the frosted earth and couldn’t be woken. Iarka, crawling to them, felt her way over his body from head to heel and said no bones were broken, so they made a nest of all their blankets and took it in turns to lie close against him, one sharing warmth while the other kept watch. They didn’t speak, beyond the few words necessary to wake each other, trading the watch. Words seemed—too much. Jolanan felt she must scream, shriek like the mad, if either of them so much as spoke his name.


Around the same time that the night began to leach out of the east, Rifat stirred and began to mutter in his native Black Desert tongue. Iarka woke him, gently, murmuring in the same speech. For a moment he clung to her like a child, whimpering, panting, that child woken from nightmare.


“What?” she asked. “Tell me, Rifat, what do you see?”


“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing. Dreams—I can’t—it was cold and screaming…I can’t, Iarka. I don’t remember. It’s all…smoke. Gone.” He looked around. “Holla-Sayan’s gone.”


Gone.


Dead.


No. You didn’t murder someone and carry away their corpse. Even—


“That was the All-Holy himself,” Jolanan said, her voice tight. “No wizard could have done that. It was Jochiz.”


No answer. Iarka had scrambled away and was on her knees throwing up. Rifat looked like he might join her, unsteady and cautious as a hangover in moving, a black and swollen bruise on his temple.


“Holla isn’t dead,” Jolanan said. “He isn’t.” Wanting contradiction so she could argue, could yell. Or confirmation, so she could believe it. Neither wizard answered.


No tracks to follow. No wizardry of any use.


It took them four days to come to Lissavakail, Iarka guiding them, tilting her head sometimes, as if listening, or raising her head to sniff the wind. She mostly rode with a hand on her not-yet-swelling belly, as if to remind herself of what she had to protect. Sometimes her fingers tapped a rhythm. Hearing music in her head, or working some wizardry? Jolanan didn’t bother to ask. Couldn’t care. The older woman led them wrong only a few times, paths that disappeared, or climbed to where only goats might go. A change in the air, flurries. It was winter already, not so far above them. Feet cold, and fingers; sleeping two together and one on watch with a fire, because there was brush enough to burn and lack of a fire had not stopped the worst of enemies from finding them. On the night that Iarka said should be their last in the open before Lissavakail, enough snow fell to threaten the flames, and they huddled together sitting as close to it as possible, shaggy camels turning to snow-mounds at their backs. They broke up their camp at first light and set out, the world dull white around them, the sky grey, threatening more. There were no shadows in that overcast world. Too easy to misjudge a distance, to ride over a drop. Some great black bird circled overhead, wings vast enough to dwarf an eagle, never flapping. She thought of the devil Vartu, who flew in the form of a bird, but she was gone to Marakand. And Vartu had already proven she would not stand against Jochiz. The spark of hope died. Jolanan had not till then realized it had been even been struck to life.


A halt came at noon, with a narrow lake before them. Time for a bite to eat, time to rest the camels. Time, apparently, to consider that they were lost.


“We want to go that way,” Iarka said, pointing out over the grey sheet of water that filled the steep-sided valley. “Old Great Gods damn, what’s wrong with—with everything? Where’s the damned road?” Her voice shook.


“That’s not Lissavakail? Not the goddess’s lake?”


“No! It’s—there’s no goddess, it’s just water and it shouldn’t be here.”


“How do you know?” Jolanan asked. “Did he tell you?” And if Holla-Sayan had described their route in such detail, why hadn’t he told all of them—why hadn’t he told her?


“I wish he had. Why in the cold hells do you think I’ve been hunting and searching and risking some bastard Westron diviner catching scent of us all these days? This shouldn’t be here. I know it, I feel it—it’s wrong.” Her hand was on her belly again, and Rifat edged his camel up alongside, laid a hand on her arm.


“It’s all right,” he said. “We’ll find a way around. Let’s have something to eat, a bit of rest, and Jolanan and I can go scouting.”


“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.”


“ Don’t—”


A shout, above. No words in it, a wordless hail, meant to carry.


Jolanan set an arrow to the string and Rifat reached for his bow. Silence, then a gust of stinging snow off the mountainside. Another cry followed it, words, maybe, this time.


Iarka tipped her head, listening. Her eyes were pinched with cold, scarf wrapped to cover most of her face, frosted over.


She pulled her scarf down, cupped her hands to her mouth and called back her own name, three singing syllables. Looked over at Rifat, grinning. “Lissavakaili,” she said. “And our cousins. Kinsai be thanked, we are here after all.”


Figures were moving on the mountainside above them, scrambling like goats. Jolanan couldn’t help but brace herself for the cry, the tumbling fall that never came.


Rifat was waving both arms shouting, asking about someone called Besni. His younger brother, Jolanan remembered, gone with the rest when the folk of the Upper Castle evacuated.


No kin or friends to welcome her here. Let them have their reunion. The wind slapped her hard, racing up over the water; it thrust icy lances under her scarves, inside her coat, stinging tears from her good eye. Her scars ached like fresh bruises.


She could see sixteen, eighteen, maybe a score of people spilling down the slope; women in blue coats, shorter than most Westgrasslanders; some taller folk among them, pale-skinned and brown and two very dark, in sheepskin or caravaneer’s coats, ribbons in their hair, bright random scarves—folk of Kinsai. There was a tower up there, she saw now, a squat round thing looking like just another outcropping of the mountain, snow roofed. The people in the lead came dropping down to the track. Iarka and Rifat were afoot, engulfed in them, being embraced from all directions. Jolanan climbed down her camel’s side, stood, watching, feeling a weariness, a loneliness that seemed old and entirely her own, like a coat she had misplaced, settle on her.


“Jolanan of the Jayala’arad,” a mountain woman said, leaping lightly down the last drop to the track. One of the—priestesses, she supposed all the women in blue must be. Warrior-priestesses of Attalissa, guardians of these mountains. She was young, not much older than Jolanan, but spoke with the assurance of rank. She wore a circlet from which golden discs like coins dangled in twos and threes, woven through her short black hair, bright on her forehead. They chimed like little bells. Gold earrings and a collar of turquoise.


Young face, maybe. Old, old eyes. Wise. Kind. Angry.


Words failed.


“I saw the devil in my dreams,” the goddess Attalissa said. She reached a hand. Jolanan took it. Was embraced. She clung, as if to a sister found.




CHAPTER II


…the early spring, following the year in which the All-Holy crossed over the Karas.


The sun hung low in the west. Down below in the camp, where the roots of the mountains dug into the edge of the stony desert, they performed the service of the evening prayers. The All-Holy prayed apart, as was right in the eyes of his folk. He led the songs, half-sung, half-chanted, of his seventh-circle commanders of the faith, with the most honoured of the sixth-circle diviners summoned to weave their words and their powers with his, in the privacy of his great tent. The folk of the faith—soldiers and knights, teachers and followers, converts and conscripts—prayed in their marching-squads and companies, arrayed in ragged lines, droning rote responses to the song-leaders, who were often mere third-circle teachers, not even priests. Many of those below did not understand more than few words of the Tiypurian dialect of Westron that was the language of the faith. Folk of other tribes of the west, folk of the lands east of the Karas, of the Western Grass and the Great.


Their lack of understanding did not matter. That they mouthed the words at all was power. It bound them, made them a fellowship, made them kin, the chosen, beloved servants of the All-Holy, whom the Old Great Gods had sent to save them.


Or something like that. Sarzahn didn’t pay the tenets of the faith much mind. That was his brother’s affair.


The singing grated on him, though. A flat drone, no true music in it. No true power.


No life.


Something else about the evening was grating on him.


There was a wrongness to the air, the scent of a stranger. Not even that alone. The taste of the colour of death, of old bone. Faint, though. Perhaps only a memory.


Memory was strange, deceitful. Sometimes he remembered…Sarzahn could not think what. Voices. Scents, sharp and clear as faces, but scent, face, voice—all unknown. He did not think he had ever known them, any of those mist-thin dreams. He did not think he had ever been, before. There was—now. This. All else a dream, a shadow in the water.


Now, here. A wrongness in the air, a stranger’s scent, high on the mountainside, where no scouts had been dispatched. There were lookouts, yes, but they were ahead, the next ridge. Up there—broken stone, a narrow hanging valley, all stone teeth between the tree-trunks, a pale forest of still-leafless birch, bent and broken by the storms of a brutal winter. Down here, the last straggling companies of the Army of the North were coming into the camp, humans half-dead on their feet. Stink. Noise. Dust. Hard to breathe, for the dust. It was always either dust or miring muck now, as winter lost its grip. Here, there was broken stone and gritty sand in long fingers reaching from the west to the mountains, and in bands between, like valleys filled with what the steep slopes could not hold, soft and clinging clay. Water, too, shallow pools that buzzed with midges. But mostly clay, and the last weeks had been all clay, which seized the wagon wheels and would not let them go, sucked them axle deep. Clay that pulled the boots off the feet of those fortunate enough to possess boots. Few were. It made this march’s return to dust seem desirable.


Over the winter they had lost many to frostbite, fingers and toes, noses and ears turning purple, black, rotting and sloughing away and the blood-poison spreading. Lost many outright, dead of cold and found frozen come the morning. Engineers and the diviners and the All-Holy himself had cut and broken stone and made a hard road down the cliffs of the Undrin Rift and up again, and they had left bodies there, too, crushed by stone, fallen from the heights. Blessed in their god’s service. Such thoughts comforted a human servant.


Sarzahn didn’t much care, himself. Humans were such brief things, a flash of colour, of song, of pain. Soul passing through the world in a shell of matter and gone again. Possibly it was a relief to them.


Hard to sort out the scents of the air, to think clearly. Mind wandered. He leapt down from the rock on which he had lain, padded away to a higher vantage where the ground began to climb more steeply. One might think them some desperate retreat, but they were victorious, and marching to greater victory. They had crossed the Dead Hills, barren and poisoned lands. They had climbed the Karas and spilled down onto the Nearer Grass and conquered that thinly-peopled land and the gods of that land, and the folk of those gods had given themselves to the worship of the All-Holy, or they had died. Which the priests of the All-Holy said was fitting.


Human things. Faith. Belief. He had neither. Sarzahn had his brother, and all his heart beat for him. It was not faith. It was—existence.


They had crossed the Kinsai’av—shadow-memory flickered in the water, deep in his mind. Dangerous, that river. Had he been there?


His brother had not yet found him, saved him, then. No. He had been lost, still, and dying. That flicker of—was it pain?—when he thought on the river and the long march to it was only dream as well.


The winter’s skirting of the Great Grass, the engineers and wizard shattering of stone, making a road down into the Undrin Rift and up again, the bodies left buried in the rubble there—that he remembered.


The children dead, and the gods and goddesses, small powers of the grasslands, and the chieftains defeated when they came dashing their riders against the lines of spears or the ditches of the camps…


Kill me the chieftain of the Red Wind Banners, his brother might say, had said. Or the Blue, or the Grey-Tail, whoever opposed them. Swift and sure, take the heart out of them, to spare our folk for the march, to save our strength for Marakand.


And he had done this, for his brother, gone as a stalking beast in the night, to do what was murder, not war. Because it was his brother who asked, and he was his brother’s faithful dog.


In his mind was a picture, such as a bard’s words might make from a song. A land of low, slow hills, grass rolling in waves, green and silver, and clouds running, small, swift, white against blue, and horses below, running, and a bird unseen high in the sky, singing heartbreak…


A song he had heard once, perhaps. An interlude in some bard’s tale. But there were no singers, no storytellers, with the armies of the All-Holy. Only the teachers and the priests, to teach and repeat the stories of the coming of the All-Holy, the hermit who became the embodiment of the Nameless God. Only the priests of the sixth circle, the diviners, the wizards, to sing the prayers of power, to weave miracles from song.


Scent drifting down the mountainside. A bit curious, beginning to be also a bit irritated, at the way his mind wandered, as if—


—as if something nudged him aside, nudged him away from paying attention to that faint betraying air, human skin and leather and oiled steel, sent him wandering into the past, other thoughts leaking…The voices on the edges of the mind. He pushed them down.


Wizardry. Not quite wizardry. Almost like the touch of a god, but there was no god in this region of the mountains, not even a small wild one of no folk. Wizardry, then. Something of Marakand, and it thought to hide from the All-Holy and the All-Holy’s servant.


He flowed down off the ridge like a shadow, keeping to bare stone, off the snow that still lay in the hollows and the northern shade. Followed a wandering course, circling, climbing where no man could go.


The All-Holy was still with his commanders and the song-leaders of the sixth circle. There was much preparation to be done before they joined with Dimas and the Army of the South for the assault on the defences of the Pass of Marakand. This straying wizard of their enemies was not worth his brother’s attention.


Dusk was falling by the time he had worked his way to where he wanted to be, uphill and, if not directly downwind, at least not where the cold night breeze rolling from greater heights would carry his scent straight to his enemy. Human. Wizard. Prey, but not an animal, to be alerted by the smell of him in turn. But it was instinct, not thought. Something in the memory of the bone and blood, the pattern he shaped, was shaped in.


Sarzahn had sight of his quarry now. A man nested in rocks among the birches. From where he lay, the camp would be in view. Had he been set there to count their numbers?


A spy and a wizard. Some divination worked on the camp. Some spell set against them. Sarzahn did not understand the working of such things, but there was, now he sought it, that faint tang in the air. Something of power, subtle in its strength. Knotted bundles of herbs and twigs scattered about, like nosegays gathered by a child with no eye for flowers, little twists of dead weeds. Not a magic he had ever seen.


Stirrup-crossbow, spanned and lying by the man’s side. He should have noticed that first of all. Why leave it spanned, stretching the cord, when he could not from this height make a shot to the camp? Defence against sudden discovery—a rider’s short bow would be better: swifter, more practical, lighter to carry. Sword unsheathed, too. Northron, long and ornately hilted. The man wore a grey wool shirt and trousers, a brown jerkin, high-collared, which might be reinforced with plates of horn or steel within, a headscarf in muted greys and faded green. Faded himself into the land. Made himself part of it. Was hard to see, for a moment. Rock and bark and winter-sere brush. Was lying on a long, tawny coat, settled in for a wait on the frost-bitter ground.


Maybe he hadn’t been lying there long with the bow spanned. Maybe—


Maybe Sarzahn was not the only one who felt a presence by means of a sense that had no name, felt what had no words, tasted the colour of powers that moved in the world—


Sarzahn was already moving, charging to attack as the man came up on one knee, turning, the bow levelled and the trigger squeezed—


He felt the bolt; it stroked his fur, furrowed flesh, struck stone and he was leaping down the steep slope, through the trees—the man on his feet, sword in hand.


Fast. He went for the arm, to have that biting edge out of the reckoning before he took the man’s throat, but his enemy—moving, striking—it was the flat of the blade smacked hard across his muzzle and he snarled rage, twisted away, turned back when the man might think he would run and seized—but the man had caught up his coat to muffle his warding arm and though Sarzahn bit into flesh he didn’t crack bone, mouth full of camel-rank wool and the man clouted him with the hilt this time, top of his head, shouting something he couldn’t hear, words strange and buzzing like wasps, like fainting, sound gone distant and strange, or maybe—


No!


Voice, thought, his, not his, and he had flinched away, crouching, snarling. The man moved warily. Blood stained the coat. He spoke the whole time he moved. To distract, maybe. Seeking better footing. Sarzahn watched till almost he had his ground, and then launched himself, but the man saw the movement. So swift in his movements, Sarzahn hadn’t fought anyone so swift, so assured, as if he read every nerve and muscle, since—


He did not know.


But he was just as quick and the man was down under his paws—not swift enough. The man’s sword, drawn back, was pressed, just biting, below his throat, the soft centre of his chest. Cold. Wet. Sarzahn was bleeding. Inches, a thrust to his lungs the man hadn’t made.


The restraint could be nothing but deliberate.


Sarzahn could tear the face off him. He could survive that steel even were it pressed further, survive the blade even in his lungs. He was fairly certain. He’d known such wounds before. He thought. Maybe. The man wouldn’t live.


Afraid. Of course this swordsman-wizard was. Fear of death every mortal carried, pitiable and brief. Even a wizard’s life was pitiable and brief. But he spoke again and it was painful, whatever words he shaped. Some wizardry. No smell of it, no hot ash, water, stone, dust scent of a spell. Just words Sarzahn couldn’t grasp the shape of, which seemed to mean something to the man, because his voice grew softer, more urgent, as he if argued, persuaded. He could not understand. He should understand, and he could not, as if some failing in his mind suddenly took comprehension of the language, of any language, from him.


Sarzahn snarled.


No. No. No!


He was bleeding, angry, growing dizzy, which he should not with so slight a blood-letting…


He lunged, jaws snapping, forgetting the sword on which he should have skewered himself but the blade was withdrawn—teeth met flesh but he was weak, as if something sapped his strength, denied him his own muscle and sinew. The man struck him with the hilt again and he let go, was flung off as if he weighed nothing. The man rolled aside as Sarzahn fell.


Poison on the quarrel? That first shot, wounding, hadn’t been meant to kill. Disable him. They wanted to take him. Use him against his brother, his secrets, his knowledge. Poison, wizardry—he staggered splay-legged, swaying, vision swimming in shadows and flaring light, the man a tangled knot of it, ribbons, chains of light flying off him, binding him—he too himself was bound, knotted tight, he saw chains, wrapping him, wrapping something within him—


Called desperate, as the man crouched over him, sword sheathed and it was some of those bundled dead weeds the wizard held, his lower face masked with blood. Twigs, straws—they pulsed and shivered and changed their shapes, light beyond colour. The man prised open Sarzahn’s jaws, though he snapped feebly and would have finished what he’d begun and ripped away his face, except vision betrayed him and he missed, clacking on air. Fingers, strong, gripping him, thumb at hazard. He could taste sweat and his enemy’s blood, and what was rough, dry— the bundle of weeds forced between his teeth, crumbling. He fought and bucked and struggled, clawing, but he was flailing like a drunk and fell into his human form, which was worse, weaker, no hope of resisting then and he choked and gagged and could not breath, throat crammed with hay, scratching, tearing, coughing, till he was the dog again and could gulp and swallow even that, too much of it—


The air tore with the sound of thunder and his brother was on them, finally, realizing Sarzahn’s peril, turning sword in hand on the assassin who had come here for this, no spy but a lure and a trap. Sarzahn lurched to four feet again and staggered forward to defend the one who was life and need and heart of his world, but fell as their swords rang, his brother in rage, voice low, venomous, the assassin fighting for his life and he would die, no other outcome, though they danced as equals and it was not the swift thrust and ending Sarzahn expected, his brother—playing, surely, not pressed to hold his own, never.


They were half-dissolved in light, as if they melted, gone to colours, streaked and bleeding into stone, into sky and the white slash of birch, their twigs black cracks that webbed the sky, the searing blade-edge breaking the air. The second sword his brother bore, slung high under his arm, was a cold stillness, a solidity that resisted the dissolving fire and flow that Sarzahn’s failing vision made them.


The assassin was being forced back, though—was giving ground at least—and his brother reached and began to pull to him those threads of light, those chains of fire, of power that bound the wizard and fed or were fed elsewhere. Began to gather light into fire, to burn, to destroy.


No. Again, the voice, the frantic thought, commanding, desperate. His? His, but he did not think he knew it.


Jochiz, he cried, and reached for him, clinging, clutching, a drowning man to pull down a swimmer. Not with teeth, clawing feet, grasping hands. Just reached with everything that was in him, soul to soul and held, dragged close, desperate, needing…It was the pain, the poison, working in him, whatever spell—it must be the poison he had swallowed, searing him hollow, leaving the terror of a howling, empty night—


His brother flinched away from the swordsman and Jochiz’s cheek was opened, had already been opened by his enemy’s sword when he flinched, impossibility, but he dashed blood away with a careless hand, turned away disdainful and the swordsman-wizard was in flight, dodging through the trees, making for the high rocks. Was gone. Illusion. Wizardry. Scent of him, blood and snow. His brother shouted, Imperial Nabbani, maybe, insult perhaps, and laughed, angry. Allowed the Marakander that coward’s retreat. Strode down on Sarzahn wrathful at the distraction that had let his enemy escape.


Dragged his head up. Hooked a finger and cleared a painful mass of hard stalks out of his throat, face twisting at the muck of slime and blood. Let him fall, crouched over him.


Sarzahn’s body was fevered, shivering, panting. Jochiz shoved at him, pushed him into a human form again, and he sweated, shivered still. Torn coat, torn skin and muscles of his back, searing, some poison at work, some wizardry, sinking threads deep into him, weaving, writing…burning patterns like and unlike Northron runes, he saw in the eye of the mind, painted in blood, in light, in the sky before him, in the stone, on his eyes.


He couldn’t read them. Mind, memory, tried, and lost the sense.


“Nabban,” his brother said, as if it were a curse. But at least he could understand speech again. “They’ve heard rumour of you, my dog. But the necromancer greatly underestimates you if he thinks his slave’s mere wizardry will—” Laughed, not finishing his thought, and his hand was rough, stroking hard over the wound, a touch with devil’s powers in it, burning out the wizardry of death. A wound which would have healed swiftly on his own but for the gnawing poison, a pain that was not— not unwelcome, a pain that promised—bitterness in his throat, bleeding, scored, scarred down his throat but it reminded him—the pain, the poison he had swallowed had a voice, a song, a whisper—


Listen. He didn’t say that aloud or even for his brother’s hearing. He did not say it at all. It was not his own voice and yet he knew it as he knew his bodies, the swift flow between them. It whispered, deep, Be still, lie still, listen, wait.


“Later,” his brother said. “Later you shall kill him for me, and we will tear his necromancer god between us, and swallow him.”


The fever was a darkness devouring him. He let it take him. His brother was by him. That was enough.






CHAPTER III


Ahjvar’s heart still pounded; legs still had that trembling, treacherous edge of failure in the knees. Palms slick with sweat, when he gripped the edge of stone, clambering up, toe in a crack, holding himself that one moment by the toe of his boot and the grip of his fingers till this other foot found the higher hold he had scouted from below. Heaved and rolled himself over the edge, lay on his back a moment, just breathing. Stars above, though light lingered in the west. He held the pattern of the dance in his mind yet, the weaving of movement and blade’s edge that wrote almond, to forbid, and walnut for secrecy, and prickly ash, to deny what was, or might be, worked against him. Wizardry of lost Praitan bound in twig and herb, but he had learned to make it something else long ago, held in body and blood and powers that ran in him beyond his own, strong though he had been in wizardry even when he was—that other man, long ago.


He had run. Not a retreat, not thought and planning and the best choice. Run in panic. He’d felt the devil reaching, as if Jochiz groped to seize the heart out of his chest and hold it burning, a fire that would not let him go till it was finished with him, a fire that would reach beyond him, through him, to consume Ghu—he had not cared for Nabban, in that moment, not the god of the land, his god of the mountain and the river, only Ghu, the light and warmth and heart of him, feared to know him burning in the devil’s hatred till they were dead alike, ash and bone—Not again, not again—


Don’t think it. Don’t. Breathe. Find a stillness. Make the place of quiet, of roots and cold waters rising. The scent of pines. The mass of stone beneath him, not this stone, broken and shifting, tremors and fires beneath—the solid mass of the mountain that was home. Make that stillness. Cold. Sharp. Everything clear. Wizardry wrapping him, shield against the devil, thin enough, but over him too the pines, the snows, a strength not his.


Enough?


No. Not if Jochiz chose to exert himself.


Something reached, touched…passed on.


Or maybe? A touch, where he crouched, as if ducking down might help. Arm over him, body pressed close. Something vast. Even a god strong among the gods of the earth was not a strength to withstand a devil. But enough to be no easy prey. And perhaps the devil was not yet willing to force that fight.


They couldn’t count on it.


The feeling of another by him, over him, faded, and that searching presence did not come again. The last ember-glow of sunset had faded, colour drained out of the thickening night, but a waxing gibbous moon was high overhead and he did not need even that. Owl’s eyes. God’s eyes. Shape of the land, making itself known. He went on, climbing, scrambling, slithering where he had not intended to, but he was still shaken and lost the path he had meant to retrace. Came, by midnight, to where he had meant to lie up to await the dawn. Not a good idea. Keep moving. Still too close, though he had come east into the rising mountains and was in a long furrow that twisted a crooked way south, high broken hills to the west, between him and the Westron line of march.


He thought he had come to the right place, at any rate. Cliff, treeless slope with towering dead stalks of fennel making what looked, all silvered and shadowed, like a dwarf forest of palms. No movement, no sound, but he could—something in him could feel—a warmth, call it life or soul or what you would. Hiding. Patience. Fear and boredom.


“Just me,” he called softly, in a language a hundred years dead. The young man was picking it up, though, in overheard dribs and drabs, putting it together with what lingered in the dialect of Nabbani they called Taren now, and which wouldn’t be understood at all if one spoke it in the empire, outside the ports.


Ailan stirred, uncoiling from the nest he had made himself in the grassy undergrowth, like a fawn left by its mother to wait out the day. Fennel stalks crackled as he made his way down, crawling to where the terrain turned too stony even for those to grow, the open ground by the small meltwater pool, frost-fringed. Feeling his way, mostly. He had his own pack slung awkwardly from one shoulder, dragged Ahjvar’s.


“Starting to think I should come look for you.”


“No! Cold hells, no. Never!”


“Don’t know how I’d find my own way back.”


“You shouldn’t be here in the first place. And better die lost here than run into the Westrons.”


“Cheerful. You hurt? Your voice sounds funny.” A hand came reaching, a wary fluttering. Ailan knew better than to touch him. Ahjvar caught his wrist.


“ It’s nothing.”


“’Course not. Let me see. Is your nose broken?”


“No.”


“Let me see. Make a light.”


Wretched—people didn’t talk back to him. They watched him warily and got out of the way. Called him “Rihswera” as the Nabbani ambassador did, and bowed, and that was just fine if it gave him space.


He called up a light, a silvery moonglow in the hand. Small wizardry and not too likely to draw attention to break his shielding.


His headscarf was sodden dark where he had used it to blot his face, hold his nose, a brief pause in his flight when the dripping down his chin became demanding. Coat spattered with dark stains where he had used it to protect his arm, too. Torn.


“Nori bless, what happened? Did you find—? Here, let me.”


Ailan was only trying to help and Ahjvar did not strike his hand away, when he unwrapped Ahjvar’s scarf from about his neck and used a clean end of it, wetted in the pool, to dab cautiously at his face.


“It’s not bad. We need to keep moving.” Put some more miles between themselves and the Westron camp. They’d have moonlight through the gathering streaks of cloud for a while yet, if they kept out of the shadow of the western slopes. Some pursuit would be out after them with daybreak.


“Not till you’re cleaned up. Old Great Gods, what a mess.”


Ahjvar gave himself up to having his face washed, like a child who’d been brawling and gotten his nose bloodied. There was something…appealing in the way the young man refused to be cowed.


Or aggravating. He should have knocked Ailan around the ears and sent him straight back when he realized the young man had followed, trailing behind him, falling farther and farther back. That he was going to lose himself and die in the damned hills. Went back to retrieve him and—had been so close to striking. And that was what he was used to, Ailan, and so Ahjvar hadn’t. Argued, but didn’t even tell him how stupid he was being, because the Taren had a lifetime of the world telling him he was not fast enough or strong enough or smart enough, and it came down to, not lucky enough, this one. Laid out the sensible arguments, swallowing anger and frustration. Ailan had only gone sullen and angry himself, terrified all the while, which damned well hurt. In the end Ahjvar had given in to the argument that he needed someone to keep watch for him “or something”—Ailan himself hadn’t been able to think of what use, precisely, he might be. Even then he’d still looked like a scolded dog, and still been shaking, inside, with the fear of what he’d chosen. He baffled Ahjvar, he really did, as not the most stubborn and over-confident imperial princess ever had.


Ailan couldn’t find his own way back to the city. That had been the telling argument, in the end. Ahjvar didn’t know what to do with the boy, yet if you took in a feral pup, you didn’t give it a feed and drive it off the next day. But what was it with young strays latching on to him like he was some mother duck, anyway? He was hardly anyone’s idea of a father-figure.


“I guess it’s not broken,” Ailan said. “You look—you scared me. So much blood.”


“Noses bleed.”


“Yeah, yours did. What happened? Did you find him? And he bit you?”


“Obviously.”


“Lucky you still have a nose. Lucky you still have a face.”


“How bad is it?” He couldn’t see, squinting down his nose. Red smears.


“Dunno. ’S all still there. That’s pretty good, really, for a dog attack. More like he was just playing, really. I think you’ve got a hole right through the side, though.”


Forgetting himself, Ailan took Ahjvar’s chin in his hand, frowning, inspecting, and that was too close, too much.


“You could put a jewel in that. Black Desert fashion. Well, for a woman. But turquoise would look good.”


“No.”


“Maybe your god would like it?”


“No!” He could feel the Taren’s breath on his face. Feel his hand trembling. Hear—was it hearing?—the racing heart. Afraid, for all his labouring to make jokes. Ahjvar pushed him off.


“Sorry.” Ailan backed away. “Maybe you’d better wash your beard? Um, I filled the water-gourds before it got dark—”


“Good.”


“— yeah, so you don’t have to worry about dirtying the pool if you stick your face in it…you want me to look at your arm, too? If he can track by smell…”


“Even a mortal hound could follow our scent without the blood.” But Ahjvar did as Ailan suggested. It was sense. Ghu would tell him the same.


Ailan rinsed out the scarf, wrung it and tied it to the strap of a pack to dry. Sat back on his heels, watching.


Nothing but a few scratches on Ahjvar’s arm. Not anything even Ghu would worry about. Ahvar clenched the light in his fist, extinguishing it. The longer he let it go, the greater the chance a wizard’s searching would notice. And he was only guessing human trackers wouldn’t be set loose till the dawn.


“So is he a traitor, or what?” Ailan asked.


They fell into a rhythm of walking, Ailan sticking close enough that Ahjvar could reach to steady him when the ground dropped suddenly or a stone rose to trip him. A silence that felt companionable. For all his willingness—maybe it was need—to chatter when he felt unsure of himself, Ailan could be silent. Foxes were yipping down the valley. Stones, unavoidably, clicked and clattered underfoot. The Taren’s doing, not his. Patches of snow gave Ailan some light, reflecting the moon, but had to be skirted not to leave plain tracks.


“You didn’t answer,” Ailan said softly, when they had come into a stand of trees again, pale trunks twisted by the winds, and were picking a way around snow-patches. “Is the Blackdog a traitor?”


“I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happened to him, what’s been done. He’s no prisoner.”


But he did know. He felt the horror of it in his gut, growing into a smothering weight of nightmare, and if he began to brood on that—


Ahjvar had known such service. Better to be dead.


“Jochiz came after me to defend him.”


“You saw the All-Holy?” Ailan’s cautious voice rose, forgetful. “You fought him? Did you—is he dead?”


“Fool, no. I ran away and he stayed to try to save the dog.”


“You killed the Blackdog?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t intend to.” He had only been sent to spy, to speak if he could find the chance. To report back. Not to meddle in devil’s workings that he didn’t understand. Patterns of home, of finding, of a road…wizardry that must weigh nothing against a devil’s chains. He didn’t understand the shapeshifter’s sudden weakness, as if he’d been struck with some poison. The arrow had been meant as a last resort; he’d wanted to talk to the Blackdog, find out what he was doing in Jochiz’s train. Argue with him, if he claimed Sien-Shava Jochiz had some great cause worth his betrayal. Ahjvar might know, too well, the making and the uses of poisons; he didn’t deal in such things any more, and he’d nearly missed, the dog had come on so fast. The wound shouldn’t even have slowed him, unless steel itself was somehow anathema to him, a thing he had never heard of. Something had nearly undone the shapeshifter though, and given him his chance with the spells he seemed to have bound into shape, hands moving, mind drifting, dream-edge walking while he thought he watched, alert. Not quite certain what he had done, even, or what he had meant to do. Lure him within the pattern of them on the ground…?


Ghu was fey and saw what his champion did not, and reached through him…


So what did you think we were doing, idiot boy, weaving spells against a devil? I worry when you start playing with wizardry. You don’t know what you’re doing.


Nothing answered. He touched the necklace at his throat, shells and acorns pierced and woven into a braid of hair, human and horse.


Ghu was very far away, and a god could not reach beyond their own land.


But they lay within one another. They made a new shape in the world. Not a braid. Two rivers that flowed into one.


Whatever had stricken down the shapeshifter, he’d better not be counting on it to last. And he did not think, whatever Ghu might hope— if Ghu had anything at all to do with it and it was not his own uneasy wizardry—that a few twists of weeds in a wish for the lost would do much good.


“It’s whispered the Blackdog’s a traitor,” the storyteller had said. Her name was Moth, or Ulfhild, or Vartu, but Ghu had met her first the day he had also met Ivah, and she had been telling stories then, in a market of Marakand, and so she was forever the storyteller to him. Ghu trusted her, as much as he trusted any devil. Ahjvar himself found her hard to read. Still and cold. Deep water, and dark. “They’ve kept that rumour close, the wardens, but the spies Yeh-Lin recruited reported him as the All-Holy’s most trusted companion throughout the winter. Man or dog, always there, always at Sien-Shava’s side.”


Sien-Shava. Yeh-Lin called him Jochiz.


“How do you decide what name to go by?” Ahjvar asked. An interruption, and rude, but he wanted to understand. Names mattered. His did. It wasn’t one he had been born with, didn’t even belong to his own folk, neither that of his birth nor the one of his choosing. A name of the eastern deserts. He’d taken it off a man he’d killed, another assassin employed by a rival to his then-employer. Probably hadn’t been that man’s own, either.


But it was the name Ghu called him by.


Names mattered, if you would hold the shape of a thing.


“Myself?” the storyteller asked. “Or him? I’m Moth, mostly. It…fits very comfortably. Sien-Shava, though—is Jochiz and only Jochiz, in his own mind. He despises what’s human in himself and yet it shapes who he is, so strongly. More than many of us, I think. So, I call him Sien-Shava. He hates it.”


“Petty.”


She grinned. Always startling. She was so sombre, in manner, in dress. In mood. Mostly she smiled for the bear-demon, for him alone. He had been there too, a great golden bulk slouched between the cedars of Gurhan’s hill. Opening dark eyes, at that.


“Petty,” Mikki rumbled. “But a good thing for us all to remember, Rihswera of Nabban. There is a human soul within him yet, for all he wants to think himself a god, and it was a nasty, corrupted and corrupting little soul when he was nothing but an outlawed wizard. Holla-Sayan is no traitor.”


“No,” Moth agreed.


“Prisoner,” the bear said. “Slave.”


“The Lady did so,” Ahjvar said. He could hardly find his voice. Ailan, sitting chin on his knees a little apart from them all, but where he could watch Ahjvar, frowned at that.


“The dead wizards? That was necromancy.”


“But nonetheless.” It was Gurhan who spoke. The god of this hill, gnarled, worm-holed stone, dwarf held in the feet of the Pillars of the Sky yet more ancient than any of their peaks. He was sole god of Marakand now, and with the devils and Ahjvar in their counsels. A committee, perhaps, preparing for war, in parallel with the senate and the wardens. Out of nowhere he was there among them, standing beside Ahjvar, looking down. His face varied. Malagru hillman, today, long brown hair knotted up in looped braids, pale skin, grey eyes. A city caftan, though, green as the cedars, grey as the stone. He settled down to sit there, put a hand on his shoulder. Ahjvar would have flinched from a human touch. Gurhan’s hand was only a steadying warmth.


“Look for a collar,” Mikki said.


“Speak with him, if you have the chance,” Moth said. “Call yourself an ambassador of the city. Even Sien-Shava may respect that, once or twice.”


“See him,” the god said. “Look into the Blackdog with all that is in you. Weigh what is in him. Then we’ll know. Then we can do, what we might do.”


“Just don’t surprise him,” the demon said. “He doesn’t deal with being startled any better than you claim you do. He bit me once.” He rubbed his shoulder against a tree-trunk.


Moth snickered.


“Laugh, princess. He’s got bloody sharp teeth.” But Mikki was laughing.


“He is of Marakand,” Gurhan said. “He may never have called himself one of my folk, but he fought for us and bled for us and very nearly died for us. He lived here; his descendants live here yet. I don’t care that he is a devil. I find—I do not much care what kind someone’s soul is. He is a good person, Holla-Sayan, and this is his home as much as any place, and I am his god, even if he does not choose to call me so. One of his gods, perhaps. I have the right, and the duty, to claim him. I do. For what strength that may give, whatever you might do.”


“We can’t do anything, yet.” Moth sighed and rubbed her face. “I can’t spare anything from your defence, god of this land. If I look away— Sien-Shava is waiting.”


“Which may be why he’s taken the Blackdog,” Mikki said. “He lost one hostage, so he’s seized another.”


“But Holla-Sayan walks free. There’s something more.”


“Ahjvar?” Gurhan spoke.


Ahjvar looked at the god.


“Holla-Sayan is my son of this city, my adopted son of this city…You know there is more than wizardry in you. If he is lost—please—if you, if the two of you, if Nabban can find the way—make him a road back.”


Dipped his head in a bow. “My lord,” in his own tongue. Gurhan was not that, but he was lord of this hill.


Ailan was so tired he thought he might be falling asleep, only dreaming he was walking, trying and failing to move cat-silent, to be nothing but a flowing shadow. Trying to be what Ahjvar was, and, failing that, to be someone he wouldn’t despise.
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