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Audsley stepped through the Lunar Portal and stumbled with a gasp into darkness. On his shoulder, Aedelbert hissed in alarm, rearing up and flaring his wings as Audsley tripped and fell, cracking down onto both knees and sending old bones skittering away from him across a smooth black floor. Heart pounding, he fought the urge to scream. The room into which he'd emerged was vast, with ebon pillars broader than the biggest trees rising up to disappear into the gloom high overhead. A faint mist hovered a few feet over the ground, obscuring much, though from where he knelt Audsley could make out the hunched forms of what looked like countless bodies spreading away from him into the distance.

"Where are we?" he breathed, and then yelped as Tiron strode through the Portal right behind him, sword in fist. Scurrying aside, he placed his back to the pillar in which their Portal was embedded, and then started and turned to gaze up the pillar's length. It was composed of Portals, its surface covered in dead archways that spiraled around the column like some ghastly impersonation of a water twister. Audsley's mind spun. There had to be at least fifty, perhaps a hundred Lunar Portals embedded in this sole pillar. He turned, wide-eyed, heart pounding, to the vastness of the room. Ten, maybe fifteen other cyclopean pillars stood around him. A thousand Gates?

"Audsley?" Tiron's voice was a harsh grate. "Where are we?" 

The three guards stepped in after Tiron, shuffling their feet as they came through, eyes wide, swords gripped in both hands. They clustered by the Portal, which flickered once and then went dead moments after the final man had stepped through.

We're trapped here, thought Audsley, climbing to his feet. That Portal won't open for a month. "I don't know, exactly," he said, ignoring Tiron's wild glare. "I don't - I've never heard of anything like this. Look. Countless Portals." He moved to study the one they'd stepped through. "And completely unlike any design I've seen. These runes up top..." He peered up at the Portal's apex, where three sigils were deeply inscribed into the black stone. "What language is this?"

"Don't bunch up," Tiron said to the three guards. "Give yourselves room to swing." 

The guards reluctantly stepped out to form a loose triangle around Audsley and Tiron, casting nervous glances around the gloom. 

"Bodies, ser," said Meffrid. He was a handsome, square-shouldered young man with a thick shock of sandy blond hair. Audsley recalled him as being one of the more pious guards at Kyferin Castle, first to arrive to service and the last to leave. Meffrid knelt and poked at the shape that lay at his feet, barely visible through the ground mist. "Old. Little more than bones."

"Yes," said Audsley. "That makes sense. The upper torso I found in Mythgræfen Hold's basement was near desiccated." He toed the stiff cloth and bones that he'd kicked apart upon stepping through. "This must be the rest of him. And those... his companions."

"Or enemies," said Tiron. He was frowning at the mist, hand pressed to his side. He'd been wounded, remembered Audsley. How badly? "Though I can't get a sense of the fight from here. Hold on." Tiron limped forward, pausing to stare at the hunched shapes, casting around as he sought to read the battlefield as if it were a book. And perhaps to him it was.

"I've never seen nothing like it," whispered Temyl, lowering his blade and gaping at the sheer size of the chamber. Wiry and unkempt, with greasy brown hair slicked back into a short pony tail, he made Audsley think of a plaintive weasel. "It doesn't end. You could fit all of Kyferin Castle in here, you could."

"Unlikely," said Audsley, trying to sound scornful and not quite pulling it off. "The darkness and mist is playing with your mind. Let us remain cool and collected!" 

How would Ser Wyland handle this moment? Audsley didn't know. The silence weighed upon his shoulders like a great leaden blanket. The air tasted damp and had a mineral tang. 

Aedelbert pressed close to the side of his head, haunches bunched, claws sunk deep into the fabric of his shoulder pad. 

Tiron sank into a crouch, staring at a large corpse. "Kragh," he said. "And not the only one. There's a good number of them here." 

"Kragh?" Bogusch, the third guard, stood a little straighter. "They've always fought on the side of the Ascendant, haven't they? That's good, right?"

"Who knows," said Tiron, limping back. "Whomever they fought made this room their last stand."

"What do you reckon, ser?" Meffrid rubbed at his jaw. "Couple of hundred bodies here?"

Tiron nodded. "Could be. Audsley, we should move. We'll not learn much huddling at the base of this pillar."

"Yes, quite," said Audsley, stepping away. Where had he seen runes similar to those inscribed over the Portal? He tore a small strip of fabric from his sleeve and rose to his toes to wedge it into the sharp recess of a rune. "There. Now we should be able to find it again. Let's proceed." Tiron was gazing expectantly at him. "Oh! A direction! Any should suffice." He cast around. "There seem to be fewer pillars to our left. That might indicate a wall?"

Tiron nodded. "Meffrid, Bogusch, at the back. Temyl, up front with me. Audsley, stay in the center. Let's go."

The group formed up and moved away from their pillar. The mist swallowed the sounds of their footsteps and swirled around their knees, its pallor made ghoulish by the bodies that were barely visible through it. Everything was black: the floors, the pillars, all made of a smooth black stone that gleamed as if slick. Obsidian, perhaps? 

Nobody spoke. Tiron moved forward slowly, sword moving from side to side as if he expected to be rushed by enemies at a moment's notice. It was almost too easy to imagine: the pregnant silence suddenly split by a harrowing scream, the blur of moving shapes, claws probably stretched out to seize at their throats -

Audsley grimaced and fought the urge to spin around and look behind them. "It's all right, Aedelbert," he whispered, reaching up to caress his firecat's head. "Just a little mist and several hundred corpses in a huge and terrifying room. Nothing to be worried about."

"Will you look at that," said Tiron, stopping and rising from his combat stance. 

Audsley followed his gaze to a nearby pillar and saw that a huge furrow had been torn through its side, destroying a dozen Gates in the process and revealing that each pillar was solid to the core. 

"What could have torn through rock like that?" Tiron mused.

"Nothing natural," said Temyl, forming the sign of the Ascendant's triangle awkwardly with both hands while still holding his blade. "Nothing natural."

Audsley blinked and wrinkled his nose as he stared up at the fearsome gouge. "The rock looks almost melted at the edges." Seized by curiosity, he hurried to the base of the pillar and knelt to grope blindly across the floor. "Here." His hands closed over a large hunk of smooth rock, fingers detecting ripples across its surface. He tried to pull it free and quickly gave up. "It's adhering to the floor." Audsley sat back on his heels and gazed up again at the furrow. "Melted and then cooled, I'd hazard. Whatever carved that gash in the pillar must have done so with a heat strong enough to melt volcanic rock."

"That's not good, is it?" Temyl formed the triangle again.

"It happened hundreds of years ago," snapped Tiron. "It's neither good nor bad. It's history."

"Perhaps," said Audsley, rising to his feet. He cast around. "Are the bodies here all from one side?"

"No," said Meffrid. "Two sides seem to be present. One lot's wearing black, the other white."

"No, there are dead dressed in white on both sides," said Tiron. "But those in black seemed to have been solely on the defense."

"Interesting," said Audsley. He rose to his feet and dusted off his knees. "Let's proceed. I need more information."

The group set off again, moving slowly, warily, though they heard not a sound they hadn't generated. After five more minutes of creeping along, they fetched up against a wall of the same black rock, rising up as smoothly as a castle's curtain wall into the darkness that hid the ceiling. Without a word they turned and followed the wall, and over the course of the next half hour performed a complete circuit of the giant room, which proved to be hexagonal in shape. Nobody spoke, yet Audsley could hear the low-level panic growing in Temyl, whose breath came in ever shorter hitches.

"All right," said Tiron at last. He sheathed his sword and rubbed his face wearily. "We've walked around this place for long enough. Let's camp here for now as we regroup and assess. Meffrid, you're on watch. Keep that sword handy. The rest of you, at ease."

Audsley placed his back against the smooth wall and slid down slowly to sit. Aedelbert leaped down from his shoulder and into his lap, where he curled up into a ball, shaking out his feathered wings in irritated huffs and pushing his head into Audsley's hand, who obliged with gentle scritches. 

"First things first," said Tiron. "Everyone place your water skins and food in the center. Don't even think about holding anything back." 

Audsley unhitched his small leather water skin and sloshed it by his ear. Half full. He dropped it next to Tiron's, and the other three guards did the same. It made for a dismal pile. The consequence of leaping unprepared through a Lunar Portal.

"Well, this is a cock-eyed expedition," growled Tiron as he picked up first one skin, then the next. "No food to speak of? Great." He tossed the last skin down and leaned back. "Enough water for perhaps a day if we ration ourselves. Which makes finding more our first priority. We won't last more than three days after that if we don't."

Bogusch stared at the water skins with his arms wrapped around his shins, his melancholy face growing even longer. "There's mist. Must be water."

"What about doors?" Temyl looked from Tiron to Audsley. "How come there are no doors here? What kind of place is this?"

"Well," said Audsley, moving his fingers down to tickle under Aedelbert's throat. The firecat raised his chin obligingly. "I have some theories, but they are of course tentative at best. Let us begin with the pillars. You've noticed that they're covered in Portals, yes?"

Temyl shot a look at the closest one, which loomed up out of the mist just ahead of them. "Are you suggesting we go through the first Portal that opens up, Magister? Get out of here?"

"No," said Audsley. "I'm not. At least, not yet. What I was indicating was the lack of a ramp or ladder to reach the higher Portals. What does that imply to you?"

The four other men frowned at the pillars. Audsley fought the urge to shake his head. Had they not asked themselves that most basic of questions? But he shouldn't fault them. They were here to wield sharp pieces of metal. He was here to wield his mind. 

Meffrid opened his mouth, hesitated, and then asked quietly, "They, ah, could fly?"

"Precisely," said Audsley, beaming at the young man. "Anybody who could construct such marvelous pillars would possess a wonderful power far beyond anything we can imagine, and would probably eschew the need to go walking across this room and up to their desired Portal like we're doing. No, I daresay the lack of ramps and stairs indicates that they would simply fly right to their desired entrance and pass through."

"And that helps us how?" Tiron leaned back against the wall with a wince. His wound, Audsley could tell, was worse than he was letting on.

"Well, if our erstwhile hosts made a habit of flying, then we can conjecture that the doors - or entrances, to be exact - wouldn't be flush against the floor. Thus I would imagine that the entrances to the chamber, if there are any, would be located higher up these walls."

"If there are any?" Bogusch sighed and settled his chin on his knees. "That sounds promising."

"Why wouldn't there be any?" Temyl's voice grew even more strained. 

"We're in a room filled with hundreds of Portals," said Tiron, closing his eyes. "Maybe it's just an isolated chamber. A nexus for travel. People come, people leave. They don't stay."

"Precisely," said Audsley. "Which would make a wondrous sense but for one thing. The bodies. You said they lie as if they died taking a last stand. But why, when they had these Portals at their very backs?" Audsley tapped his chin. "Fascinating, is it not? A mystery! For whoever made the attack didn't clear away the bodies. Did they not wish to use the Portals? Was their objective then simply to kill those who did? I would guess - but only if forced, mind you - that there are mundane entrances to this room. That this chamber isn't the entirety of what there is to see."

Meffrid was gazing about the dim room, searching its recesses with a fierce stare. "So, how do we find these doors, then? And even if we do find them, how do we get up to them?"

"'Cause last I checked, I don't fly," said Temyl, and then he caught himself. "Magister."

"One step at a time," said Tiron, and then coughed wetly into his fist. "Doors first. Audsley?"

"We have with us a secret weapon." Audsley smiled. "Though one I am loath to deploy without every caution. Erudite, sophisticated, he is at once an excellent conversationalist for those with the ear to hear, and a canny hunter. I present you Master Aedelbert."

"Your firecat?" Bogusch shifted his weight and rubbed at his lantern jaw with dubious hope.

"Yes," said Audsley, rising to his feet. Aedelbert scampered up his arm and back to his shoulder. "Now, Aedelbert, listen very carefully."

"Does his firecat really understand him?" whispered Temyl to Bogusch, whose shrug Audsley caught out of the corner of his eye. 

"He understands my intent, if not my words. Now. Aedelbert. You're to search for an exit from this chamber but to exercise extreme caution at all times. Am I very clear?"

Aedelbert eyed him and gave a deep-chested purr. 

"I'm serious. No foolishness. Are you ready?" Aedelbert licked the tip of Audsley's nose with his sandpapery tongue and chirped. "Very well. Have at thee, chamber!" And Audsley cast Aedelbert up into the air.

The tawny firecat immediately snapped his wings open and beat them swiftly, rising in fits and starts until he could latch on to the side of the closest pillar about ten yards up. He furled his wings and hung there, head swiveling as he took in the room.

"Is that it?" Temyl had risen to his feet and stood beside Audsley.

"No, no, he's scoping out the lay of the land. Your average firecat is never hasty, always precise, and Aedelbert is a supreme hunter even amongst their number. Give him a moment."

Aedelbert scooted up so that he could curl up on the precarious ledge at the base of his arch and wrapped his tail around his hindquarters.

"Looks like he's going to sleep."

"He is not going to sleep. Aedelbert!" Audsley pitched his voice into a hiss. "Fly! Avast! Hunt!"

The firecat watched Audsley's arm waving with curiosity, and then let loose an inquisitive Mrrkhao?

Temyl sighed and sat back down. 

Audsley put his hands on his hips. "Don't tell me you're still mad about earlier, Aedelbert. Now is really not the time." 

The firecat shook out his wings once more and closed his eyes as if settling down for a nap. 

"Alright, I apologize, both without reservation and from the depths of my heart. Now, please? A little scouting?"

Aedelbert cracked open an eye.

Audsley felt his face burning. He didn't want to even imagine the looks on the other men's faces. "I mean it. I'll write out the whole apology later, but for now, let it suffice. Yes? Please?"

Aedelbert stood up haughtily and opened his wings. He licked his nose, looked around, and then dove off the side of the pillar and disappeared into the gloom. 

"See?" Audsley turned to the others triumphantly. "Just as I said."

"Uh-huh," said Temyl, but now he was watching Meffrid, who had moved to Tiron's side. "Ser. How bad is it?"

"Stop fussing," said Tiron. "It's a cut. I've had worse."

"We should check," said Meffrid, but he stopped when Tiron cracked open an eye. There was in Tiron's gaze something utterly forbidding. "All right. As you command." 

Audsley turned back to the gloomy depths of the massive chamber. Where did all these Portals lead? A nexus for travel, he marveled. Who knew what far-off lands or hidden corners could be accessed from here? This was a find to beggar the imagination. Oh! Wait till he brought word back to Nous, till he could regale the Academy with his discovery, the greatest find in centuries! But first there had to be rigorous examination, with each and every mystery being mercilessly interrogated and ultimately elucidated to his own satisfaction. 

Who could have built this chamber? Had the secret of building Lunar Gates vanished with the deaths of these defenders? But then, how could men and women of such power have been defeated? Audsley was positively dying to learn more. Why couldn't there be a convenient shelf of diaries or the like placed innocuously over to one side, complete with maps and index?

Aedelbert came gliding around the far side of the pillar and swooped down toward Audsley only to bank at the last moment and land on Audsley's outstretched arm. 

"Did you find something?" Audsley rubbed the firecat's head eagerly. "Yes?"

His firecat rumbled deep in his chest in pride, then leaped down to the ground and scampered a few steps before turning back, only the tips of his wings emerging from the mist. 

"Hurry!" Audsley turned to the others. "Come! Let's see what he's found!"

The others rose to their feet, and soon they were striding after Aedelbert, who slunk ahead till he reached another wall, slipping around corpses as if the slumbering dead bothered him not at all. When they reached the blank wall, he crouched and leaped straight up, snapped out his wings and beat them strongly to gain altitude, then quickly disappeared into the murk overhead. 

"Well, that's not much help," said Bogusch. 

A tongue of flame flared into view up above them, perhaps ten yards high. 

Tiron leaned back and stared, then pursed his mouth. "Reckon that's a tunnel?"

Audsley nodded. "I think so."

Meffrid stepped up to the wall and ran his fingers over its smooth surface. "As smooth as glass. How do we get up?"

"When I was little," said Temyl, "there was this circus that would come by, and they would build a human pyramid that was six people high. Maybe we could do the same here? You know, go climbing up each other to the top?"

Everybody hesitated, trying to imagine, and then Audsley shook his head. "Even if we could find a way to support each other's weight, I fear we'd still be too short. A good idea, however."

"Belts," said Meffrid. "There are enough dead here to furnish us with all the climbing material we need. We could create a rope from belts and torn robes. As many ropes as we wish."

"To what end?" Temyl looked scornfully at his companion. 

"Audsley," said Tiron, sinking down again to sit against the wall. "Could Aedelbert fly up a rope?"

"I - why, yes."

"Ser," said Temyl. "I've never heard of no firecat that could tie knots."

"Well, no, he can't tie knots. But he's a cunning fellow." Audsley gazed up at the shadows that claimed the heights. "He might find some other way to lodge the rope. Or - I don't know what he might do. But it might be worth a shot."

"Do it," said Tiron, closing his eyes. "Men, gather ropes and belts and whatever else. Bring them back here. Now."

The three guards saluted and hurried out, only to slow down as they searched the mist for corpses. Soon they were crouching down beside each one, moving them rudely as they stripped them of what they needed.

Audsley moved over to where one body lay and knelt beside it. It was hard to tell if it had been a man or a woman. The skull was wrapped in parchment-thin skin, the eyes mere hollows, the teeth grinning in a ghastly manner past withdrawn lips. Lying face down, the corpse was covered in a white cloak that collapsed into sections and dust when he touched it. Reverently, feeling a sense of melancholy and wonder, he turned the body over. It weighed as little as a bundle of twigs and moved just as stiffly. A large gash had laid open its chest, and Audsley leaned down to examine the wound. It was hard to make out, but he thought he could see broken ribs beneath the cloth, whose edge was slightly darker with long-disappeared blood. 

Something glittered and caught his eye. A pendant was clasped around its neck on a slender chain. Audsley picked it up and raised it as high as he could, the links going taut. A small sunburst, he saw, of rich red gold. He blinked and stared off into the middle distance. He'd seen the like during his studies. An ancient symbol, but from where? 

It was on the tip of his tongue. An order. An ancient collective. 

Oh. 

Oh. 

Audsley dropped the necklace and rose shakily to his feet. "Tiron?"

The knight raised his head, face pale, lines carved deeply into his face. "What is it?"

"Tiron, I just discovered something." Excitement pulsed through Audsley's stomach. Excitement? No, terror. "I think I know where we are."
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Dawn had broken unseen behind the eastern curvature of the mountains that cupped Mythgræfen Hold like a clawed hand might cradle a ruined toy. Precariously set on its tiny island, its walls nearly following the shore, the hold was little more than dappled shadows and fallen stone, the sole sentry up top on the wall so still he might have been a permanent fixture. The ravens brooded on secrets all of their own within the lone oak tree that grew in a twisted manner before the shattered front gate. Mist rose in knotted spirals from the black water of the lake, making the rare call of a mountain bird seem ghostly, muffled, coming from a far distance. 

Asho stepped out into the central courtyard contained within the Hold's walls. Aspen saplings grew there, their roots chewing up the flagstones, their trunks and bare branches luminous in the soft lavender light of dawn. The bodies and rusted weaponry that they had found upon first arriving had been cleared away, leaving a rough and uneven floor on which to exercise and work, and the wounded from the battle with Kitan's forces had been moved into the great hall for warmth. 

Despite the hour, Asho saw, he wasn't the first one out here.

Kethe was exercising behind the screen of pale saplings. She was clothed only in breeches, knee-high boots and a pale sleeveless tunic wrapped tight at the waist with a long sash. 

Asho hesitated. He almost turned to head out the gate, to find his own quiet corner to train. But then her movements caught him, hooked him, and he stood still, hands on hips, and watched.

Once, Kethe had been the pampered daughter of Lord Enderl Kyferin, the fearsome leader of the Black Wolves and lord of Kyferin Castle. Her days had been filled with needlework and gently riding her palfrey over the hills. Her life had been that of a noblewoman, pampered and easy, prickled by irritations that only a wealthy young woman would even notice. 

No longer. She held her blade in one hand with ease. It wasn't a massive weapon, despite having a hand-and-a-half hilt - she'd not be cleaving any men in half with it - but the sustained stamina needed to keep it swinging precisely so, to control it with such finesse, was impressive. Taut muscles played across her arms and shoulders. There was a feline grace to her sweeps and thrusts, her parries and spins. He'd never seen anything like it. Her freckled face was fierce in its focus, her wide lips pulled into a tense line, her eyes narrowed as she fought an endless array of opponents. Her hair, which the sun could set to smoldering, was bound back in a tight bun. There was nothing of the noblewoman to her now beyond her poise and composure. Asho had seen her fight. Had seen her kill. Had seen her draw a demon almost fifteen feet tall to its death. She was greatly changed, almost unrecognizable as the young lady he'd served as a page.

Finally she lunged, a skewering blow that ended with her foreleg bent so deeply her thigh nearly touched her calf, her back leg extended out behind her like the tail of a comet. Her sword wavered minutely, at the very limit of her reach, and then she sighed and rose to her feet. Her tunic was dark with sweat between her shoulder blades. 

"I get up early so as to avoid being gawped at, Asho."

"I - ah -" Asho felt his face flush. "I'm not gawping." It didn't come out as gravely as he had hoped.

"No?" She still had her back to him, her forearms moving as she tightened the white sash that was wrapped around her abdomen. "Then what would you call it? Leering?"

"Leering?" Asho caught his desire to apologize by the throat. He'd done nothing wrong. "This is an open space. I got up early to practice. I'd not expected to see you jumping around out here already."

"Jumping around?" Now she did turn, her gaze tempestuous. Sweat ran down the side of her freckled cheek. "Excuse me?"

Damn it. Why was it so hard to just talk to her? "All right. Training."

"Jumping around." She swung her blade in a tight circle by her side, and caught it with a snap so that its point was aimed at his chest. "As opposed to the lumbering you execute when you're clad in your full plate?"

Asho smiled. "I'll admit it's hard to jump around like a cricket when you're wearing almost a fifty pounds of armor."

"No, you just seem to try to fall on the closest opponent so as to crush them. The height of Ennoian military sophistication." The point of her blade was still aimed at his chest. "Well, you're not wearing plate armor now. Come over here so I can prove it's not the armor's fault you fight like a drunken ox."

Asho felt a prick of anger twinned with excitement. "I swore to protect the Kyferins, not put one over my knee and paddle her with the flat of my sword."

"Oh, that's good," said Kethe. "Yes, keep it up. It's going to make embarrassing you so much more satisfying."

Asho drew his sword. It was a standard single-handed castle blade, forged by Elon of clean, polished steel, as long as his arm and with a blood groove down its center to lighten its weight. Equally adept at cutting and thrusting. Straight cross guard, leather-bound hilt, circular pommel. His other sword was buried a foot deep in stone beneath Mythgræfen Hold – a black blade with runes of fire, a blade he'd sworn not to wield again. This simple sword would do. 

Asho walked around the courtyard, the shattered flagstones crunching beneath his boots, and stepped between two saplings to face Kethe. He'd not warmed up, though the Black Gate would take him before he asked for a few minutes to swing his arms and stretch.

Kethe began to slowly circle around him, her slender blade held up high behind her head, both hands beside her right ear, the sword's point aimed at the rear wall. It was a guard position that promised a violent swing, a brutal offense. Asho hesitated, then slid into a defensive stance, blade held vertically before his face, cross guard just below his eyes. She was gazing right through him, he thought, then, no; at a point just below his chin. His shoulders, realized Asho. That was what she was watching. 

"I grew up watching my father's Black Wolves," she said, her voice deceptively soft. "I saw how they equated the length and weight of their sword with their masculinity. It wasn't how skillfully they wielded their blades that mattered, but rather how hard they could ram them home." Her gaze flickered up to Asho's eyes for a moment. "I pitied their wives."

Asho blinked, taken aback, and it was exactly then that Kethe launched her attack, gliding forward to swing with blistering speed. Asho stumbled back, and it was his stance's natural facility for parrying that allowed him to block her attacks, left, right, then left again, the swords crying out each time the flat of their blades met. Kethe broke off and backed away to resume circling, and Asho shook out his shoulders and re-centered himself, taking his sword with both hands. 

"And your armor," continued Kethe, moving into an even more aggressive stance, sword held high again by the side of her head, but with the point now aimed directly at his throat. "Where is the logic behind encasing yourself in so much iron? It limits your movement. It drains your strength. It ensures that you will be hit, not once but over and over again, with your sole hope being that your enemy's sword will grow blunt before he is able to batter his way inside your guard." 

Asho gritted his teeth as he resumed his defensive stance. He knew she was baiting him, but he couldn't hold back. "You sound almost bitter, Kethe. Are you spurning that which you don't have the strength to wear?"

"Bitter?" Her smile was cold and glittering, like a mountain stream. "Oh, I am bitter. Bitter about more things than you can imagine. But not being able to wear an entire smithy's worth of metal isn't one of them." 

Again she launched herself forward, but this time Asho was ready for her. He sprang forward as well and caught her thrust and immediately thrust her back, following with a looping series of swings that rose and crossed in a lethal 'X', driving her back as hard as he could. She recovered smoothly, however, quicker than he'd have thought possible, and deflected his downward chop with her own obliquely angled blade just before ducking and darting behind him.

Asho spun around, his sword blocking an anticipated blow to the back, but it didn't come. Instead Kethe had stepped back and fallen into a new stance. Hilt held at waist height, the point of her blade nearly touching the floor before her. An open stance use against incompetent opponents.  

"You're not jumping nearly as much as I'd expected."

She arched an eyebrow. "You're going to make me jump?"

"Watch this." 

He brought his sword up into her previous stance and immediately lunged. Her blade danced up, but he broke the thrust and started driving her back and around the trees, pushing aggressively, forcing his body into her space behind each swing so that she had to give ground, not giving her time for a riposte. Her face was drawn with terrible focus, her eyes wide, yet she didn't panic; she kept her cool and gave ground just as quickly as he took it. With a cry he swung his sword up in a great circle and brought it crashing down, right into her block. She grunted and sagged beneath the blow, then flexed her legs and drove herself up till they were face to face again, blades crossed between them.

"There," he gasped, grinning. "I think that was a fair -"

She didn't give him time to finish. With liquid rapidity she grabbed his cross guard and swiveled her hilt around his sword to crack the pommel into his face. Asho cried out and reared back, but she wasn't done. She held on to his cross guard, levered her sword around and down in a flash, and tore it free from his grip, his sword swinging up to become trapped under her arm even as she brought the point of her own sword up once more to press against his chest.

Asho stared down the length of her sword, then up to her face. Fierce victory and amusement warred in her blue eyes. "Jump, Asho."

"Not fair," he said, lowering his arms. "I was about to engage in witty repartee. It's unsporting to hit a man when he's about to quip."

"I'll leave sporting to you men." 

She stepped back and threw his sword underhand to him, and he caught it neatly out of the air by the hilt. Immediately Kethe was upon him, their blades flashing, and then he saw his chance for a killer riposte. He swung down, but she darted under his arm and past him, her blade behind her back so that its point whispered across his ribs.

Asho looked at the superficial cut. A thin red line appeared across his shirt. 

Kethe walked away a few steps and then turned to stare at him, her eyes smoldering with a dangerous gleam. "You awake yet?"

"Oh, you're better than I thought." Asho inhaled deeply. "But, yes. You've got my attention. Ready?"

His anger and the sharp thrill of battle urged him toward a tempestuous attack, but he reined in the impulse. Instead he reached deep into himself and sought the source of power that flowed into him from the world all around. That dark and mellifluous might that made him feel like he was burning from the inside out. The pain of his cuts thinned out and disappeared. Energy suffused him. 

He extended a hand toward Kethe as if asking her to dance. "May I?"

She pursed her lips, swinging her sword in idle X's before her, and then curled her lip. "If you must."

In his mind's eye she burned with a white fire, visible only now that he had soaked the roaring might of the ambient magic into himself. He could sense her, feel her across from him, and as he'd done only once before, he reached out to her and connected. Immediately the energy that had been pooling and curdling in his soul flowed smoothly out to her and disappeared, drained and purified and destroyed by her innate power. 

"Ah," he sighed. The feverish feel of the magic disappeared, and while the power remained, it felt like a cool breeze passing through him instead of standing hip-deep in a stagnant pond. "Now, let's see your tricks."

He leaped high up into the air, rising some three yards above the shattered flagstones to fall upon Kethe from above, sword slicing with inhuman speed at her upturned face. Kethe didn't engage; she threw herself into a forward dive, spearing right under him, turning head over heels to come up spinning around, but Asho was already upon her.

The force of his blows was stunning. The magic was a joy, a delirious exultation as he allowed it to speed his swipes and cuts. His sword was weightless, and it danced as he willed, leaping at Kethe from all sides like the flickering flash of a nocturnal thunderstorm. Kethe gave ground, but she was grinning as well; her deflections turned to parries, and the sound of their ringing steel filled the courtyard as if a dozen people were fighting furiously instead of merely two.

A series of devastating backhand hacks drove Kethe away, forcing her into a backflip and then a second, her boots lashing up and at his face and checking his assault. 

She came to a stop, breathing heavily, and Asho raised an eyebrow. "I didn't know you could do that."

"No?" Her smile was wicked. "Neither did I. Here's another surprise for you." 

She sprinted forward and leaped into a spin. Her body blurred as she revolved, sword extended, and with a cry Asho staggered back, her sword striking at him three times before she fell back to earth. She sank down into a crouch, leg sweeping out along the ground to catch him behind the heel. Asho's feet flew out from under him and he dropped his sword, but caught himself with both palms flat on the ground, arms taking his weight then flexing to throw him back into a flip of his own.

He'd never felt so alive. The more he drank from the world, the fiercer his power. He inhaled deeply again, sucking in greater breaths of magic, and the courtyard wavered in his vision as if he were suddenly underwater. 

Kethe rocked back on her heels as if checked by the upsurge that flew along their connection into their souls.

"You all right?" Asho's voice sounded strange in his own ears, hollow and distant. 

"Yes." She took a deep breath as if mastering herself. Her eyes flashed and her grin was feral, almost manic. "Oh, yes. Looks like you dropped your sword."

"Yes." He walked toward her. Was there a limit to how much magic he could draw? "Still, I don't think I'll miss it."

"Oh?" Kethe slashed at the air. "You're the cockiest Bythian I've ever met."

Asho didn't answer. He strode right up to her, and when she swung, he simply swayed around her blade. 

Everything seemed to slow. Her backhand sailed over his head as he leaned back, and a mad thought seized him, the sense that he could catch her blade with his bare hand. He almost attempted to do so, but some elementary caution held him back. Instead he danced with Kethe, weaving and bobbing as she hacked and cut at him as futilely as if he were a shadow. 

"How are you doing that?" She fell back with a gasp.

"Doing what? Embarrassing you?" 

Her brow furrowed in anger. "No. Moving like that. It's not fair."

"It's a cruel world, Kethe." He stepped in close again. "You should know that by now."

She launched herself at him with a cry, spearing her sword straight at his head. It was easy to side-step. He let Kethe's momentum carry her past him, then slid his arm around her neck and pulled her tight against his chest in a choke hold. She cried out and dropped her sword, grabbing at his forearm with both hands. He didn't squeeze, but rather held her tight. 

"How's this, then, for a trick?"

The white fire that burned off her skin swirled as if a gust of wind had blown into the heart of an inferno. Her grip on his forearm grew as strong as iron, and with a cry of anger she bent at the waist and hurled him over her shoulder. He flew through the air and crashed down to the ground, sliding over the broken stones until he fetched up beside his blade.

Eyes wide, Asho stared at Kethe. She was heaving for breath, hands balled into fists, eyes slitted. But it was the white fire that held his attention. The flames were curling and snapping at the air as if they were alive. 

"Kethe?"

"Never." She took a shuddering step toward him. "Touch me like that. Again." 

She was tearing the magic from him, inhaling it faster than he could pull. A pink tone covered her brow, then it turned red.

She was sweating blood.

Alarmed, Asho stood and ceased drawing on the magic currents. The roar in his ears was immediately replaced by the sound of his pounding pulse. Kethe let out a small cry and sank to one knee, head lowering, shoulders still heaving for breath. But without his magic pouring into her, the white flames that danced across her body shrank to barely a flicker.

Asho hurried to her side, crouched, and reached out to touch her shoulder before pulling his hand away. "Kethe?"

"I'm fine." Her voice was little more than a gasp. She stood abruptly, swayed, and turned away. "It's nothing."

"Nothing?" That fierce joy had completely evaporated. A wave of exhaustion passed through him, and without meaning to he rocked back and sat heavily on the stone. "You're sweating blood."

She passed her hand over her brow, stared at her bloody palm, then wiped it on the seat of her breeches. "It's nothing," she said again. 

"We took in too much," he said. He wanted to hang his head between his knees and just focus on breathing. "We shouldn't - we can't - take in that much power. That's what happened. We went too far."

Kethe stood still, head lowered, hands knotted into fists. Finally she sighed and relaxed. "Maybe." Then she turned and stabbed at him with an extended finger. "But if you ever grab me like that again, I swear by the White Gate that I'll -"

"All right, all right." Asho held up his hands. "I'll not touch you." But he couldn't keep the corners of his lips from quirking up. "I'll stick to hacking at you with a sword from now on."

Kethe couldn't maintain her glare, so she dropped her hand. "Hacking futilely at me, you mean. You never landed a blow."

The reminder caused him to wince. Asho looked down at his side, where a thin line of blood had seeped into his tunic, then tongued the side of his mouth where her pommel had cracked across his jaw. "Fair enough. We're going to have to be careful with this... ability of ours. What we just did was reckless."

"Perhaps," said Kethe. Her expression turned bleak. "But this power is a death sentence regardless. What will caution gain us? We're damned and might as well learn what we can do."

In his mind's eye Asho saw the Virtue he'd killed collapsing in black flame. Felt his own breath catch. Damned. For Kethe that might mean being reborn as a Zoeian. For him? The Black Gate. He didn't know what to say. "You're not damned." His fear turned to anger. "You're connected to the White Gate. You might become a Virtue.

Kethe wiped her brow again with her other hand. "You couldn't have killed Makaria without my help. I'm damned. They'll never Consecrate me and let me become one of them. You know it. I know it. So why pretend?"

Asho forced himself to his feet. "No. You don't know that." 

Kethe slid her blade into her scabbard. "Poor Asho. Do you really think that?" She stepped right up to him. The look in her eyes chilled him. Scorn. Pity. The deepest flickerings of anger. "We're damned, Asho. You and me both. This power. This ability we have. It will kill us if we're not hunted down and killed first. Understood?"

Asho didn't know what to say. A great and blank denial arose within his chest. "No. I don't believe that."

She patted his cheek and he flinched back. "That's all right. Go on pretending. But you'll have to do so alone. I've never been good at lying to myself." She gave him a bitter, condescending smile and walked away, into the great hall.

Asho stared straight ahead. He felt as if he'd been punched in the gut. Was he being naive? His old anger came flooding back, an anger he'd harbored since Lord Kyferin had first started abusing him and his sister, fury at a world that was unjust and cruel and which mocked his every effort. He'd not asked for this power. He'd not asked to be attacked by a Virtue. 

Asho closed his eyes and lowered his head. His breath hissed through his teeth. He'd not felt this dark and terrible anger in some time. His old friend. It warmed him, gave him strength. But then Ser Wyland's words came back to him, words he'd oft repeated to himself:

"You, Bythian, are blessed. As unnatural as it is, your ascension to knighthood affords you the greatest chance to suffer. Your suffering elevates you. If you are to serve Lady Kyferin truly, you will disdain excuses. You will ignore insults. You will let nobody drag you down. You will fight with all your heart, and when your death comes, as it surely will, you will die at peace with your life and your deeds, knowing that you have brought more light into the world than dark, that your suffering had purpose, and that you have served the Ascendant with all your soul."

Asho took a deep, shuddering breath and forced his hands open. His suffering had purpose. It redeemed him in the eyes of the Ascendant, purified his soul even as he darkened it with his magic and violence. 

"I am a Black Wolf," he whispered. "A knight. I will not despair. I won't break." He took another deep breath, then a third. Waited till his pulse began to slow, till his anger started to subside, then opened his eyes and looked down at his blade. Its length was badly notched. How hard had he been striking at Kethe if he'd damaged a castle-forged sword in such a manner?

A murmur of voices filtered out of the great hall. People were up and about. Gethis the undercook would be preparing breakfast for another day in the ruined Hold. 

Let Kethe embrace misery. He'd not break. He'd not despair. He would hold onto hope until his very last breath, hope that their suffering had a purpose, hope that Kethe might yet redeem herself, even if the fate of his own soul lay in doubt. 

Asho slid his blade home into its scabbard and followed her into the hall.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE
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Tiron was adrift in an ocean of pain and desire. Sitting with his back against the alien black wall, with a battlescape of slaughtered ancients and kragh extending beyond him beneath a slumbering layer of mist, he felt tormented and feverish. With his eyes closed, he could still see her: pale, beautiful, terrified and outraged, Iskra Kyferin, stepping into his arms, where she rested her head on his shoulder and trembled. 

The thought was sweet torture. He could almost hear Sarah's cries of outrage. Iskra's husband had slaughtered Tiron's wife, killed their son, and thrown him into a dungeon to rot forevermore. He'd sworn to avenge them, and yet there he had stood, doltish and calf-eyed, holding their oppressor's wife as if she were a delicate bird that he had liberated from a cruelly barbed net. 

And yet. And yet. That one moment had extended in duration out toward infinity. He had held her, and everything had stilled. The pain of his wounds had grown distant, along with the jagged spike of bloodlust from killing Kitan. He'd wrapped his arms around her slender frame, and for a moment a vision of a different future had blossomed before his eyes, one in which he might release his pain and find joy once more with a woman by his side who thrilled and fulfilled him. A future painted in bold colors instead of the black and green and gray that he'd imagined previously. 

Tiron shivered. Was he a fool? Would she have stepped into the arms of any man who had been present at that point, overcome as she had been with emotion and anger?

Tiron cracked open an eye and glanced over at where Temyl was standing, searching the curvatures of his ear for dirt as he scowled down at a corpse. No, she'd not have embraced just any man. But had she only reached for him in a moment of weakness? Would she do the same after she had been restored to Kyferin Castle, with all the honors and power that came with being a ruling lady?

Oh Sarah, he thought. I am weak. Forgive me. Tiron leaned his head back against the cold wall and tried to master his thoughts. There was no profit in pointless speculation. He should be focusing his energies on their current situation, not wondering about Iskra's intentions like a lovelorn fool. But she had felt so good in his arms. So right. 

"Tiron, I just discovered something." 

The note of shaky fear in the magister's voice brought him back to the present with a snap. Tiron looked over at where Audsley was standing, pale and quivering like a newborn bullock. 

"I think I know where we are," Audsley said.

Gritting his teeth, Tiron pushed himself back up onto his feet. If the news was bad, he'd hear it standing. The pain lanced through his side, but he smothered a grimace. He'd not show weakness now, as the other three guards crowded in close, ragged loops of improvised rope in their hands. 

"It's about time," he said. "I was starting to doubt your abilities."

"Ha ha," said Audsley weakly. He rubbed his hands together like a washerwoman. "I, ah, it's but a theorem, but it's entirely possible, given the age of the bodies and the symbol I found around that corpse's neck that we're, well, I feel -"

"Out with it." Tiron used the same tone he employed with fractious squires who thought they could get away with horseplay under his watch. "Where are we?"

"Starkadr," whispered Audsley, his eyes going wide.

Tiron pursed his lips. Starkadr. The name meant nothing to him. The other three men seemed equally nonplussed. But Audsley was watching him expectantly, as if that name should have thrown him into hysterics. "All right. What's that?"

Audsley threw up his hands. "Oh, for the love of the White Gate and the seven holy Virtues. Don't you Ennoians learn anything about history?"

Fierce, flinty anger flickered in Tiron's breast. "No. We spend our time learning how to kill the men and women who would bother you Noussians in your libraries. So, talk."

"Starkadr. The fabled Starkadr! The Sin Casters' stonecloud!"

Temyl blanched. "That's but a children's tale."

"Is it?" Audsley actually managed to sound coldly mocking.

The Sin Casters' stonecloud. Tiron had heard of that, all right. He fought down a reflexive spasm of fear. It might be a children's tale, but he was no boy. "Where are all the Sin Casters, then? This place is supposed to be crawling with them, each just waiting to corrupt us."

Audsley turned to survey the mist-filled room and gestured at the corpses. "There they are. The black robed corpses. Centuries dead. Killed by the Order of Purity. Left here in their floating fortress, forgotten and forbidden, their magics lost, their legends reduced to nursery tales."

The four men stared out across the vast room with new appreciation, their silence solemn. 

"You sure?" asked Tiron.

Audsley scowled. "No, not completely, but it fits. It all fits. The Order of Purity was short-lived. I assume, of course, that you've never even heard of them. They were created by the third Ascendant after the second was murdered -"

Temyl gaped. "The second Ascendant was murdered?"

Audsley ignored him and pressed on resolutely. "The third Ascendant, blessed be his name, responded by forging the Order of Purity, which was to evolve shortly after their great victory over the Sin Casters into the Virtues. None of this resonates?" He paused, searching their faces. "Amazing. The Sin Casters' greatest fortress was their infamous stonecloud, Starkadr. Once the third Ascendant closed the Black Gate and deprived them of their magic, the Order launched its final attack, annihilating the Sin Casters forevermore and expunging them from the empire – and, apparently, common history."

"All right," said Tiron, breaking the silence that had followed. "Good. So, now we know where we are. What do you know about Starkadr, then, that can be of use to us?"

"I - well." Audsley blinked rapidly. "As in, of practical benefit? It confirms my theories about the nature of the place, their usage of flight, and is astounding in and of itself! Starkadr!" Audsley waved his arms. "Nobody has visited this place in centuries! Who knows what wonders we shall discover?"

"Details, Magister. What do you know about the men and women who fought here?"

"Details? Let's see. The Order of Purity. Um, it was composed of men and women who wielded the power of the White Gate like the Virtues do today. There were rumored to be hundreds of them, which we can now corroborate from the white robed corpses." Audsley stopped suddenly. "You said that white-robed individuals fought on the defensive side as well?"

"So it would seem," said Tiron.

"Fascinating." Audsley cocked his head to one side in thought. "A schism? More took place here than was preserved in the histories. There was no mention of the kragh taking part, for example. And why... hmm."

Tiron watched him long enough to decide nothing more of use was forthcoming. "Right. How are we doing on that rope?"

"Well enough," said Meffrid, who extended it between his hands and gave it a sharp tug. "It's old and liable to snap if we jerk it too hard, but it should hold if we can tie it to something up there."

Tiron nodded. "Audsley, get your firecat down here and give it instructions. We need to keep moving."

In short order they had a good length of frayed rope coiled in Meffrid's hands. Aedelbert winged his way down and landed on Audsley's shoulder. Tiron left the magister alone with his firecat and stood to one side, hands on hips. 

The Sin Casters' stonecloud. There was supposed to be no eviler place in all of existence. He gazed somberly up at the twisted pillars of Portals, then at the hunched corpses in the mist and the devastating and unnatural gouges in the rock. It was impossible to imagine the battle. Had they thrown magic through the air as a normal army might fire arrows? How long had it lasted? From the layout of the bodies, it had been a grinding retreat, each foot of territory grudgingly relinquished. Somewhere in the expanse of this room there'd be a hill of corpses where the last of the defenders had fought back-to-back before being slaughtered. 

Tiron shivered. He had to stay strong. Meffrid was a good man, but Temyl would crack if given the chance and turn Bogusch in the process. 

He'd not get it. 

Tiron glanced at the others, crowded at the base of the wall. Aedelbert was sniffing at the rope. Taking advantage of their distraction, Tiron slid his hand under his breastplate and probed at his wound. A spasm of nausea roiled through him. The wound wasn't bad, but he couldn't continue to ignore it.  

"Meffrid."

The young soldier hurried over. "Ser?"

"Help me with this wound. I want it stitched and bound before you can finish the Ascendant's Prayer. Let's go."

Meffrid nodded and began to unbuckle the straps that held Tiron's armor. He lay each piece down on the ebon floor, and then helped Tiron shrug his way out of his chainmail. It took less than five minutes. Tiron allowed nothing more than a couple of grunts to pass his lips, though twice he nearly swayed as the pain washed over him.

"Your undercoat, ser?"

"Fine. Take it off." 

Meffrid undid the side and peeled it away, exposing Tiron's bare torso. The air was cold, and the entirety of his left side was crimson. Tiron and Meffrid stared at the puckered gash. It was as long as his hand and seeping slowly. It wasn't the worst wound he'd ever received, but it was plenty bad. Tiron was an old enough campaigner to know what a practiced field doctor would order: stitches and a month's bed rest without exertion, along with regular bleedings and who knew what medley of foul concoctions. Tiron set his jaw. He'd not be getting that here.  

"Ser?" Meffrid was looking pale.

"It's just a cut," Tiron said tiredly. "Not my first, not my last." He took a deep breath, and as his chest expanded, the wound pulled open just enough to pulse another wave of blood. "Get to work."

Each soldier carried in his pouch a curved needle and thread. Meffrid dug his out, frowned at the wound, and set about stitching it with clean, firm movements. Tiron stared out at nothing, jaw set, inhaling slowly through his nose as he fought to ignore the pain. The procedure took another five minutes, and by the time Meffrid was done, Tiron's entire side smoldered with new pain.

"Done?" He forced his voice to come out smoothly.

Meffrid nodded, leaning in to examine the wound. "Yes, I believe so."

"It still bleeding?"

Meffrid hesitated, then shook his head. 

Tiron grunted. "Good work." Exhaustion rolled through him. He wanted nothing more than to pass out. How much blood had he lost? "Work on the rope situation. I'll be up soon."

The wound in his side throbbed and ached right down to his bones. All his life he'd fought, and with fighting came injury. With injury came pain. He'd reconciled himself to a bloody end long ago. He had weathered wounds, including one long winter when a cut to his arm had gone bad and he'd nearly died. Pain was of the body and good for the soul. He focused on his breathing and allowed the pain to become part of him so as to be able to ignore it. 

An excited cry roused him. Audsley was applauding wildly, and even Bogusch looked momentarily cheered.

"He did it! The rope's secure." 

Meffrid took Tiron's hand and helped him sit up. Pain sloshed around inside him like wine in a half-filled skin. 

"Wrap some bandages around me and then help me into my chain." 

Tiron could make out Audsley cooing and cuddling Aedelbert as Meffrid tore his cloak into broad strips and wound them tightly about Tiron's waist, tucking the final end under the rest to keep it cinched tight. They buttoned the padded undercoat on, and then Meffrid picked up the chainmail. 

"You sure you want this on, ser?"

Tiron tried to imagine wrestling his way back into it and shook his head with regret. "No, I suppose not. I'll come back for it later. Come. Let's get out of this damned room." He moved to where the rope hung. "Good work, Magister."

"Oh, I'm not the one who deserves the praise," said Audsley proudly.

"Yes, well. I'm sure your firecat be rewarded with Ascension for his aid. Meffrid, you're up first. Temyl, Bogusch, position yourselves below to catch him if the rope snaps."

The group moved into position, and Meffrid gave the rope a couple of good yanks before reaching up to haul himself off the ground. With both feet on the wall, he walked his way up, pulling himself up the rope. Ominous creaks filled the air as it took his weight, but it held. With Temyl and Bogusch standing anxiously beneath him, Meffrid soon disappeared into the gloom. They heard a few grunts of exertion, and then the rope went slack.

"I'm up," Meffrid called down. "Big tunnel. Can't see the end of it." His voice grew faint. "Looks like the firecat wrapped the rope around something here." His voice came back clearly as he moved back. "All clear."

Audsley stepped in close to Tiron and asked quietly, "How are you going to get up?"

"I'll go last," said Tiron. "I'll tie the rope in a loop and have you haul me up. You'll see. It won't be a problem."

Audsley nodded slowly, clearly unhappy. "Very well. Do you think...?"

Tiron sighed. "Sure. We'll have the men haul you up too."

Audsley ducked his head in embarrassment. "Thank you. It's just that I'm not particularly suited to this manner of escapade."

Tiron considered the man. A part of him, the part that had grown cruel and twisted in the Kyferin dungeon, wanted to twist the dagger. Instead he thought of Lady Iskra and reached out to squeeze Audsley's soft shoulder. "Think nothing of it. That's why we came along."

Bogusch had already disappeared up after Meffrid, and soon Temyl followed along behind him. Then Tiron tied the rope into a noose which he slotted around Audsley's arse. The three soldiers up above hauled him up, cursing and groaning, lifting Audsley's bulk in fits and starts until he too disappeared and Tiron was left alone. 

He considered his stacked armor and chain shirt. Useless. He'd barely be able to move with all that on, much less fight. Better that he stayed light and mobile. 

The rope tumbled back down into view, and he stepped up and took hold of it. Coarse and fibrous, it was a mixture of twisted shirts and old belts. Good enough for this short ascent and little else. Tiron stepped awkwardly into the noose, pulled it tight, and then gave the rope a tug.

It went taut, and he was hauled two feet up into the air. Tiron placed his feet on the smooth wall and walked up as best he could, the strain in his abdominal muscles causing the pain in his side to flare viciously. Sweat drenched his face again. Up he went, the floor disappearing from view. So this was how old men scaled castle walls, he thought. He inched up, and finally the edge of the tunnel came into view. He reached up to take hold of it, Audsley took hold of him by the arm, and together they all pulled him up and into the tunnel.

Tiron bent over, hands on knees, and stared stonily at the floor till the pain subsided. Then he straightened with a grunt to take in their new surroundings. 

The tunnel was huge, strange and geometric, shaped like a hexagon and constructed of the same black rock as the walls below. No seams. No sign of it being built of distinct blocks. Rather, it looked hollowed out, as if the original builders had carved their way through. The rope extended to a fragmented mess in one side, a ruinous hole that had been blasted into the wall by some ancient magic. Aedelbert had wrapped the rope around a fang of black rock, over and over until it had cinched tight.

Smart firecat.

Tiron stood straight and forced himself to smile. "Good work. Now, let's find a hot bath, some good food, and a comfortable place to sleep." 

Nervous smiles appeared on the soldier's faces. 

"No talking," he said. "Swords out. Move quietly and keep your wits about you. Ready? Meffrid, Bogusch, take the lead."

Meffrid finished coiling the rope over his shoulder, drew his blade, and moved forward, Bogusch just a step behind him. Audsley followed right behind, Aedelbert on his shoulder, and Tiron and Temyl came last, both with their swords drawn. 

The same diffuse, ambient light illuminated the tunnel, allowing them to see a good twenty paces before them before it faded away to gloom. The tunnel dwarfed them, devoured their footsteps so that they moved ahead silently.

All right, Starkadr. Let's see what else you've got in store for us.

The group moved forward slowly. Meffrid squinted into the gloom that draped the hexagonal passage in shadows, kept his steps short and his sword held out before him. Temyl began to crowd in close, continuously swallowing and making a dull gulping sound that would have aroused Tiron's ire had he the energy to spare. When Temyl's shoulder finally brushed against his own, however, he cut the guard a sharp look and the man ducked his head in apology and stepped out wide once more.

It was hard for Tiron to wrap his mind around the construction of this place. He had seen wondrous buildings in his time, from the great curtain wall of Kyferin Castle to the soaring arches of Ennoia's Portals, but this tunnel felt unnatural. The black walls seemed to hold green tints to them that fled when he focused his eye on any given area. The floor, the hexagonal walls and the ceiling overhead were impossibly smooth. He detected no seams, no indication that humans had built this with their hands.

Which they hadn't, of course. He almost snorted at his foolishness. Sin casters had carved out this complex with their unhallowed magics. But it was one thing to make that statement in his mind, and another to walk along the endless length of this vast hall.

"Hold up," whispered Meffrid, raising a hand. "Do you feel that?"

Tiron felt nothing. He peered over Audsley's shoulder in irritation. "Feel what?"

"A breeze," said Bogusch. "Least, I think I felt one."

"Yes," said Meffrid. "First time I've felt the air move."

"Let's keep moving," said Tiron. "Careful, now."

Their little group shuffled on for another twenty paces before a faint moan issued forth from the darkness ahead of them. Temyl gulped and took a quick sidestep closer to Tiron, while Aedelbert flared his wings on Audsley's shoulder. The moan continued, hollow and desolate, fading away and then returning without any real break.

Temyl formed the triangle with shaking hands. "By all that's holy, what is that?"

Nobody answered. Tiron could feel sweat running down his brow despite the cool temperature. 

"I've heard that before," said Audsley suddenly. "Back home in Nous. There were certain stairwells that descended right into the drowned levels, massive and empty, and the wind would moan just like that as it raced up and down their length."

"Stairwells, hmm?" Tiron inhaled slowly, fighting to steady his nerves. "Sounds more manageable than some ghostly Sin Caster. Meffrid, Bogusch. Onward."

Meffrid gripped his sword with both hands and walked on, Bogusch falling back a pace so that he was almost level with Audsley. As they pressed on, the moaning grew louder, more insistent, until it was a haunting and continuous groan that throbbed and ebbed with no rhyme or reason. The ambient gloom ended up ahead at a stark black wall as if the passageway had been cut by a massive sword. A ponderous sheet of metal the size of a huge door lay askew just before it on the floor.

Nobody spoke. They all stood still, staring at the impenetrable wall, and it was clear that the moaning was coming from its far side. Tiron spat and pushed his way past Audsley and Bogusch and Meffrid, and stalked up to the fallen sheet of metal. It was perhaps three inches thick, the size of a barn door, and its surface glimmered with the muted light of hammered iron. Someone must have dropped it here, for it lay unevenly across the floor, one corner propped up on the rising surface of the left wall. 

Tiron stepped onto it carefully, but it didn't shift beneath his weight. Something extended vertically from its far end, and as he drew closer he saw that it was a sword, its blade black like the one Asho had wielded, stabbed into the platform's far side. Tiron didn't touch it, but leaned down to inspect the weapon. Its black blade had fused with the iron platform. Frowning, he looked up at the black wall and realized with a start that it wasn't a wall of any kind but rather a gaping and terrible void.

His knees weakened and his stomach lurched, and he almost grabbed onto the black blade's hilt for support. Breathing in sharp, shallow gulps, he stepped off the far edge of the platform and inched up to the edge of nothingness. 

The hexagonal tunnel simply ended, opening up into a wretched and total darkness. The moan was overwhelming this close up, desolate and continuous, and Tiron felt his sweat-soaked hair stir as wind caressed his face. He couldn't see anything out there, anything at all. 

He wanted nothing more than to turn and flee. To scamper back from this impossibility, gripped by a primordial fear. Instead, he bared his teeth in a grin and stood there, letting his heart pound mightily, refusing to succumb to his terror. The moan continued unabated, the winds plucked at him, and the void promised an end to his troubles. He stared into the heart of nothing till he was his own master once more, and then he turned back and returned to the group.

They all drew in close, but Tiron spoke only to Audsley. "There's nothing beyond. The tunnel opens out into nothingness. A dead end."

Bogusch scowled and rubbed at his jaw. "We head back? Look for another tunnel?"

"I don't think so," said Audsley carefully. "We've assumed that the Sin Casters here moved by means of flight. Thus an empty void would have presented them with no great difficulty. It can't extend forever, for its expanse has to be contained within Starkadr's body. I would guess that it must be a shaft, like my stairwells back home, but without the steps. A means to climb and descend to other levels."

"Fat lot of good that does us," said Temyl. "We're out of luck, aren't we, grounded as we are and forced to use our two feet. Useless!"

"Perhaps," said Audsley. "But we haven't taken into account everything that lies before our eyes. What do you make of this metal platform, Tiron?"

"There's a sword stabbed into it at the far end, there," said Tiron. "Similar to the blade you found in Mythgræfen's hidden rooms. The one that caught fire when Asho held it."

"Ah," said Audsley, as if that meant something. He hesitated, foot raised, and then climbed onto the platform and edged his way forward, moving ever deeper into a crouch as he drew closer to the void. Finally he knelt by the blade itself and peered closely at it. 

"What's this?" Audsley stared at the metal surface where the blade was sunken in. "Aedelbert, if you will?"

His firecat leaped down off his shoulder and breathed out a tongue of warm red flame. It was good to see cherry red in this grim place, thought Tiron. "What is it?" he asked.

"Hmm," said Audsley. "Interesting. Most - yes. Quite. But if - no. Well, do you think?" He stared curiously at Aedelbert, who gave no response, then scuttled back and stepped off the platform. His face was alight with excitement. "Runes, carved around the blade, in old Sigean. An incantation of sorts. A binding, perhaps. Which, given the - ah - arcane properties of the blade that Asho wielded, might indicate that it was meant to channel power into the platform?"

Tiron felt equal parts frustration and hope. "What are you talking about?"

Audsley smiled. "The blade. I believe it channels power into the platform. Which, given its location, might indicate that it can, ah, fly."

Tiron blinked. "Fly?"

"Yes," said Audsley, reaching up to adjust his glasses, his smile growing wider. "Precisely. Our means, good ser, of navigating that terrible void."

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR
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Lady Iskra Kyferin was sitting on a small chest by the great hall's central fire, a bowl of oatmeal on her lap. Despite the bruising that mottled the side of her face, she felt alert, alive, and filled with purpose. Their victory over Lord Laur's force had invigorated her, and her energy was shared by her servants and followers as they bustled around the fire, cooking breakfast, laughing and animated in a manner that she hadn't seen since they'd come to this wretched Hold. 

Brocuff -- the former constable of Kyferin Castle and now for all purposes her steward – stepped up, gave her a quick bow, and then lowered himself to a comfortable squat, a sheet of paper held between his powerful hands. "I've finished my tally, milady." 

Iskra set her bowl aside. "So soon? And your stay in the Hold is doing you well, constable. I thought you couldn't read or write."

He grinned at her, showing strong, yellowed teeth. "Still can't. But I've recruited the help of a young Hrething warrior by the name of Erling who can, and he's been good enough to draw little pictures of each kind of category here." 

He showed her the paper, and indeed there were accurate depictions of swords, barrels, and all manner of goods drawn down the left margin, along with notches beside them that were slashed diagonally for each group of five.

"Now," said Brocuff, scrutinizing the paper as if seeing it for the first time, "Kitan brought a powerful amount of supplies with him. This was no mere assault. I reckon he planned to kill us off and then set about fixing the Hold and making it suitable for defense. Enough food to last our little band six months, though a good amount of it might go bad if it's not stored right before then. Tools aplenty, along with fine furniture for Kitan's own use. Can you believe that he had his four-poster bed broken down and hauled all the way out here?" Brocuff looked up at her with merry lights dancing in his eyes. "Incredible. Live poultry, flour, cured hams, wheels of cheese, grains, a good dozen tuns of fortified wine, and so forth."

Iskra smiled. "Very good. Set enough food aside to last us three months, and give the rest to the Hrethings as thanks for their help."

Brocuff nodded. "I thought you might say that, so I took the liberty of sorting it into two piles. Now, we've also got enough armor and weaponry to outfit an army of some hundred knights. Funny, that. Some eighty swords, about half as many good shields, along with suits of plate armor and chainmail. Elon's sorting through it, separating the stuff that'll need fixing, but it's worth a fortune and all of it good steel."

Iskra leaned forward, chin resting on the base of her palm, and tapped her lips with her fingers. "Far too much for us to use, and I've no wish to ransom it back to Lord Laur. When we're done speaking, please ask Kolgrimr to attend me. I might have a proposition for him."

Brocuff tapped the side of his nose. "Thought you might. I'll do just that." He scrutinized his list once more, but this time Iskra noticed that he was staring through the paper, buying time as he hesitated over some notion or thought.

"Yes, constable?"

"It's not my place to question your decisions, my lady." His voice took on a gruff note. "But surveying all these weapons and armor, I was wondering if we really needed to reach out to the Agerastians like you said you were going to do." He looked up, eyes suddenly bright with hope or desperation. "We fought off Lord Laur's men once, and that without all these swords and suits of plate. Might we not do so again, and righteously, without turning to the heretics for aid?"

Iskra set her bowl aside carefully as she schooled her mind and expression. When she looked up at Brocuff she was positive she exuded nothing but confidence and serenity. "Would that it were so. We've killed a Virtue, Brocuff. We've slain Lord Laur's son. They will not send a small force against us again. We need allies, or we shall be crushed."

Brocuff searched her face, pupils moving from side to side with minute darts, and then coughed and lowered his head. "Of course, my lady. Forgive me for asking. If you'll excuse me." He rose, sketched an awkward bow, and strode quickly away.

Iskra watched the constable leave the great hall with consternation. She'd seen more than simple distaste in his eyes. Something akin to fear, perhaps, or more accurately horror. Horror at the thought of allying with the enemies of their most sacred creed. Would he follow her command? How far could she push her followers before they recoiled for fear of their souls?

Ser Jander Wyland rounded the main fire and approached. Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome, Jander was the last of the infamous Black Wolves who had once followed Iskra's late husband. The blade at his hip had seen countless battles over the past two decades, and his was a steadying and firm presence that she greatly appreciated.

"Good morning, my lady." He bowed and then sat, looking at her sidelong as he stirred his oatmeal. "I like that light in your eye. It bodes poorly for Lord Mertyn Laur."

"Indeed." She took up her own bowl, though she no longer had an appetite. "I have a thousand ideas racing through my mind. Ways to leverage this victory to our lasting advantage. Mertyn was intent on garrisoning the Hold, and as a result has gifted us with a wealth of resources. How long do you think we have before Lord Laur sends another armed force?"

"Say three weeks for the Lunar Gate at the Talon to open and allow the remains of his first force to return home. Then a month for him to recover from the loss, arm his men, beg aid from the Ascendant's Grace..." Wyland trailed off in thought. "I'd say we could expect a second attack in three months' time at the soonest."

Iskra nodded. "My thoughts as well. That's exactly how long we have to forge an alliance with the Agerastians by one means or another." She ignored how Jander's face stiffened. "I'm going to call a council meeting shortly, but in the meantime I've asked Kolgrimr to attend me. He should be here shortly. I'm going to propose arming his men with the swords and armor that we've won in exchange for their continued service. How does that strike you?"

Jander rubbed at his short beard. "A good idea. They're stout and brave men, these Hrethings, and while they fight in a wild and disorderly manner, they're a force to be reckoned with. Would you be loaning the weaponry, or gifting it to them?"

At that point Kolgrimr entered the great hall, paused for a second to scan the bustle, and then saw Iskra and stepped over to her. His father was the leader of the aged Hrethings, though in truth he seemed to have already inherited the mantle of leadership. He stopped a good four paces away and bowed at the waist, a sharp gesture without courtly grace, but there was warmth in his eyes. Heavily bearded, lean and tall, he had the wiry athleticism of a man used to walking the mountains. 

"Lady Kyferin?" he said. "You asked for me?"

Iskra gestured for him to take a seat. "I did. I know that your men wish to return to Hrething and their mountain farms, but first I wished to thank you all for the great service they provided me, for their bravery and willingness to fight alongside my guards. We all are alive to enjoy this day because of your aid, and I swear to you that I shall never forget your assistance in our time of need."

Kolgrimr had lowered himself to sit on a heavy hemp bag of flour, but rose to bow again, his face flushing with pride. "You and yours slew the demon that was terrorizing our homes. Coming to your aid was an obligation that we swore to fulfill, and I am proud to have fought by your side."

"Thank you." Iskra waited for him to sit once more. "Brocuff tells me that we've won an enormous amount of food. I've asked him to set aside what my people need, and to give the rest to you to distribute amongst your people to help them through the coming winter. I especially wish to recompense those families who lost husbands, fathers, and sons in last night's battle."

Rather than rise again, Kolgrimr simply nodded from where he sat. "Thank you, my lady. The gift of food is a princely one this high in the mountains. Your generosity is much appreciated."

"Not generosity." Iskra's smile was grim. "Sincere thanks. But our troubles are not over. We've bought some breathing room, but we estimate that within three months we shall see Lord Laur's men once again at our walls, and this time they will not fall for a clever stratagem. Now, I don't expect your people to sacrifice their way of life so as to garrison this Hold until then, but I have a proposition for you."

Kolgrimr's hard face betrayed little. "I'm listening."

"I would arm your men with the blades and armor we won from the vanquished knights, and have Ser Wyland train and drill them in their proper use." The details came to her even as she spoke. "Twenty men will stay at the Hold at any given time so as to train with us, and in so doing they will earn the right to own their weapons and armor. I will let you and Ser Wyland decide how to divide the men and how often to rotate them through, but I hope that doing so will allow us to resist Lord Laur with greater efficacy when he comes."

Kolgrimr leaned back, brow furrowed in thought. "An interesting proposition." He mulled it over. "We're united in purpose, now. The men who are returning to Lord Laur will tell him of the Hrething's role in their defeat. I doubt he'll be merciful when he returns. At the very least, he'll seek to burn Hrething down and hang those he can get his hands on." His smile was wry. "It shouldn't be too hard to convince my father and the other influential men in our community to see the wisdom behind your words." He gave a sharp nod, as if settling his thoughts on the matter. "I'll speak with my father, and should have a response for you in a few days."

Iskra rose and smiled warmly. "Very well. That is all I can ask for. Please make use of one of the carts we've acquired to take the food down to Hrething, and I look forward to seeing you here soon."

Kolgrimr rose as well. "Thank you, my lady. You'll be seeing me soon enough. Ser Wyland." He nodded and left.

"That went well," said Jander as she sat back down.

"I was going to ask you first." She gave him an apologetic smile. "Would you be willing to help train the Hrethings?"

He laughed. "Of course. As my lady commands. I cannot promise miracles, but three months is sufficient time to make them an effective fighting force." He stirred his oatmeal once more, then set it aside. "Iskra, I must speak to you about your proposal to ally with the Agerastians." He leaned forward, his face intent. "Please. You must listen."

Iskra bit back an angry response. Patience. No good ruler refused the counsel of their trusted advisors. "I believe I know what you have to say. But please, speak your mind."

"I will be brief." He hesitated, composing his thoughts. "First, I would speak of honor. It is what I have lived my life by. It is what led me to follow you here, though I knew it a death sentence. I have always chosen honor over mere survival. Honor as a knight, as an Ennoian, as a Black Wolf and now your humble servant."

Iskra tightened her jaw. When had the Black Wolves ever been concerned with their honor? 

"Second, piety. We fight a political fight, a personal battle. Yet if we ally with the heretics, we shall be imperiling our souls and those of the ones who follow us. As cherished as your son is to you, is he worth damnation? Please, my lady. Let us search for another means of defeating Lord Laur, and barring that, fight him courageously when he comes, confident that we will ascend to a higher station should we die."

Iskra looked down at her hands. There was dirt beneath her nails. Her mother would be aghast. "If you can suggest an alternative way to defeat Lord Laur and whatever forces the Ascendant's Grace sends with him, I would hear it now." Her voice was quiet, firm, implacable. "But I will not sit here helplessly and be slaughtered. I will not abandon my son. Our cause is just. We are the wronged party. Lord Laur has conspired with the Ascendant's Grace for political gain and I cannot accept that such is the Ascendant's will."

Jander's lips were pursed, his fingers interlaced, his knuckles white. "I don't deny that the Ascendant's Grace is acting in a manner unbefitting his station -"

"Asho saw him cheat death," whispered Iskra angrily. "Unbefitting? That flies in the face of all that is holy."

"And we can trust Asho on this? He is a fine boy, but that was his first battle. Who knows what he saw?" Jander's voice was a harsh hiss. "Whom would you trust: the Ascendant's Grace, an Aletheian of the highest rank, or a Bythian?"

Iskra sat back. "He hasn't proved himself enough for your taste?"

"No, of course he has. He's done admirably." Jander made a chopping motion with one hand. "My point is this: there are times when our lords fail us, fail themselves. It doesn't matter in the end if the Ascendant's Grace has acted righteously or not. What matters is our own conduct. We must safeguard our own souls, and not take their sins as an excuse to sin even more."

"Believe me, Jander, if there were any other way out of this I would seize it in a heartbeat. It sickens me to take this step. Right up until the last, I will search for a different way to defend my people and family. But I will not simply concede defeat. I will not let scheming, corrupt men take advantage of our weakness and use our religion to force our surrender. I don't know if the Ascendant will damn us or understand our actions, but I do know this: my late husband would have fought until the last, and I intend to do the same. So I will go to Agerastos if I can. I will make a deal with their heretical emperor, and I will take back Kyferin Castle and save my son." 

Jander stared at her, his mouth a thin slit. Servants and guards sitting around the fires were watching them both out of the corner of their eyes. Had she raised her voice toward the last? Iskra took a deep breath. "Enough. Let's gather the others. I would hold council."

Jander gave a sharp nod and rose to his feet. "I'll summon them. If you'll excuse me, Lady Kyferin." 

He strode off without waiting for her nod, and Iskra watched him go. Lady Kyferin. She took a deep breath, sat up straighter, and waited for the others to gather. 

One by one, her council stepped in and sat before her. Mæva the Hrething witch with her firecat. Brocuff with his tally in hand, followed by an expressionless Jander. 

A moment later Asho approached and bowed. "Good morning, Lady Kyferin." His hair was damp with sweat, his expression grave. A fever? No. Exercise, as befitted a knight.

"Ser Asho," said Iskra, forcing a smile. A lifetime spent by her brutal lord's side had made doing so effortless. "Fetch yourself some food so that we may talk."

"I'll break my fast when we're done," he said, lowering himself to a crouch. "My appetite hasn't awoken yet."

Kethe stomped up behind Asho and sat heavily to his left, pushing her sword's hilt down so the scabbarded tip rose behind her, clear of any obstacles. She had a bowl in both hands and wasted no time spooning food into her mouth. "Morning," she grunted. 

Lady Kyferin raised an eyebrow as she watched her daughter, and decided to pick her battles. "In one month the Lunar Portal below will re-open and return Audsley and Ser Tiron to us. With a modicum of luck they will have found a means to contact the Agerastians so that we may forge an alliance. Two weeks after that the empire shall celebrate the Winter Shriving. We've learned that it's called the Black Shriving here, and is an occasion for terror and violence. All who reside in the Hold shall be attacked by supernatural forces and killed. If we survive that assault, we shall face Lord Laur a mere six weeks later. He shall come at us with as many Virtues and knights as he can assemble. Ladies and gentlemen, time is of the essence."

The mood around their small circle became decidedly grim.

"Mæva," said Iskra. "What can you tell us about the Black Shriving? Where we come from it is a time for reflection and penance followed by a day of celebration."

Mæva stirred uneasily. "Your version sounds much more hospitable. The Hrethings know that night as a time to lock our doors and windows, to gather with weapons drawn and beware the evil that comes down from the mountains." She glanced at Ashurina as if for confirmation. "I know it to be when the forces that surround the Black Gate overflow and come pouring down to this Hold. Any who reside here are slain. Come dawn, the evil returns to the heights. As to the why? No one knows for sure. I believe it is an ancient grudge against the Kyferins who once garrisoned these walls and routinely cleansed the Gate so as to mine the Gate Stone."

Iskra nodded. "All right. And this Black Gate that Audsley discovered in the mountains. Where might it be located? What might defend it? What can we do to shut it down so that we can access the Gate Stone in the ground?"

Mæva leaned back. "I'm flattered that you assume I possess such information."

Iskra expected to hear Tiron's irritated snarl, and felt instead a pang of loss over not having him with her. Instead it was Ser Wyland who leaned forward, hands clasped between his knees. 

"It's alright to admit your ignorance," he said gently. "If you don't know -"

"I do know," Mæva snapped. "I am as steeped in these mysteries as you are in..." She paused, her gaze flicking up and down his body. "Your distinctive odor. No, what I sought to impress upon you all is that the answers I do have are to be taken as educated guesses, not fact. Am I clear?"

Kethe shoveled another spoonful of food into her mouth and grunted. "Sounds like you're hedging to me."

Mæva rolled her eyes and lifted Ashurina to eye level. "Don't despair of them, my sweet," she said. "It's like trying to dress a kragh in fine silks."

Lady Kyferin tapped her fingers on her knee. "Mæva?"

"Very well." Mæva lowered Ashurina to her lap. "These mountains are perilously high, and there are a number of false peaks between where we sit and where I believe the Black Gate to be. I've spent some time studying the maps that Audsley discovered below, and I believe I now know the general area in which the Gate may lie."

"May?" Ser Wyland raised an eyebrow.

"May. A steep valley hidden in a cleft high up in the Skarpheðinn range." She paused and licked her lower lip. "Understand: on rare occasion a demon might descend from the heights to plague our land, much like the one you slew a few days ago. But up in the Skarpheðinn Range, their presence will be commonplace. I can't even guess what else might infest the land that close to the Gate. Stone trolls, most certainly. Who knows what other creatures, what monstrosities?"

Asho leaned forward. "You were able to shield our presence from the demon. Could you do so again?"

"Yes," said Mæva. "That would be your only hope of survival."

"Then it seems you must accompany our force to this range," said Iskra.

"Yes," said Mæva quietly. "I had intended to."

"Thank you," said Iskra. "How do you suggest we undertake this mission?"

Ser Wyland sat straight. "We can -"

"You're not going," said Mæva.

"I - pardon? What do you mean?"

"You're not going." Mæva smiled sweetly at him.

Ser Wyland frowned. "Of course I'm going. Why wouldn't I?"

"Because," said Mæva, leaning back on one arm, "you would be a terrible liability. You have not a thimbleful of mystic power to you. You won't be able to harm our foes, won't be able to fight on their level, and will distract and slow the rest of us who would have to take care of you."

Ser Wyland's face darkened and he rose to his feet, but it was clear he didn't know how to respond. 

Iskra raised a hand, forestalling him. "Then, who should accompany you?"

Mæva turned to regard Asho and Kethe. "Those two. The three of us shall move quickly, under the cover of my protective magic."

Asho blanched. "Just the three of us? Going up to the Skarpheðinn range? Alone?"

Mæva smiled and nodded. "Precisely."

Kethe set her bowl aside firmly. "An intelligent choice. After all, we're going to die soon anyway. When do we leave?"

"Kethe!" Iskra's outrage was scalding. "How dare you speak so flippantly about such matters!"

"You think me flippant?" Kethe's gaze was steady and without remorse. "Hardly, mother dear. Merely honest."

The silence stretched out between them. Iskra wanted to take her daughter by the hand and drag her outside for a scolding. Wanted to pull her into a tight hug and weep into her hair. Torn between her desire to chastise and scold, all she could do was glare. Kethe held her gaze and then shrugged, dismissing her, and returned her attention to her bowl of food.

"A scouting mission," said Iskra at last. "Am I understood? Get as much information as you can without imperiling yourselves, and then return for us to plan further." She paused and stared levelly at Kethe. "Am I understood?"

Kethe pursed her lips and then shrugged one should. "Yes, mother."

"Good. Mæva, what do you need to do to prepare?"

"Nothing. I am ready to depart immediately. We should leave now, so as to make the most of the sunlight. We've a long climb ahead of us."

"Good. Asho, Kethe?"

Asho rose to his feet. "I can be ready in ten minutes."

"Same here," said Kethe, rising lithely to her feet. "I'll meet you two up front by the gate. Take care, everyone." That said, she turned and walked toward her corner, where her pack and armor rested.

Mæva smiled and rose as well, Ashurina scampering up to rest on her shoulder. "Ser Wyland, may I have a word?"

It almost looked like the older knight was going to refuse her, but then he sighed and nodded, and followed the witch to one side of the great hall with a look of helpless fascination on his face. 

Iskra looked up to where Asho was standing. "Ser knight. Promise me one thing."

He lowered himself smoothly to one knee. "Anything, my lady."

She turned to watch Kethe fixing her pack. "Bring my daughter back to me. I feel her drifting. Her powers are growing and they will destroy her if she indulges in them too often. Don't let her use them unless it's a matter of life or death. Please. Bring her back to me."

Asho followed her gaze. "I swear I'll bring her back if it's within my power to do so, my lady. You have my word on it as your knight."

"Good," said Lady Kyferin, already feeling very alone. "Thank you, Ser Asho. May the Ascendant watch over you all."

Asho bowed his head but not quickly enough to hide his sour expression. Iskra remembered too late that he had killed a Virtue just the night before. What did such blessings mean to him now? Before she could ameliorate the situation, he rose and departed. 

Iskra rubbed her hands together nervously, then caught herself and stopped. Somehow she doubted very much that the Ascendant was watching them with any sign of favor. She was allying with his greatest enemies and sending her people up into the mouth of Hell, a forgotten Black Gate that was guarded by who knew what evils.  

Jander's words echoed in her mind. But what choice did she have? So be it. If she had to damn herself right down to being reborn a Bythian, she would do so. She would do anything if it meant saving her son from the clutches of their enemies.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE
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Tharok awoke early. He dressed and donned his armor in the dawn sunlight, then descended to the courtyard of Porloc's enclosure where Nok awaited him, Shaya sitting alert and nervous on the back of their mountain goat. The city of Gold was silent, a pall of smoke hanging in the air and battling with the stench of spoiled meat and spilt wine. Tharok, filled with purpose, merely nodded to his two companions and then strode out through the unguarded front gate. 

The night of revelry had taken its toll, and most of the kragh were lying asleep in their huts or in the streets where they had fallen. It was as if a great pestilence had laid waste to the city over the course of the night. Little stirred but stray cats and the occasional elderly kragh female moving to a well. The only other traveler along the main road out of Gold was a large caravan being pulled by four ponies. Tharok identified its owner by the massive stone troll that moved lethargically alongside, its hideous head hanging low, nose beetling out over its lips, bat ears twitching irritably as it slouched along.

"To where do you travel?" he asked, looking up to the human sitting high on the caravan seat. The man was dressed in armor today, his slender form encased in supple scales as delicate as those of a fish. Tharok tried to not look impressed, but was unsure if he had succeeded. Never had he seen something so finely crafted.

"Up the Chasm Walk and across the mountains to the north," said the trader. "Grax grows lonely. I have promised to return him to his home."

"How do you speak with him?" asked Tharok, looking at where the stone troll was lumbering, head and shoulders visible though he was walking on the far side of the caravan. 

"That, friend kragh, is my secret and mine alone. Actually, you look familiar. You almost made Grax's personal acquaintance yesterday, did you not?"

"I found wisdom, I'm glad to say," said Tharok. "I'm also heading up the Chasm Walk, along with my tribe and the Crokuk. Perhaps we will see you on the road north."

"Perhaps," said the human. "Until later, friend kragh."

They left behind the city of Gold, with its stink and muddy streets, and followed the path to where the Red River tribe was camped. Their few dozen huts seemed insignificant in comparison to the city, but it warmed Tharok's heart to stand before them and know that they were his: his highlanders, his kragh. Already they were up, not grown soft with city life, dismantling their huts and rolling up skins, mounting their loads onto the backs of their mountain goats and mules. 

Tharok strode through the small camp, raising his hand as others greeted him. He sought out the central campfire, and there found several kragh seated around the smoky flames that burned and danced on green branches. Amongst the kragh there were Maur, the shaman Golden Crow, and Barok the sword master.

"Dawn finds you well," said Tharok, taking a seat on a log by their side. 

Nok stopped at the edge of the clearing, taking everything in, one great hand placed on Shaya's shoulder. Maur was scooping up a mush of grains and goat milk from her pan, and Golden Crow was sitting with a wet poultice on his brow. 

"'Well' is relative, warlord," said the shaman, his voice hoarse. "The spirits cursed me with too many visions last night. My head swims."

"From the amount you drank, I'm surprised you didn't float off altogether," said Maur, and then she looked to Tharok. "Where are the Crokuk?"

"I expect them shortly." Tharok reached out and took a pan that was handed to him, hot grains steaming in the chill morning air.

"And then to war," said Maur, shaking her head. "I thought we made you warlord because, unlike Wrok, you were going to keep us free of senseless violence."

"It is our nature to fight," said Barok, his voice low and even. "We are kragh. We are the chosen of Ogri. There is no glory in dying of old age unless you are a shaman or a woman."

"Yes, the lack of common sense amongst you males is well known to us all," said Maur. "Still, I don't understand your moves. You give up World Breaker only to become Porloc's attack dog and do him more favors. Why?"

Barok took a breath. "The warlord has got good reasons."

"What, exactly, are they?" demanded Maur.

"He will bring glory to the Red River," said the sword master, eyeing Maur with a yellowed eye. "He will unite us. Already we are five hundred stronger."

"The sword master speaks truth," said Tharok before Maur could respond. "Think, wise woman. Only a week ago we were but fifty warriors. Now we are five hundred and fifty."

"But the Crokuk don't take their orders from you," said Maur.

"Not yet, they don't."

"Still, why give up World Breaker? That was given to you by Ogri. It was to be your symbol of power."

"If I had held on to the sword," said Tharok, turning to face Maur, "what would have happened?"

"The kragh would have flocked to your banner," she said. "Knowing that you were Ogri's chosen."

"True, but only some. The riffraff, the independent tribes perhaps. But not the Orlokor. Not the Tragon. The great lowland tribes that number in the tens of thousands would not have just come and followed me. No, they would have sent thousands against me and taken the sword by force. Perhaps we could have hidden in the higher peaks, but to what end? If I had held the sword, I would have been declaring myself a threat to Porloc, to the Tragon brothers, to every warlord who walks. No, we are not yet strong enough to hold on to that blade."

"So, you give it away," said Maur, anger in her voice.

"If you like," said Tharok with a slow smile, "you can consider it a loan."

Maur scowled at him. "You play with Ogri's blessing. You barter and hand out his sword as if it were a piece in politics, not sacred to his spirit."

Tharok opened his mouth but it was Golden Crow who responded first. "Do not concern yourself with what is sacred to Ogri, wise woman. That is the province of the shamans. And I can swear to you that he does not care." Golden Crow stood. "Still. Beware, warlord. The spirits are not your playthings. You will call down disaster upon us yet through your calculations." Then the shaman turned and stalked off, leaving a trail of silence in his wake.

They watched him go, and then Maur shook her head. "He's right. You are too smart for your own good."

"Nothing," said Tharok, his voice tight, "that I cannot handle. In that you can trust." He stood and pointed at Nok and Shaya. "They are with me. They are of my clan, and I want them treated as such. Clear?" He stared at all who were gathered about him, and then nodded to the huge kragh and the human slave. "Eat, before it is all gone."

"And you, Tharok?" asked Nok, his voice a low rumble. 

"I go to meet with the Crokuk. They approach."

They all turned and stared past the few tents that stood between them and Porloc's city of Gold. From around the city, moving in a large and chaotic mass, came a wall of lowland kragh. They were clad in black-painted armor and wielded spears that were tipped with steel so that it looked like a winter forest was marching toward them. Their leader, Nakrok, was riding a black horse at their front, and an obese kragh, no doubt the Crokuk shaman, was being carried on a wooden platform by ten others, his body wrapped in a bearskin, his sightless sockets staring about him as they moved. Little Toad, a member of the Red River, hurried along by their side.

"What is Toad doing with Nakrok?" asked Tharok to nobody in particular.

"He offered to guide them to our camp," said Barok.

Tharok sensed his warriors fanning out behind him as he moved forward onto the path. He wished that he was wearing a coat of armor like that of the human trader, but he would have to greet the Crokuk warlord on foot, in his leather jerkin, armed with nothing but his circlet of iron.

The horde of Crokuk came to a stop, but Nakrok rode closer, stopping some twenty yards away to dismount and hand the reins of the horse to a kragh who had jogged alongside on foot. Toad crossed the empty space between them in a hurry, not meeting Tharok's gaze, and melted into the ranks of the Red River.

Nakrok was young, Tharok saw, small even for a lowland kragh, but he moved with an easy confidence that made him seem larger. His bald head gleamed in the morning sun, and his grin as he approached the highland kragh was wide and predatory.

"Tharok, son of Grakor," said the Crokuk warlord as he drew close. "I hear I have you to thank for this assignment."

"I am always happy to share glory," replied Tharok.

"Even when it takes me far outside the area of my concerns, against kragh I personally have no grudge against."

"The Tragon offend the Orlokor. I thought you counted yourself one of them."

Nakrok turned from examining Tharok's kragh and really looked at the Red River warlord for the first time. "Of course," he said. "Which is why I'm here. Still, of all the clans, of all the chieftains, why did you have the nerve to pick mine?"

"The Crokuk are famous for being good fighters," said Tharok, and as Nakrok went to bow his head in acknowledgement, he continued, "For lowland kragh, that is. Still, your numbers should make up for your lack of strength."

Nakrok gave him a wolfish grin. "And I shall be happy to direct your brutes when it comes to strategy. You will be amazed, highlander, to learn that there is more to battle than screaming and running forward, throwing your feces at the enemy."

Tharok laughed and stepped forward to grasp Nakrok's arm in a warrior's clasp. "At last I will be able to tell Toad that he can finally rest. Your tongue will keep us amused, if nothing else."

Nakrok gripped his forearm. "Unlike some, we Crokuk don't lick the asses of those we wish to impress."

Tharok paused, still gripping the smaller kragh's arm, and forced his smile to remain genial. "No, you skip the foreplay and go right to getting shafted. Hence your presence here this morning, no?"

Nakrok's grin grew sharp, almost feral, and Tharok released his arm and looked at his gathered kragh. "Warriors of the Crokuk, welcome! The Red River Tribe is glad to have you with us in the battles to come. It will be good to have the strength and ferocity of the kragh who created the Orlokor Empire by our side." 

The hundreds of kragh stared at him impassively. Nakrok watching him with slitted eyes.

"What's the matter, Nakrok?" asked Tharok. "Regretting obeying Porloc's orders?"

Nakrok spat on the ground. "No. Enough talking. The sooner we march on the Tragon, the sooner this farce will be over." 

He returned to his mount, and Tharok turned and caught Barok's eye. The sword master shook his head in disapproval and walked away. 

It took but minutes for the preparations to be completed, and soon the Red River were ready to march. The entire time, Nakrok sat on his horse, watching, arms crossed and resting on the pommel of his saddle. 

"Was that wise?" asked Maur, stopping where Tharok was tightening the rawhide straps of his pack.

"Antagonizing Nakrok? Yes."

Maur raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

"Until this moment, they thought us little more than brutish beasts. Now they resent us, and perhaps in time will learn to hate. Hate, properly manipulated, can turn into grudging respect. Then we will crush their leadership, and then they will join us."

"You aim to take control of the Crokuk?"

"Maur," said Tharok. He rose and heaved the pack onto his shoulder, shifting its weight about so that its load rested on his hips. "You have no idea how far I aim. We've yet to see if my reach exceeds my grasp, but we'll speak of that tonight at the war council."

"War council? What war council?"

Tharok grinned at her. "You didn't get the message?"

Maur's brow darkened. "Play with me at your own peril, warlord."

Tharok adjusted a strap. "Don't worry; nobody yet knows. I'm going to summon it at the last minute so as to not give anyone time to prepare."

Maur shook her head slowly. "You are mad."

"That," said Tharok, moving past her, "is quite possible. Time will tell." 

And with a final laugh, he marched on, through the waiting ranks of Red River to the road. There he turned to Nakrok and with a raised arm indicated that the great march north had begun. 

Nok, with Shaya still in tow, brought him his mountain goat. The human was wrapped in a massive goat fur, roughly cut to suit her frame, a belt cinching it tight about her narrow waist. Her pale hair was bound back in a tight braid, and her nervousness made her eyes appear overlarge.

"Chief," said Nok, one hand on the goat's saddle, "do you intend to ride your beast?"

"No," said Tharok. He felt the urge to exert himself, to stretch his legs. "Why?"

"Shaya is still weak. She should ride for the first few days till she regains her strength."

Tharok studied the massive kragh who had become his clan mate. He stared Nok in the eyes until the other looked away into the middle distance. "Very thoughtful of you. Fine. Keep her on the goat." He looked to Shaya. "I have made you part of my clan, human. Do you know what that means?"

Shaya shook her head. 

"It means you are as close to me as kin. If anybody insults you, they insult me. For as long as you stay with my tribe. Am I clear?"

Shaya's confusion was almost amusing. "Yes," she whispered. "Thank you."

Tharok grunted. Something about her weakness angered him. "We will talk more when we camp tonight. I have many questions about you humans. Until then, don't fall off the goat."

That said, he strode on, and as one the Red River fell in behind him.

 

Tharok set a grueling pace up the Chasm Walk. The Red River managed to handle it without much difficulty, but the Crokuk were hard-pressed to keep up, their smaller legs forced into occasional bursts of jogging up the shallow gradient. All morning they ascended, until they passed the great Orlokor wall that ringed the mouth of the Walk proper. There they filed through the massive gates as the entire garrison turned out to watch, the two hundred Red River followed by the five hundred Crokuk, an army the likes of which had not entered the mountains in over a decade. Overhead, turkey vultures circled, wings frozen and outstretched in the sky, weaving eldritch patterns against the Sky Lord's realm. 

On and up and up and on they went, into the colder climes. Tharok refused to break for lunch, and as the Walk grew steeper he increased the pace, forging ever ahead, lowering his head so as to balance the great pack on his back. It had been some time since he had pushed himself hard, and he enjoyed the tightness in his chest, the burn in his thighs. His breath came deep and steady, and on he strode, eating up the miles, passing the checkpoints without pausing to answer the calls of the sentries, allowing the Crokuk to deal with the formalities.

The sun dipped behind the higher peaks, and soon they were walking through cold blue shadow, the higher slopes still catching the sunlight and glowing roseate and rust-colored. They went higher yet, and before them lay the ice-clad peaks, gleaming and glittering like the world's most marvelous diamonds. The tree-covered slopes grew shadowed and still, and the walls of the valley grew ever closer until once more they were traveling along the base of the chasm, cliffs ascending steeply on both sides and covered in heavy brush. 

Finally, as the shadows began to darken from blue to black, Tharok stopped, turned, and raised his fist. The Red River were strung out before him in a long line, bunched in the center with the mountain goats, but beyond them there was no sight of the Crokuk. Tharok grunted, pleased. The lowlanders would probably catch up within half an hour if they hadn't swallowed their pride and stopped to make their own camp. There was plenty of time to prepare.

His tribe swelled before him until they were all gathered, their great tusked faces staring at him, weary but still alive enough to be curious. 

"We make camp, here where the valley widens behind that line of trees," he told them. "Move fast. I want huts up and fires lit before the first lowlander rounds that bend. Move, move, move!"

The Red River kragh stared at each other and then strode off the path, unslinging packs and reaching for the knots that bound loads to the goats' backs. Having lived their whole lives on the move, it took them little time to establish their sites, to pitch their huts, to begin gathering wood and setting it to burn in small piles. 

Tharok remained within the tree line, arms crossed, staring down the Chasm Walk. It was crucial that Nakrok not have decided to stop and make his own camp. It was crucial that the Crokuk still follow, that they have enough loyalty to Porloc and pride as lowland kragh to struggle after the Red River, bitter and angry and resentful. 

Tharok was beginning to fear the worst when Nakrok's horse finally rounded the curve, the clop of its hooves echoing off the stone cliffs moments before it emerged from the gloom. Tharok resisted the urge to grunt loudly, so profound and deep was his satisfaction. The Crokuk warlord pulled back on his reins when he saw the campfires, and Tharok turned to examine the sight that greeted the lowlander: huts were assembled, and already the Red River were hunkered about their fires, seeming at ease, making it impossible to gauge how long they had been at camp. Tharok nodded. Perfect.

Behind the Crokuk warlord came his kragh. They were sore of foot, winded, their heads hanging, their weapons dragging. Gone was their pride and disdain. Now their hundreds arrived in dribs and drabs to stop behind their warlord, and Tharok could see his camp fires burning in their eyes as they stared in anger and resentment at the highlanders. Anger, resentment, fatigue, pain, all that and more, but no longer disdain. No longer that distant look of cold superiority. Good. 

Tharok headed back to his hut, noting that the Red River had filled the center of the clearing. Nakrok would have to encircle their camp, another subtle symbol of Tharok's superiority. The central fire in any kragh camp went to the most powerful, and the Crokuk could not help but notice that the Red River formed their camp's core. 

Time now to eat, to speak to his kragh. The war council tonight would be crucial for their long-term success. It was time to test how wise Nakrok was... or how bullheaded.

 

An hour later, the dark heavens were smeared with stars, the brilliant constellations so thick and luminous after the reek and glow of Gold that it did Tharok good to simply stand, hand on hips, and gaze up at the heavens. 

Nok approached, a moving mound almost as large as a stone troll. "The kragh are prepared. Barok has drilled them."

"Good. They must be ready to act the moment I give the signal, and act fast. Now, go to the Crokuk. Tell Nakrok that we gather to discuss the war with the Tragon, and his presence is requested."

Nok bowed his head and turned to go. Tharok hesitated, almost held his tongue, then spoke. "How did the human, Shaya, fare today?"

The massive kragh shrugged. "It's hard to tell. They're so delicate, humans. You think they're just tired, and then they fall over and can't get back up. I think she is alright. Her body may be weak, but she possesses a strong will. She didn't fall once. She sleeps."

Tharok nodded slowly. "You have much experience with humans." Nok remained silent, so Tharok said, "We'll speak more of this later. Go now."

Tharok walked back to the Red River's central fire, which was burning low, illuminating the faces of the four kragh he had asked to be present. Barok, the sword master. Maur, the representative of the wise women. A wiry kragh named Rabo, famed for tracking a wolf pack for five days across the mountains in his youth and killing them one by one for devouring his wife. An old and greatly respected warrior by the name of Kharsh who had fought alongside Tharok's father. 

"The Crokuk come," he said, stepping into the light. 

Kharsh was in the midst of saying something in heated tones to Barok. Maur was standing to one side, shaking her head, and Rabo was sitting on a log, his face neutral. 

Tharok said, "Do you have anything to say to me, Kharsh?"

The old kragh, his face lined and seamed by age, thick scars across his face making a webbing of pale flesh, turned and stared at Tharok. His left eye was milky white, ruined by the fire that had been used by the Hrakar to torture him when he had fallen into their hands over eleven years ago. 

"You are not our warlord," he said, facing Tharok full-on. "We know nothing of your plans. You don't trust us. You tell us nothing of what we are doing. For a week now we have followed you blindly, down into the Orlokor lands and now back up here to fight the Tragon. We meet to discuss with the Crokuk, but know less than they do. A warlord shares his plans. You lead us as if we were children, not trusting us with anything."

Tharok turned his gaze to Barok, who held it steadily, and then looked to Rabo, who gave a small shrug, showing that he didn't disagree with Kharsh. Maur continued to gaze out into the night.

"Understood, Kharsh," Tharok replied. "I meant no disrespect. Tonight I shall speak my mind plainly, and you will know everything that I intend."

Kharsh's scowl pulled at the stiff scar tissue on his face. "We shall see."

They all turned at the sound of approaching kragh, and soon Nok emerged from the gloom with five lowlanders behind him: Nakrok and his chieftains.

"Welcome, kragh of the Crokuk. We talk of war," said Tharok, moving forward to stand before the other warlord.

"War?" said Nakrok. "This is a farce. What is there to discuss? We find the Tragon where they hide and kill them. This meeting is a waste of time."

Tharok presented his back to the lowlander and moved away, looking at the ground in thought. The Crokuk remained grouped at the edge of the fire's light, refusing to validate the meeting by moving forward to join them. 

"Find them and kill them," said Tharok. "I am young. I've not seen much war. Remind me how we do that, exactly."

Nakrok hissed. "I'll not play your games. We return to our camp."

"Leave this fire and you die," said Tharok, his voice so soft that Nakrok paused so as to catch his words. 

Their meaning understood, Nakrok's ears flared up in alarm. "What are you talking about? Die? Who would kill us? You?"

"No," said Tharok, his face grave. "They would."

From the darkness emerged sixty highland kragh, armed for battle, swords drawn, moving sufficiently forward so that their general outline could be discerned. They ringed the fire some three deep, silent but for the sound of their breathing.

Nakrok's kragh drew their blades, but it was a pitiful gesture. Their warlord snarled and stared at Tharok. "You are mad. There are sixty of you. There are five hundred of us."

Tharok stepped forward. "Your five hundred are useless to you here. I don't want to kill you, but if you insist on walking away from this meeting, you are more useful to me dead. Now, make your choice. Listen or die."

The Crokuk warlord glared at the sixty highland kragh and then cast his own kragh a furious glance. "Sheath your weapons." Nakrok then stepped into the firelight and placed his hands on his hips. "Speak, then, highland scum. Explain to me why my ally threatens me with death. Explain how you expect to live after letting me return to my Crokuk."

Tharok ignored Kharsh's furious glare and focused only on the other warlord. "Answer my question, Nakrok. What is our traditional style of warfare?"

"The way we raid. We locate their camp. We descend upon it in greater numbers. Their kragh flee to avoid slaughter. We take what we like from their camp, and depart with their riches and any slaves we wish to take. This continues until we either tire or can no longer carry their goods. Simple enough even for you, highlander."

Tharok was breathing deeper now, his mouth opening as he stuck his tusks out aggressively. "And what does that accomplish?" 

Nakrok laughed with disbelief. "Oh, this boggles the mind. To be sent into the mountains with such an ass – what does that accomplish? We gain their gold! We humiliate them! We ruin them!"

Tharok raised his hand and curled it into a fist. "Say I punch you in the face right now, and then let you go. What would you do?"

Nakrok took a step back. "I would gather my kragh and come slaughter you."

"And what if I ran away before you returned?"

"I would take your camp and burn it."

"And then if I came after you with greater numbers?"

Nakrok stopped, considering the highlander. "I would flee."

Tharok nodded. "You begin to understand, warlord of the Crokuk. There is no end to this cycle. One warlord steals from the other, never gaining the upper hand, never ending the war. We take from the Tragon now. They come and take from us. We return. They return and steal what we stole from them. This might make sense for one tribe raiding another for goods, but not for us. Not if we want glory. Not if we want change."

The Crokuk warlord stood still, speculation written on his face. "Then what?"

"We descend upon their camp. They get up and flee, expecting us to stop and take their women, their goods. We don't. We give chase, force them into a prepared ambush – more of our kragh waiting for them. We encircle them, and trap them all."

"And then what?" asked Nakrok, looking quickly at the other kragh: Barok, Kharsh, Rabo, all of whom were staring at Tharok with fierce interest. "We slaughter them? I underestimated your lust for blood."

Tharok laughed and shook his head. "Slaughter them? What would that gain us?"

Nakrok blinked. "You're not mad. You're just stupid. What would that gain us? We would defeat the Tragon, reduce their numbers till none could oppose us."

"The Tragon are what?"

"What do you mean?" The Crokuk was rapidly growing confused. "Why do you keep asking these stupid questions? They are our enemy!"

"No!" Tharok lunged forward and grabbed Nakrok by the front of his armor, raised him off the ground and shook him. His four kragh drew their weapons again and surged forward only to be checked by the rumbling growl that rolled forth from the gathered warriors who encircled them. "I'll ask you one more time, Crokuk! What are the Tragon?"

Nakrok pulled back from Tharok's face, turning away from his tusks. "What - what are they? Our enemies! No? The Tragon? They're kragh! Is that what you mean?"

Tharok dropped Nakrok to the ground, where the smaller kragh collapsed into a heap. "Yes," said Tharok, turning away, looking at each of his own kragh in turn. "They're kragh. Like us. A different tribe, but kragh. We think that war against them profits us, profits the Orlokor, but we're wrong. It profits only one group."

Nakrok pulled himself to his feet. He was truly bewildered now. "Who? The Hrakar?"

"Are you so stupid?" asked Maur. She passed Tharok and caressed his shoulder with one hand, her gaze boring into the Crokuk warlord's. "Do you still not understand? Do none of you?" None could match her gaze but Tharok. "Only one group benefits from the death of kragh, and that is the humans."

Silence fell across them all. Nakrok stared at Maur as if bewitched, his brows raised, unaware for the first time of the blades that ringed him. He blinked, turned and looked at his men, and then shook his head, passing his hand before his eyes. "Are you saying that you don't wish to kill the Tragon? That... Then what? Why are we here? This is meant to be war!"

Tharok turned away from the smaller kragh and moved to sit on one of the logs. He allowed Nakrok's words to sink into the silence.

"We drive them from their camp. Into an ambush, where we surround them with greater numbers. They surrender to us. We move in and kill their leaders. Then we force the survivors to join the Orlokor."

Stunned silence greeted his words. Even Maur stared at him. He could feel Kharsh shaking his head behind his back. But he had eyes only for the Crokuk leader, who held his gaze as if mesmerized, unable to look away. 

"Why," asked the smaller warlord, "would they agree to do that?"

"Simple," said Tharok. "I'll adopt one of their children into my own personal clan, so that they will be married into the Red River. That connection will allow our tribes to merge. And if they disagree, we will slaughter them all without mercy."

Nakrok shook his head and looked to the others, his gaze finally settling on Kharsh. "This is madness. This is complete madness. To make Tragon into Red River? To have them join the Orlokor? This has never been done!"

"It has been done," said Rabo, speaking for the first time. His voice was quiet and soothing, like a river passing over flat stones. "Ogri the Uniter drew all the tribes under his banner and made them one."

"But this fool is not Ogri the Uniter. He doesn't even carry World Breaker!"

"No," agreed Rabo. "He does not. But I don't think that will stop him."

"The question," said Tharok, rising smoothly to his feet, "is whether or not you will do as you're told. You are a proud warlord. You lead the Crokuk with cunning and respect. I requested your tribe because I had heard of how smart you are, how you are a capable thinker, how you are adaptable. So, Nakrok. You face your greatest test. Do you sense the tide of history turning against the old ways? Will you continue the endless cycle of kragh killing kragh, or will you help me turn our might against our true enemies, the humans?"

Nakrok licked his lips in thought, allowing his gaze to roam from Tharok to Maur, from Rabo to Barok, and finally to settle on Kharsh before turning back to the young warlord before him. "The humans are allies of the Orlokor. They trade with us. They pay our clans with shaman stone to fight for them. They helped us establish ourselves along the southern slopes. It was with their help that we destroyed the Hrakar. Why should the kragh go to war with them? They have great cities, large armies, dangerous weapons. Why should we turn on them? For the sake of a few mangy Tragon?"

"No," said Tharok. "Because they use us. They set us against each other. Human hands shape the current growing alliance between Tragon, the highland tribes and the Hrakar. Human shaman stone funds their war effort. Human smiths give them weapons. They prepare these kragh to come against the Orlokor and bring us down. Do you think they like how powerful the Orlokor have become? No! They used the Orlokor to smash the Hrakar ten years ago. Now they are doing the same to the Orlokor. History repeats itself. So, I ask you again, Crokuk. Will you act as the tool of the humans and kill your brothers, or will you unite with us, cease spilling kragh blood, and prepare to fight the true enemy?"

Nakrok rubbed his chin. "You have said much tonight. If you are truly cunning and wise, you will know that nothing I say while surrounded by your men can be trusted. Let me return to my camp and speak to my chieftains in private. We will give you an answer come morning."

Tharok stared deep into Nakrok's eyes. "Alright. Come morning, you either return to Porloc or you march with us deeper into the mountains. There will be no other choice."

"Agreed," said Nakrok. "Tomorrow, then." 

And with that, he led his kragh through the ring of blades and disappeared into the night.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX
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Audsley didn't know whether to feel terrified or elated. The dull and ever-present moan from the massive airshaft just beyond the platform played on his mind like the fingers of a demented bard on a lyre. Yet the prospect of exploring deeper into Starkadr, exposing its mysteries and learning its secrets, made him feel once more like the child he'd been when he'd first stepped into the Grand Library of Nous. This was what he lived for. This was his idea of adventure - no swords or screams or people being nasty to each other, but delving into history, learning truths that had been long suppressed, bringing to light ancient knowledge and being the first one to see wonders that had been lost from sight for centuries.

"Audsley. Audsley!" 

The magister turned sharply to where Tiron was waiting, hands on his hips, glaring at him from the rear edge of the platform. "Um. Yes?"

"What are you doing? Communing with the blasted thing?"

Audsley looked down at the sword. He'd been trying to decipher the runes inscribed around its blade, but perhaps had let his imagination and excitement get away with him. Coughing and adopting a stern look, he leaned down once more and tried to understand the etched language. Aedelbert helpfully blew out another tongue of flame, and Audsley felt an intense pang of desire for his writing materials, his reference tomes, his study and the tools of his trade. All he had was his memory and intuition, and he feared it would not be enough.

"Sigean." He shook his head at Aedelbert. "My least favorite language. So formal and stiff! There is no flow, no sense of rhythm or logic to it." He sighed, and Aedelbert licked the back of his hand in sympathy. "I've not seen this dialect - if a dialect it is - before. Look here. There are no connective markings on the outside of the runes to indicate in which direction one should read it. One might as well have to pick a direction at random. And there is a crudeness here which is at odds with the sophistication of modern language."

"Audsley?"

The magister turned around sharply. "A moment, if you will, ser knight. I don't chide you when you're fighting and call from the sides for you to swing harder, do I?"

Tiron frowned but kept his peace, and Audsley turned back to the runes with a sense of petty satisfaction. "Now. Where were we?" He scratched his cheek and tried speaking some of the runes, but they caught in the back of his throat and he couldn't get the pronunciation correct. Was this a spell, an incantation meant to be read aloud? Or was it a guide, something meant to be internalized and then acted upon? Already he was regretting the ebullient outburst when he'd proclaimed their imminent flight as if it were a thing already accomplished. 

Audsley restrained the urge to sigh. He might as well sit down. At least there wasn't anybody attacking them. They did have an entire month to figure this out, though, as Tiron had pointed out, they only had days before they died of thirst. Shaking his head, noting that none of the ancient tales of adventure that he'd enjoyed reading had ever mentioned such awkward particularities, Audsley took hold of the sword hilt so as to use it to settle his bulk on the platform.

As soon as his fingers wrapped around the hilt, he felt a thrum of power run down his arm, and in his mind's eye he heard a massive door slam open, its echoes crashing through hidden recesses of memory and dream. He was suddenly not alone within the confines of his skull, the privacy of his thoughts that he had always taken for granted suddenly shared by an other, the sense of a visitor crowding into his brain, vast and alien and curious and cruel.

Audsley screamed and yanked his hand away, toppling over onto his side as he did so. He heard curses from behind him as the others rushed forward, and Aedelbert leaped onto his chest, hissing and flapping his wings, searching the darkness around them for some sign of a foe.

"Magister!" Tiron gained his side and knelt, hand on Audsley's shoulder, sword extended toward the shaft. "What happened? Are you hurt?"

Audsley panted for breath. That presence was gone. His mind was his own sanctum once more, though he could never again call it inviolate. He stared at his hand. There was no sign on his palm of what had taken place. "The sword," he whispered. "When I touched it..."

"When you touched it what?" Tiron was staring down at him with sudden annoyance.

Does he think I screamed for no reason? Audsley straightened his glasses and sat up. "The sword. I felt something. Somebody. In my mind."

The other three guards were crowded in behind them, as much for the comfort of company as from a desire to see what was happening. "What does that mean?" Audsley heard Temyl whisper to Bogusch.

"Asho's blade flared to life when he touched it," said Tiron, lowering his sword. "It gave him speed and strength in battle. This seems a similar kind of sword. Perhaps it's responding to you in a similar manner."

"Perhaps," said Audsley. "But you held Asho's blade and felt nothing, correct?"

"Correct," said Tiron reluctantly.

Audsley inhaled and moved closer to the sword. It was dark and still and utterly inanimate. "What are you?" he whispered to it, and then, taking a deep breath, reached out and wrapped his fingers around the hilt once more. 

Immediately he felt that presence enter his mind again, but this time he was prepared. He resisted it, seeking to confine it within a bubble of thought, to limit its access to the depths of his sense of self. The presence was powerful, however, and pushed back against him, probing at Audsley's thoughts, seeking a weakness to open a means to delve deeper. A memory bubbled up in his mind, a painful one from his childhood when he'd been spurned by Elthelia, mocked and jeered at by her friends to his burning shame. Audsley felt that old pain well up within him, and in that moment the presence slipped out of the confines in which Audsley had placed it and pushed deeper into his mind.

He immediately released the blade, and the presence disappeared. 

Audsley stared at the sword. Where had that old memory come from? He'd not thought of Elthelia in years, the way she'd pitched her voice to mimic his own faltering tone... 

"Why, the cunning..." He rose to his knees, suddenly excited. "It used my own memory to weaken my grasp on it. So that's how it wishes to play, is it? Very well, good ser! I know your game. Let us try this once more!"

He clasped the hilt, ignoring the looks the others gave him, and this time he slammed down a mental image of bars around the presence as it sprang into his mind. It was formless, wicked, and it probed immediately at its prison, shaking the bars and trying to insinuate itself between them. Audsley knew that there were many things he wasn't, from being a courageous fighter like Ser Wyland to being a tough, lonely man like Ser Tiron; he knew it a weakness in himself to crave the approval of others, knew himself soft and given to indulgences, but if there was one part of him in which he took great pride, it was the strength of his mind. 

He thickened the bars and then wrapped a vast chain around the cage, imagined a great beaker of scalding water flooding through the midst of it, and then compressed it all into a small, twisted wedge of iron that he bounced in the palm of his hand. He heard the presence scream in rage and attempt to fight back, but in his mind's eye Audsley popped the small, crumpled remains of the cage into his mouth and swallowed it with a gulp. He imagined rubbing his stomach with satisfaction, and then asked into the darkness of his mind, Are you going to behave yourself?

There was silence, a complete lack of resistance from the presence, and then a softening, a letting go. Yes, came the sullen response.

Immediately Audsley brought the cage back into being and pictured it on a grassy sward, blue skies above, clouds scudding overhead. He stood before it in a fine, resplendent outfit of blue silks with a jaunty hat complete with a very long white feather. Show yourself, then. With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?

Audsley peered into the shadowy confines of the cage. A young child stepped forth, lean and starved, his eyes desperate and his lips trembling. The boy was dressed in rags, and he held his knobby little hands together in supplication. Please, ser, be merciful.

Audsley snorted. If that's what you really look like, then I'll eat my very fine hat.

The boy glared at him, and then swelled up into a dark cloud, losing his definition even as a wave of malevolence wafted from him. Very well. What is it you wish of me?

Audsley hesitated. The question had caught him unprepared. Can you cause this metal platform to fly?

The cloud roiled angrily. I can. That is why I was embedded within it.

Very well, said Audsley. Then be so good as to let us fly!

Immediately the platform vibrated and lifted off the ground. The soldiers cursed, Temyl going so far as to throw himself down, and even Tiron dropped into a crouch, one palm pressed to the iron. 

Audsley opened his eyes, hand still closed around the hilt of the sword. He'd done it! He could feel the presence testing the strength of his mental cage, and for a moment the image wavered as Audsley's nerves grew jittery, but with a determined breath he clenched the hilt tight and said, Onward!

The platform eased out of the tunnel and into the void. Wind immediately tore at it, plucking at the edges and causing it to tremble and shake. Temyl let out a low moan of fear that melted into the cry of the wind, and slowly they flew into the center of what Audsley now saw was a great vertical and hexagonal shaft. The tunnel mouth was a dark space behind them, and below them was nothing but an eternal drop into obscurity. Taking sharp, quick breaths, Audsley kept his hand clenched on the sword hilt. He was about to issue another command when suddenly he heard an evil laugh within his mind and the platform dropped.

They plunged down with sickening speed, all magical guidance gone. Audsley screamed, his stomach flipping, panic seizing his mind, and the cage in his head shattered. He saw Tiron lift up off the platform for a moment as he fell slightly slower than the door, but no - the platform was oscillating as it fell, dipping and rising, and in a moment Tiron collided with it once more and went down to his knees.

Audsley could feel the presence tearing at the very fabric of his mind, gouging and shredding with abandon as it sought something. Audsley almost screamed with the piercing pain of it, almost let go of the sword, but a reflex caused him to hold on. If he let go, there was no hope whatsoever for them, none at all. Summoning all his focus, he closed his eyes, forced himself to ignore the nauseating panic that was flooding his whole body, the terrifying sensation of falling faster and faster, and wrenched his concentration back to facing the creature in his mind. 

The presence burrowed into his memories, fleeing him. 

Audsley gave chase. 

Scenes passed before his eyes, some polished with a fine patina of fondness and love, others jagged and raw with anger, shame, and fear. The presence had an unerring instinct for these negative emotions, and fled ever deeper into Audsley's worst memories, forcing him to confront ghastly scenes of embarrassment and pain. It wasn't enough to cause the magister to desist, however, and he followed with greater speed until with a cry he reached out and seized the presence with both imaginary hands and hauled it forth.

Fly this blasted platform! he screamed at it, and took all the anger and pain that the presence had unearthed and poured it into its being.

The presence screamed in agony, and immediately the platform stopped falling, shuddering violently to a stop and causing everybody to flatten and collapse with cries of shock. Audsley slammed down and almost tore his grip away from the hilt, but he held on for dear life and in doing so wrenched his shoulder. 

The platform had stopped at an angle. Meffrid immediately slid over the side. Bogusch lunged and caught his outstretched arm, and Tiron in turn wrapped an arm around Bogusch's thigh. Tiron dropped his sword, which slid out and dropped into the void, and latched his free hand onto the raised edge of the platform. Temyl was clinging with both arms to the upper edge, but the platform continued to tip over.

Succumb to me, commanded the voice. Or all will die!

Never, hissed Audsley, and he imagined great vivid bolts of sunlight lancing into the dark cloud, piercing it to its core. Straighten the platform carefully, or I'll shred you into fragments!

The creature screamed anew, and Audsley felt its resistance crumble. The platform righted itself, and with a tearing cry Tiron hauled Bogusch back far enough that Meffrid could climb up and onto the platform. They all rolled onto their backs, gasping and heaving for breath. Aedelbert floated down, gliding in tight circles, and landed beside Audsley, who remained slumped on his knees, his forehead resting on the bicep of the arm that held on to the blade.

"What," gasped Tiron. "The hell. Was that?"

"The blade," said Audsley. "It's fighting me. Trying to take control of me. I've beat it. For now. I think."

"You think?" Temyl's voice was a razor's cut away from full panic. "You think?"

"Yes. I think." Audsley lifted his head and gazed around him. How far had they fallen? Had it been minutes, or merely seconds? His memory of their plunge was a jumbled mess of terror and roused memories. He saw another tunnel mouth off to their left, and he almost commanded the presence to guide them into it, but instead he looked up. High, high above was the faintest glimmer of light.

Climb, he growled at the presence, which remained lanced through by beams of light that held it in place. Take us to the top.

There was no response, but the platform began to ascend. Up it went, ever faster, and Audsley saw a series of tunnels open up on each side as they went. He couldn't guess which was theirs, but soon they reached the top of the shaft. He half-expected the presence to attempt to crush them against the domed roof of the shaft, but it came to a stop by itself.

A balcony was carved out of one side of the shaft here, large enough for the platform to land, and Audsley commanded the blade to fly them over to it and touch down. Once the iron surface had clanged and come to a stop, they all scrambled off it as if it were scalding hot. Rushing and crawling, they fell off onto the black stone floor, and turned as one to stare at the blade, which had now taken on a malevolent air.

"What is it?" Tiron sat beside Audsley, propped up with his arms behind him, his face pale in the ambient gloom.

"I don't know, exactly." Audsley's headache was slowly fading away. The wounds the entity had dealt to his mind seemed to be healing over. Of course, he had no idea if they truly were, but the diminishing of the pain was welcome. "Something intelligent and evil dwells inside that sword, and its power allowed the platform to fly. But it fought me every step of the way, seeking to take me over like it had the platform." The thought struck fear into his very core. How close had he come to losing his mind, his very soul, to the intelligence within the blade?

Meffrid rose shakily to his feet, hands on his knees. While Tiron looked pale, Meffrid looked almost green. "How did you know what to do?"

"I didn't." Audsley blinked. "I figured it out quickly, however. The necessity of the moment, if you will. Still, it's served its purpose. We've come to a new area, and whatever is up here, I hope it gives us the answers we need."

Temyl had his head covered with both hands, but he finally looked up and around them. "Why'd we come to the top?"

Tiron stood, and Audsley saw that blood was seeping from his wound once more. "The top is where the command would have been. Good thinking, Audsley."

Audsley tried not to puff up with pride, and simply nodded severely as if he were used to being complimented by fierce warriors for his quick thinking in times of danger. Turning, he saw that a tunnel similar to that which they'd first traversed opened at the back of the broad balcony, but this one was short and led to an area of greater light beyond.

"Lost my blasted sword," muttered Tiron, and a quick check revealed that the others had dropped their blades as well. They all drew their daggers, but something within Audsley - some sense of daring, born perhaps from his brush with death - caused him to step forward first and lead the others down the short tunnel and out onto a second balcony which looked out over a great and awe-inspiring room.

The ceiling was high above the floor and was composed for the most part of great expanses of clear glass. These were contained within casements of slender iron, and shaped with organic curves so that they fit together like the tessellated segments of a dragonfly's wing. Through this glass ceiling Audsley could see the serried peaks of great anvils of clouds, all of which were slowly drifting past them. Audsley stepped forward to the edge of the balcony and took hold of the intricately wrought iron railing to gaze out over the expanse of the room. Gone was the gloomy and murky lighting. Here was a soft twilight glow so that the entirety of the room was visible, and it was wondrous. 

The balcony was perhaps thirty yards above the floor, and from this vantage point Audsley could make out pools of limpid water that seemed no deeper than a few inches, each pool curved and made so that together they formed great sigils of power. Their still surfaces reflected the clouds overhead, and for a moment Audsley thought they were windows themselves to the clouds below. The left-hand side of the room was dominated by a semi-circular amphitheater, with seats rising up in curving concentric rings nearly to the ceiling. To the right, isolated and raised between pools of water and small waterfalls that joined them, was a severe table of black stone, long enough to sit fifty individuals. 

Audsley's sight was drawn to the far end of the room, where broad steps rose and narrowed until they came to a point almost the same height as the balcony on which he stood, a small space surrounded by windows on which a pedestal stood before a stone throne that faced out toward the sky.  

"By the White Gate," whispered Meffrid, stepping up to stand beside him. "What is this?"

"The command center," said Tiron grimly. "Look. They'd have met here to deliberate, to make decisions."

"And die," said Bogusch, pointing. 

Audsley followed the direction of his finger and saw the remains of a body half-slumped into one of the pools. Suddenly he could see bodies almost everywhere: lying beside the great table, hidden in the shadows at the base of the amphitheater steps, lying partially submerged in the pools. The battle had raged here, it seemed, or had perhaps begun here; some of the glass panes above them were shattered, and a large hole had been shattered in the wall just beyond the amphitheater through which the wind whistled into the room and then plunged past them into the air shaft. 

"Let's take a closer look," said Audsley. 

There were entrances to six stairways from the balcony, each spiraling down the face of the column on which the balcony was supported and punching through the wall to emerge again on the column's far side. Audsley picked one at random and went down, one hand ghosting over the balustrade, round and round till finally he stepped out onto the floor.

The scope and magnitude of this room filled with him with a sense of reverence. What kind of men had built on such a scale, had wielded the power and craft to forge these windows, to lay out these intricate pools? Everything was stately and stark, elegant and severe, and he felt intimidated by the ghosts of those former Sin Casters, the engineers who had carved this space out and filled it with their might and magic. Drifting forward, Audsley tried to imagine the amphitheater filled with dark-robed figures of power, tried to hear the voices raised in anger or argument at the massive council table.

"Look at this," said Meffrid. He had approached the huge and ragged hole in the wall and crouched before it. Audsley, stomach clenching, stepped up beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder to steady himself. A constant gale blew past them with a moan from the vast aerial landscape beyond.

"Here," said Meffrid. "Look. What do you make of these marks on the floor?"

Audsley tore his gaze from the stunning cloudscapes outside and squinted at the floor. Indeed, there were deep cuts here and there inscribed right into the stone. "That looks like a giant Aedelbert's claw marks," he said. The very words caused his innards to quiver. 

Meffrid picked up one of the many slabs of shattered glass that lay around them. "Whatever it was, it broke right in through the wall."

Audsley reached up to pet Aedelbert. "Do you have any horrendous cousins you've yet to tell me about, my dear?" Aedelbert hunkered down, claws dug deep into Audsley's shoulder pad.

"Hey, over here. What do you reckon this thing is?" 

Temyl had wandered off to one side and was standing before a sculpture of some kind. It was a mass of stone that was vaguely shaped like a man, hacked from black rock and standing hunched with what might have been its arms crossed over its head. There were no spaces between its arms and legs, as if the sculpture had been left incomplete.

Audsley gratefully left the huge hole and walked over to stand beside Temyl, examining the rough pillar of rock. It was unnerving. There was something vaguely threatening about the shape hinted at by the sculptor: the head elongated, the arms impossibly thin, the ribs visible. 

Meffrid drew up next to them. "Some kind of art?"

"Bad art," said Temyl. "Nasty art. Like everything else in this place. Strange, and wrong, and bad." He hawked and spat on the sculpture.

"Enough of that," said Tiron, walking past. "We're not here to judge their aesthetics, but to find food. Keep moving." 

Audsley tore himself away from the statue and walked on. Small arched bridges that were almost ornamental allowed him to pass over the pools, and he realized that he was making his way toward the steps at the far side of the room. The others came behind him, so he led them on, and when he reached the first step he paused and looked back. The others, watching him carefully, did the same, and as one they studied the length of the great hall, their balcony small and high up. The scale was intimidating, and as if reading Audsley's mind, Meffrid whispered, "How were these people defeated?"

"By the Ascendant's will," said Audsley grimly, and then he turned to climb the steps.
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Kethe checked her pack over one more time, then hefted it by one strap and swung it up and around and onto her shoulder. Not too bad - heavy, but as they ate their food it would lighten up quickly. She squirmed her other arm under the second strap, pulled the pack on tight, then hopped twice to help settle everything in place. 

Sticking her thumbs under the straps, elbows flaring out, she strode out of the tiny storeroom she'd claimed as her own, into the central courtyard, and up to the small group that was gathering by the gatehouse. Her mother was there, of course, along with Ser Wyland and Brocuff. Mæva had a slender pack thrown carelessly over one shoulder as if she was just going out for an afternoon hike and nothing more, her firecat Ashurina sitting demurely at her feet licking one paw. Asho was standing to one side, brow furrowed as if he was deep in thought. He patted a pouch at his belt, then his dagger, then the blade at his hip, clearly running through a last-minute checklist. Kethe resisted the urge to snort.

"There you are," said Iskra, turning to Kethe with a hesitant smile that didn't touch her eyes. "Do you want to hear my long list of admonitions or should I assume you already know what you're doing and simply give you a hug?"

Kethe felt a wave of sadness pass through her. "A hug would be nice."

"Good," said Iskra, and stepped in to hold Kethe close. Her embrace was surprisingly fierce. Then she pulled back and examined Kethe. "You've packed your water canteens? You know not to drink from standing water, correct?"

"Yes, mother."

"And when you –"

"Mother," said Kethe, stepping back and shaking her head. "I said hug. Not advice." She saw Mæva smirking to one side, but Iskra didn't seem to care. 

"One day," Iskra said, "if all goes well, you'll stand where I'm standing and watch one of your children head out into their own life, and their very confidence will tear at your soul." She reached out and touched Kethe's cheek. "Look at you. Very well, a hug will have to suffice. I'll expect you back within ten days. Does that sound right, Mæva?"

The witch shrugged a bare shoulder. "Four days there, four days back, two days to look around. Ten sounds like a fair estimate if all goes well."

"See that it does. Now, my blessings. I'll be thinking of you without fail until your return." 

Iskra gave Kethe a second hug and then stepped back. Nearby, Ser Wyland was having quiet words with Asho, who was nodding seriously, which gave Brocuff a chance to approach. 

"I know we've not been at our lessons, and truth be told you're probably past all that now, but remember what I told you, yes?" The constable's voice was even gruffer than usual. "Don't rely on your eyes. Use your senses. Pay attention to what's around you. Up where you're going, you're going to need to be extra alert."

"Yes, Constable," said Kethe. His words reminded her of happier times, innocent afternoons spent training in the woods outside Kyferin Castle, and nostalgia brought a knot to her throat. On impulse, she leaned in and gave him a quick hug. He blushed deeply and quickly backed away, scowling and shaking his head. 

Just then, Elon the smith hurried into the courtyard, a slender-scabbarded blade in hand. 

"Ah! I was afraid I missed you." He hurried up, towering even over Ser Wyland, a massively muscled man who had given Kethe the space and secrecy to create her own chain and sword. "Here. I found this in the pile of weaponry we took from Lord Laur's men." He held out a dagger as long as her forearm with a leaf blade. He drew three inches from its black leather scabbard. "This is a rare steel, something that goes back to the Age of Wonders, I'll warrant. It won't notch or rust. I think it's of the same family as Ser Tiron's own blade. Special. Here." He extended it to her.

It was perfectly balanced and light in her palm, but more than the pleasure of the gift, she felt a quiet joy at the look of concern and warmth in Elon's eyes. A rush of memories came back to her, of quiet afternoons and early mornings by his forge, hidden from the castle and crafting link by link her own destiny under his watchful eye. 

She felt her eyes tear up. No, she couldn't cry. If she started she wouldn't stop. "Thank you, master smith. I'll treasure it dearly."

He smiled and ducked his head. "Don't treasure it. Use it. See that you come back to us, now, all right?"

Her chest felt as if it were filled with broken glass. She should have slipped out early and avoided these farewells. "All right." 

Unable to say anything more, on the verge of embarrassing herself, she gave them all a tight smile and strode past Asho and through the long gatehouse tunnel, past the wrenched and torn portcullis where it had been propped up against the wall, and out into the early morning sunshine.

The twisted oak that had grown before the Hold's entrance had almost come to feel like a friend, and she leaned one shoulder against its warped trunk, struggling to tame the hitch in her breathing. She wouldn't cry. She wouldn't let their kindness and concern undo her control. Kethe ground her eyes tightly shut and focused on her breath. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. She thought of her father. Towering, a bear of a man, powerful and vast and never weak. She could be strong just like him. Just as tough. She could do this.

Kethe took a final breath and opened her eyes. Mæva walked by, and Kethe pushed away from the oak to follow her down the shallow slope to where the lake waters lapped at the island's shore and around to the white stone causeway that linked the Hold with the mainland.

Ravens suddenly broke out of the oak tree with a thunderous crash of wings and raucous cries, and Kethe spun on her heel to gaze up at them as they rose like a ragged cloud to fly out over the Hold proper and then circle in a loose funnel. Mæva turned as well to gaze up at them, shielding her eyes with her hand. 

"What does that mean, Mæva?" Kethe's voice was quiet. Her heart, for some reason, was thudding again.

"A farewell, I believe." The witch's voice was also somber. "The ravens here are not entirely natural. They mark our departure."

Kethe watched them circle. "Is that a good omen or ill?"

"We'll only know in retrospect," said Mæva, dropping her hand. Ashurina leaped up to land on her shoulders, and there settled down comfortably. 

Kethe thought that Mæva would comment on her abrupt departure from the gatehouse, perhaps make a cutting joke about her tears, but there was a surprising amount of compassion in her eyes.

Asho emerged from the Hold and came jogging down to where they stood. Mæva mercifully interjected before he had a chance to speak. "Come. It's a long ways we have to go today, and we've lost much of the morning."

The witch set a hard pace, leading them off the causeway and then around the lake as if returning down to the village of Hrething. Asho walked behind them, no doubt considering himself some manner of rear guard, and in single file nobody felt much like talking. Kethe stole occasional glances over to Mythgræfen Hold and wondered if she would return to see its ruinous facade once more. Then they reached the place where the river Erenthil drained from the lake and plunged riotously down the rocks toward Hrething, and the Hold was gone from sight.

Mæva's long strides ate up the ground, and she seemed tireless, never flagging and completely confident as to their path. Kethe bit down the urge to ask for a break two hours in; she let Asho cry mercy first, telling herself that she'd not show signs of weakness despite the stitch in her side and the way her pack was digging into her back. 

They left the trail to Hrething and followed a narrow valley back into the mountains, and for the rest of the morning walked in shadow, the high peaks above them blocking everything but the midday sun. The land was beautiful, however, and eventually Kethe's thoughts melted away and she simply took in the stark savagery of the landscape around her, focusing only on where to place her feet and enjoying the exertion.

It was early afternoon when they came across a splashing waterfall that cascaded from a great height to blast itself into a furious bowl of water. Mæva stopped and looked up the waterfall's height, then turned to the others and smiled. "This is where we start climbing. Let's stop for lunch, though. Fifteen minutes before we're moving once more."

Asho sighed as he unshouldered his pack. "So, what were you before you became a witch, Mæva? A sergeant in the Ascendant's guard?"

Mæva laughed dourly and sat on a high rock, pulled one knee up under her chin and dug a wedge of cheese out of her small pack. "Precisely, my dear Bythian boy. Very astute."

Kethe dropped her pack as well and refrained from sighing in relief as she sat on the grass. The spray from the waterfall filled the air and was pleasant on her flushed face. It made the greenery here incredibly vivid, as well as leading to moss coating every rock surface.  "Mæva, I've a question."

"Hmm?"

"Skarpheðinn Range. How do you know so much about it? The Hrethings barely know about Mythgræfen Hold, much less what's higher in the mountains."

Mæva chewed her cheese thoughtfully, watching Kethe all the while. Kethe felt suddenly uncomfortable, as if the witch had slid a fraction closer to being an enemy instead of a friend. 

Nonsense, she told herself. She sat up and looped her arms around her knees, waiting for an answer.

"A good question, my dear. I'm surprised nobody has asked it before."

Asho had remained standing, hands on his hips. His pale skin was flushed, and he took a thong from his pouch and tied back his white hair. "I just assumed it was part of your, well, arcane learning."

"True, in part." Mæva leaned back on one arm. She was beautiful, thought Kethe, in a dangerous way, languorous like a cat and just as sensual. "I know about Skarpheðinn Range because I've visited it before."

Kethe shared a look with Asho. "You have?"

"Mmm-hmm." Mæva looked off at the waterfall, completely at ease. "Of course I have. How else would I know the way there?"

Kethe frowned. "Why did you visit Skarpheðinn? You've made it sound like a terribly lethal place."

"And it is, sweet Kethe, it most certainly is." 

Ashurina hopped down onto her lap and curled into a ball. Mæva looked down at her and scratched where her wing joined her shoulders.

"So?" Asho stepped up, a subtle tension in his frame. "Why did you go?"

"Because I was dying, if the truth be told. I was young, and foolish, and scared, and resolved to my imminent death." Mæva looked up through her lashes, eyes glittering. "I must have been fourteen. My gift was eating me from the inside out, rotting my body and destroying my mind. The traditional fate of all who would wield the energies of the Black Gate."

Asho gave a stiff nod. "So I've heard."

"And, well, I'd been driven out of Hrething by my father about a year before that, and had been starving and scratching a living from the land for longer than I cared to think. I was tired. Bone tired, soul tired, and I didn't want to fight any longer. So I left my meager cave - I didn't have my luxurious cottage back then - and made my way up. I had a simple idea: to die with the world's greatest view at my feet. Did I mention how foolish I was? Perhaps it suffices to say I was young. I thought at worst I might be eaten by a stone troll. At best I would die with beauty laid out before me." She smiled fondly at the memory. "Still, I don't know if it was accident or fate that led me to the borders of Skarpheðinn. It took me almost two weeks to make my way up there, but when I reached the edge of that cursed place, I knew to where I had come."

She stopped there, and after a prolonged pause Kethe leaned forward. "And? What happened?"

"Clearly, I didn't die," said Mæva. "But it was there, at the border of that place, that I learned to cast the taint of my magic into the bodies of living creatures close to me. Perhaps it was the density of magic in the air, or my desperation. I know not. But a week later I descended." 

"Just like that? You simply figured it out?" Asho did little to hide his scorn.

"Tell me something, my handsome young Bythian. How did you first learn to channel your own magic? Which books did you consult? Which teachers showed you the way?" Asho was unable to hold her gaze. Mæva's smile was cutting, merciless. "If you wish, Asho, I could teach you this gift. Show you how to avoid the backlash of taint. The day might come when Kethe won't be there to safeguard you."

"I - I don't know," said Asho. "Perhaps. Is it hard to learn?"

"Hard? Oh no. It is deceptively easy. You must simply be willing to put your own well-being above that of all others." Mæva's laughter was sudden and wild. "There is a little more to it, of course, but I could guide you. Pass on the gift, as it were."

Asho's brow had lowered. "No, thank you."

Kethe felt an absurd desire to intervene. A strange sense that Asho was in danger, that a chasm was yawning open at his feet.

Mæva shrugged. "It is your decision. But remember. Someone must always pay the price of your magic. One day you may decide not to burden Kethe with it."

Asho's eyes widened and he glanced sidelong at her. She read his guilt clearly and stepped forward before the conversation could progress any further. "So, what did you see up there? What's Skarpheðinn like?"

Sunlight slowly brightened the air around them and, looking up, Kethe saw a fingernail of brilliant gold appearing over one of the peaks. 

Mæva tore her eyes away from Asho with obvious reluctance. "What's it like? Almost impossible to convey in words, my dear. I could paint you a picture, but still you will be shocked when you reach it."

Asho had turned away and squatted beside his pack, from which he pulled a chunk of black bread and dried meat. He clearly didn't want to look at Mæva. "Could you try?"

"Very well. Skarpheðinn. The air is thick. It seethes, as if invisible maggots infest it. It's fecund in this awful way, so that every breath overwhelms. You can almost feel the magic oozing through the air, insidious and overwhelming. Luckily it's above the tree line, and as such there's precious little but snow and rock for it to corrupt. As I said, I didn't enter it, but rather stayed on the borders, but even there the rock felt slick, as if the very mountain were weeping in pain."

Kethe felt her eyebrows going up. "That's where we're going?"

"No," said Mæva. "That's the border. We're going into the heart of Skarpheðinn. Though what we'll find there, I can't begin to imagine."

"And - and how are we going to cleanse it?" Asho's voice had grown much smaller.

Mæva's laugh was throaty and caustic. "How should I know? That is what we hope to discover. Perhaps we can't. Perhaps we'll only invite doom upon ourselves."

The sound of the waterfall filled the silence between them till Mæva swung her legs over the rock's edge and stood, Ashurina scampering back up onto her shoulders. "Well, that was a pleasant interlude. Shall we continue? Good." 

She turned and followed a narrow trail that wound its way up between the rocks that ringed the waterfall's pool.

Kethe stood. She hadn't even taken out her lunch, but now she realized she had no appetite. She picked up her pack and slung it over one shoulder. 

Asho stepped up beside her and watched Mæva as she continued to ascend. "Why do I suddenly think we're in way over our heads?"

"Because we are," she said. She wanted to say something mocking, something scornful, but all she felt was a sense of relief that he was here with her, that she was not following Mæva by herself into this twisted wilderness. "Because we are."

They climbed all afternoon. It was hard work, for the trail was steep, an endless series of sharp switchbacks that rose between the trees, occasionally following rocky ledges along cliff faces. The sun dappled the mountainside through the heavy forest, and their feet crunched on the dead leaves that lay ankle-deep everywhere. Soon the valley floor was far below them, and the nature of the forest changed, though Kethe couldn't put a name to the new trees that grew this high up the slopes. They took more breaks, but nobody spoke. 

As the shadows began to lengthen and the temperature began to drop, they came across the body of a deer. Mæva held up her hand, urging them to keep their silence, and simply stood sniffing and turning her head from one side to the other. Ashurina was in a similar state of alertness, but after a moment they both relaxed.

"Deer don't come this high," said Mæva, moving forward to crouch by the corpse. 

Kethe had seen its like only once before. When they had killed the demon that had been assaulting Hrething, it had decomposed quickly, leaving behind only the warped bones of a mountain goat. The same seemed to have happened here; the dirt around the deer was covered in blistered black ichor, and its very bones were strangely bent. 

"Demon," said Asho, drawing his blade.

"You can put that away," said Mæva. "Whatever possessed this deer is long gone, and there's nothing else close by. But it's an indication that we're on the right track. We'll camp soon. I don't like to travel at night. Not this high."

They spent the next half hour finding an ideal spot to spend the night, which Mæva located through some preternatural sense. That was the only way Kethe could explain the witch's ability to locate a hidden cave far off the path that slid into the mountain as if a giant had stabbed at the stone with a huge sword. The ceiling was too low for them to stand, and it extended a good twenty yards into the mountain proper, growing ever shorter as it went, until it disappeared into a dark crack. But the floor was covered in dry sand, and no wind played past the cave entrance. 

"This will do," said Mæva, crouched at the back. Ashurina had insinuated herself as far as she could before returning with a sign of calm confidence that seemed to be sufficient for the witch. "No fire, however. The smell might draw attention, if not the light." 

"No fire?" Asho eased his way in and sat to one side, setting his pack beside him. His hair was wet with sweat and he shrugged several times, wincing as he did so. "What kind of expedition into the wild has no fire?"

Kethe unshouldered her own pack and resisted the urge to mimic Asho's stretches. Scooting in, she sat across from him and dug out her water flask, popped it open and took a grateful gulp. "Next you'll be complaining about the lack of ghost stories and honeyed buns."

"I was going to get to that," said Asho, turning to Mæva with mock seriousness. "Honeyed buns? I'm assuming you brought some?"

Her eyes almost flickered in the darkness at the back of the cave. "Think carefully about what you just asked, Bythian, and if you're still of a mind for that particular treat, well, all you need do is crawl back here."

"Ah," said Asho, suddenly choking. He coughed and looked away, and the sound of Mæva's laughter only drove him to rise up into a crouch. "I'll be outside. Excuse me."

Kethe felt her own face flush. She resolutely didn't look back to where Mæva was unrolling a thin blanket from her pack - how had she crammed it in there? - and instead set about untying her own bedroll from beneath her pack and unbuckling her armor. She thought about taking off her boots - she'd have dearly loved to rub her feet - but decided it was best to keep them on in case of a midnight attack of some kind.

Finally she crept outside to sit beside Asho. He had his arms circled around his knees and was gazing pensively out over the steep mountain slope and the sharp valley below them. The sun was well-hidden behind the peaks, and the air had taken on a twilight cast, with shades of lavender and the darkest blues settling over the trees and turning them into a great indistinct mass that blanketed the mountains.

"You all right?"

"Hmm? Yes." His expression was somber, focused, his gaze sharp and distant. "I'm just trying not to feel overwhelmed."

"Overwhelmed?" Kethe studied his profile. Why was she asking him? She should leave well enough alone. Who was she to offer comfort?

He laughed bitterly. "Yes. Aren't you?" He shook his head, marveling. "So much rides on the success of this mission, but look at where we're going. Into a hellscape. A place crawling with demons, and guided by a witch I don't even trust."

Kethe shrugged. "I trust her."

Asho looked at her sidelong. "You do? After her hiding her visit to the range? Who knows what else she's hiding?"

Kethe shrugged again and rested her chin on her knees. "I don't know. I just trust her. She saved my life. She offered to come up here with us. Sure, she might have her own goals, her own plans, but they align with ours."

"Hmm," said Asho. "Perhaps." Together they gazed out over the darkening valley. "About that offer she made. I'm thinking that maybe I should accept it."

Kethe raised her head. "To cast your taint into animals?"

"Yes." Asho grimaced. "It sounds awful. But then I wouldn't have to burden you." He looked down at the ground. "Wouldn't make your situation worse."

She fought down a burst of anger. "You can't save me, Asho. Even if you never Sin Cast again you can't prevent what's happening to me."

He stared at her. "Why are you so eager to doom yourself?"

"Excuse me?" This time her anger broke through, sharp and fierce. "Since when is acceptance of reality a bad thing?"

"Acceptance of reality would have us all waiting in the Hold for your uncle to come kill us. But instead we're up here. Your mother is exploring every possible angle to try and win through."

Kethe looked away. "Yes, well. This is different."

"Different how?"

"Different as in this power of mine is definitely, without a doubt, going to kill me." Grief arose within her chest like a drowning swimmer fighting for air. "I'm going to die, and the thought terrifies me. It makes me want to curl into a ball and give up. I'm going to die, and there's nothing you or my mother or anybody can do about it." Hot tears brimmed and ran down her cheeks. Her whole body was shaking.

"Kethe." Asho's voice was but a whisper. "You have to have hope. You can't give up on yourself."

"Damn you, Asho!" She rose to her feet, hands balled into fists. "I'm here, aren't I? I'm doing everything I can to save my little brother. Don't ask more of me. Don't ask me to have hope because I can't!" 

"Yes, you can." He rose to stand before her. "Ser Wyland taught me that. You don't think I feel it too? A feeling of despair that wants to drag me down? But I won't let it. A true knight accepts his suffering and lets it redeem him. A true Ennoian knight doesn't let the world -"

"Oh, enough!" Kethe's cry cut through the night, sending a dozen large birds scattering loudly from a tree above them. She pressed her hands to her temples. "Enough! Can you for the love of the Ascendant keep your sanctimonious preaching to yourself? You're not even an Ennoian! You don't and can't know what it means to be a true knight!" She dropped her hands and glared at him, at his wounded, open face. The sight of it made her feel sick but she couldn't stop. "Ennoian knights don't Sin Cast! Ennoian knights don't kill Virtues! I don't care what Ser Wyland says to you. My father would never have considered you one of his men, would never have made you a Black Wolf, so stop already!"

The silence between them stung with the intensity of her words. Asho stood there, chin raised, eyes wide, jaw clenched. Her heart was hammering in her chest. She wanted suddenly to apologize, completely and unconditionally, to just fall to the ground sobbing and cover her head. 

"Your father," said Asho, voice shaking, "would have called you a coward." Then he walked past her, shoulder almost brushing against hers, and was gone.

Kethe stared blindly out into the valley below. Asho's words had hit her like a fist to the gut. She thought of her father. Enderl Kyferin, Lord of the Black Wolves, a man she'd come to understand differently since setting out on this exile. A brutal man. A rapist. A murderer. And yet, even the men and women who hated him the most had to admit his strength of will. His resolve. His disregard for anything that barred his way.

Would he have called her a coward? She recalled his image. Massive, broad-shouldered, heavily bearded, a bear of a man, a force of nature. She tried to imagine explaining her pain to him, her fear, her despair. She couldn't. He wouldn't have let her finish. She could feel his disdain. 

Tears ran down her cheeks afresh. Her stomach quivered and she folded her arms tight over her chest. She'd wanted to be a knight so she would never feel weak again. Never let anyone take advantage of her or determine her fate. How was she supposed to fight this power of hers? It was an enemy she couldn't kill.

Father, she said to the image in her mind. I don't want to die.

She saw his eyes gleam. No one does.

I'm scared of dying.

That is natural. Common men are ruled by their fear. But you are a Kyferin. A killer. Master your fear. Scorn it. Death stalks us on every battlefield. Be unnatural. Laugh in its face. Remember who you are.  

Kethe's heart was thudding hollowly in her chest. She hugged herself tight and stared out into the darkness that had swallowed the valley whole. 

"I am a Kyferin," Kethe whispered.

The image of her father faded away. The wounded, howling beast that had been born in her heart the moment she'd learned of her fate had grown silent. She swallowed the knot in her throat and inhaled deeply of the cold mountain air. Her fear hadn't disappeared. She still didn't want to die. But something had changed, some internal balance of the forces that ruled her. 

Numb and weary beyond belief, Kethe turned back to the cave mouth. She wanted nothing more than to lose herself in sleep. Everything else, including her apology to Asho, could wait till the morning. 
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Tiron had to struggle not to let awe show on his face. The sheer scope of the room was intimidating, the alien architecture and the elegant, fey beauty of it all. He felt like a mud-footed Bythian come tromping into the inner sanctum of an Aletheian Perfecti, crude and boorish and unable to appreciate the artistry and majesty around him. So instead of gaping, he adopted his customary scowl and followed Audsley as the magister ascended the broad steps.

Audsley seemed to have come into his own. The plump, diffident magister was walking as if alone in a dream, distant and confident both, curious and incisive. Tiron had never seen him like this, and found the change both welcome and disconcerting. They'd wandered off the battlefields that were Tiron's home and into a place in which Audsley was their leader. Good. At least one of them could make some sense of this labyrinth.

The other three guards followed, and their footsteps were lost in the moan of the wind and the tinkling of the dozen or so miniature waterfalls behind them. Up they went, the steps awkward and spaced too far apart for comfortable climbing; had the Sin Casters flown up instead of walked, and if so, why carve the steps in the first place? 

Tiron switched his dagger to his left hand and then back. He tried not to think about his family blade and its unknown fate at the bottom of that airshaft. Passed down from father to son for countless generations, it was his one sole treasure and only link to his shattered past. He'd not leave this stonecloud without it.

The steps narrowed as they climbed, until finally they were but a few yards across. Audsley reached the small platform at their peak first, stepping out carefully and stopping to marvel. When Tiron joined him, he saw why. Glass surrounded them on all sides and above - and below as well. It was as if they'd stepped into a bubble that was affixed to the face of a cliff, the glass segmented with fine wires like the greater panes overhead, giving them an almost complete view of the sky into which they traveled.

The view was glorious. Dawn was fast approaching, and the dull grays that painted the cloudscape were slowly giving way to the roseate light pouring in from the far east. Humps and tussocks of cloud cast elongated shadows across the sky, and even as Tiron watched the colors shifted, growing warmer, purples glowing into salmon pinks, the faintest hints of buttery yellows tincturing the far edges of the eastern clouds. It was like nothing he'd ever seen, ever dreamed; they had to be impossibly high up in the sky, for when he looked down he saw no land, but rather a stomach-turning series of canyons stretching down between the clouds, which rose up in furious towers all around them, a delirious and fantastic landscape that defied the imagination.

"Ah," sighed Audsley. "Now, that is a sight I shall never forget." 

There was reverence and even gratitude in his voice, and for once Tiron didn't strive to disagree; he simply nodded, mute with wonder, and watched as the dawn banished the night, sending the shadows fleeing ever westward. They floated toward an outstretched arm of cloud, and for a second Tiron felt a surge of panic - they were going to collide! But they passed straight into it, their view growing soft and muted, and emerged again on the far side. Beads of water streamed down the glass panes.

"This must be what lies on the other side of the White Gate," breathed Meffrid. "Have we strayed into the realm of the Ascendant himself?"

"Perhaps," said Audsley. "But I doubt it. We are in Starkadr, which was considered the home of the enemy. More likely we are simply flying high over Ennoia, or Sige, or some other part of the empire. High enough that we might as well be lost and alone in the vastness of the world."

"No wonder this place is only talked about in children's tales," said Temyl. "If it's this high up, it might as well have fallen into the ocean."

"True," said Audsley. "Very true. Lost and abandoned, set on its own wandering course for all of eternity until someone stumbled upon one of its hidden Gates like we did."

Meffrid shook his head slowly. "How come we no longer create wonders like this? How come we no longer build floating cities like Aletheia, or raise them out of the ocean like Nous?"

Tiron felt a spike of sadness pierce his scarred soul. "Because we killed off those who could do it, didn't we? We butchered the Sin Casters till there were none left."

"But... but..." Temyl trailed off. His face contorted with thought. "If the Sin Casters were evil, then how'd they make such beautiful things?"

Audsley shrugged uncomfortably. "Think of your catechisms, Temyl. 'The fairest face may hide a twisted heart, and only through right action do we play our proper part.'"

"Yes," said Bogusch from behind them. "But why do the Perfecti still live in Aletheia, then, if it was made by the Sin Casters?"

Temyl turned to him scornfully. "That's where the White Gate's located, obviously. Why'd we abandon that?"

"Peace," said Tiron. "We'll debate theology long into the night once we're all safely home. For now, let's finish scouting and see if we can find food and drink. Audsley, you think those pools below are safe to bottle?"

"Hmm? The ones without the corpses in them, possibly." 

The magister had turned toward the sole objects within the glass bubble, the pedestal and throne. Tiron examined them both. The throne was carved from obsidian with the same brutal angles as the rest of the damn stonecloud, though the glass seemed to bear its weight easily enough. The pedestal before it rose to waist height, a sphere of gray stone resting on its concave top. There were no markings on the sphere's surface, but a circular groove ran around its top. 

"What do you think this is, then?" Tiron crouched beside it. "You think it's safe to touch?"

Audsley was rubbing his chin. "Simply due to its location, I'd speculate that it's some kind of navigation device, but... well. Hmm. No obvious means of manipulating it. I don't know."

"Perhaps it's like the sword, then." Temyl grimaced. "You got to touch it to talk to it."

"Astute, my good friend." Audsley licked his lower lip and glanced at Tiron. "Shall I try?"

Tiron hesitated. Leave it well alone, a voice cautioned him from the depths of his mind. But if they could gain the means to control this stonecloud? If they could direct it as they would, what a weapon, what a presence it would prove in battle! He nodded to the magister.

Audsley extended his hand to the gray sphere. Gulped audibly, then rested his hand on the coarse surface. Tiron stared fixedly at his face. After a moment Audsley opened his eyes and shook his head. "Nothing."

"Hmph," said Tiron. "Very well. Let's break up into two teams. Audsley, Temyl, you're with me. We'll check the right side of the room. Meffrid, Bogusch, you're on the left. Look for food or anything of practical use. Let's meet again back at the entrance in fifteen minutes. We're going to need to rest soon, and I don't think this looks like the place to do so."

They moved down the steps and made their way over the pools, pausing to examine corpses and explore the far reaches of the room. The bodies were of the same desiccated nature as those they had found below, except for the ones that had fallen into the water and had rotted away down to gleaming bones. The figures wore both black and white robes, Tiron noted. He picked up a few blades, but they were too rusted and old, and so he discarded them.

A call from Temyl caused Tiron to straighten up from the body he was inspecting. "What is it?" he called back.

"It's gone!" Temyl was casting wild looks about him. "That ugly statue thing. Where'd it go?"

The others converged on him. There was no sign of the black rock pillar. 

Tiron rubbed the back of his head. "You sure it was here?"

Audsley nodded. "It was. I remember quite clearly. But, ah, it seems to have... well. Vanished."

They stood around, an air of uncertainty hanging over them. No one seemed to know what to say. It had been a massive hunk of stone; Tiron remembered that much. No one would have been able to move it without causing a ruckus. 

"No matter. Nothing we can do about it now. Keep searching."

The eventually met back at the base of the entrance balcony. Bogusch had found a well-preserved dagger, and all of them had refilled their water skins and drunk deep of the cleaner pools. Still, the water sloshing around in their stomachs served only to remind them how hungry they were.

"What next, ser?" Meffrid was clearly fighting to remain alert, but even his eyelids were beginning to droop.

Tiron rubbed his face roughly in an attempt to invigorate himself. "We need to find a place to rest." 

Already the great command room had filled with bright morning sunlight. The glass overhead proved to be iridescent, and gleamed with chromatic hues in a way that was startlingly beautiful but also contrary to any attempt to find sleep. 

"Audsley, do you feel capable of wrestling the platform down one more level?" Tiron asked.

The magister looked distinctly unhappy at the prospect, but nodded. "I think I have its measure."

"Good. We'll go down one floor. If these Sin Casters followed basic hierarchies like all people, then that will be where their elite had their quarters. We'll find some rooms to camp in, get some sleep, and then reassess from there." 

Tiron paused, searching the faces around him, but saw little sign of emotion. Their eyes were dull and their shoulders sagged. If they got into trouble they'd not put up much of a fight. He almost changed his mind and ordered them to hunker down in one of the room's corners, perhaps to sleep under the table, but the air was growing brighter and the dull howling of the wind coming through the broken glass made him think he'd never rest easy in here. 

"One last push, men, then we'll rest. Let's go."

He climbed the curving staircase up to the top, and paused to grip the railing so as not to sway from exhaustion. He felt a wave of nausea pass through him. If they didn't find food soon, they'd be in serious trouble. 

Calling on his years of discipline and self-control, he pushed away from the balcony's edge and stalked back into the tunnel and out onto the platform. He was the first onto its iron surface, and hunkered down as the others assumed their positions. 

Audsley took a deep breath, flexed his hand, then gripped the sword hilt. Nothing happened at first, though Audsley's face grew stern with effort, and then he gasped and opened his eyes and Tiron relaxed a fraction. Aedelbert licked Audsley's cheek and the platform lifted, eased back out into the dark shaft, and descended gently about fifty yards till they reached another tunnel entrance. They floated across the shaft and into the tunnel, but Audsley didn't set them down immediately; instead, he directed the platform to continue floating into the tunnel, taking them deeper and deeper into the gloom until they reached a room that was small by Starkadr's standards, with many tunnels leading off from it, and there he set them down.

"A hub," said Audsley, releasing the blade. "And look. The walls are carved with something."

Tiron could barely summon any interest to look closer, but he stepped off the platform and followed Audsley to one of the walls. The room was shaped like a hexagon, with three tunnels extending into the darkness beyond the fourth through which they'd entered. The black walls were inscribed with deep and cunningly wrought etchings. Not runes, Tiron saw, but pictures. They were massive and intricate, and seemed to depict some manner of story or scene; to be honest, Tiron didn't care enough to look deeper.

He picked a tunnel at random and strode into it, dagger held before him. The others followed suit, and after only a dozen steps he emerged into what appeared to be a small warren of low-ceilinged rooms. The lighting here was different, not gloomy like the rest of Starkadr but rather soft, as if small, invisible candles had been set in random corners. Living quarters, Tiron realized, and felt a small and pathetic surge of triumph. They were sparsely furnished, but one room held a low bed, while another had several padded seats along the walls and cushions on the floor. 

Audsley gave a little cry of delight, and Tiron poked his head into one of the neighboring rooms to see the magister eagerly reading the titles of ancient tomes lined up on black stone shelving – hundreds and hundreds of books. He almost cursed in annoyance, but another excited yell from Temyl caused them both to leave the library for what appeared to be a small dining room, with a pantry filled with preserved foodstuffs. They found cured strips of beef, bottles of wine, hard nut brown loaves, tureens of butter, and bags of seeds, all of it fresh.

"How can this be?" Meffrid broke a loaf in half. To Tiron, it looked stale but edible. "Do you think... Nobody could have stocked this recently, could they?"

Audsley glanced around the edge of the pantry door. "I see small runes carved here. How very strange. Perhaps they preserve the food?"

"Doesn't matter," said Tiron, then he took a savage bite from a wedge of waxen cheese. He washed it down with the wine. It was sharp, almost bitter, but tasted delicious. "I'm going to eat all of it. If I die of poisoning, I don't care. I'd rather die happy with a full stomach than waste away over the course of weeks."

As if that had been a signal, the others dug in, and soon they were all chewing enthusiastically and occasionally moaning with delight as they discovered a pot of fig jam, or a little jar of wildflower honey. They each opened a bottle of wine, and Tiron thought of commanding them to watch their drinks, but he was too damn tired and in too much pain to care. Soon his head was swimming, the pain had receded, and his belly was happily filled with a mixture of different foods, all of them once fine, now stale or old, but there was nothing that didn't seem to be settling well.

Meffrid pushed his plate away. "Magister. I've been wondering."

"Hmph," said Audsley, spraying crumbs.

"These Sin Casters. They built Starkadr. The portals. Everything. How did anybody ever defeat them if they were so powerful?"

Audsley gulped his mouthful down and set his plate before Aedelbert who began to lick up the smears of jam. "Well," he began, wiping his fingers surreptitiously on the hem of his tunic. "To understand the answer to that question you must grasp a simple but crucial fact: though it depends on which historian you choose to believe, almost all agree that the Sin Casters were apolitical. They stood aside and did nothing when ancient Agerastos turned against the other city states and began the War for the Republic.  Nor did they intervene thirty years later when the Chaos Years began and anarchy and blood was the rule of the day. When the Ascendant rose to power with his kragh, still they stood by."

Temyl burped quietly behind his hand. "Why's that then? Why didn't they waggle their fingers and fix everything?"

Audsley leaned back, lacing his fingers over his stomach. He looked perfectly content. Tiron realized that he was smiling. What more could Audsley ask for then to be asked to lecture about history with a full stomach in the heart of Starkadr?

"Why not, indeed?" asked the magister. "It is said that there was a time when they were active participants. The Age of Wonders. When they did indeed meddle with the affairs of the world, ruled and strove against each other. It ended in the Cataclysm. Thereafter, they swore to never interfere with politics again. A code of strict neutrality."

"Yes, but - still." Meffrid stared earnestly at Audsley. "Even if they stayed out of the wars, it doesn't explain how they were defeated."

Audsley nodded approvingly. "Yes, quite so. They were untouchable right up until the third Ascendant performed his miracle of closing the Black Gate. As soon as he did, in one stroke he rendered them helpless, unable to resist the Order of Purity and the Ascendant's kragh."

"Oh..." said Temyl. He looked to Bogusch, who had been listening quietly. "See? There you go. Ascension. The Ascendant did it."

Meffrid nodded slowly, chewing it over. "Right. It's all so strange. To think that such evil people could create such beauty..." He looked around them, at the strange architecture, then subsided, picking up his plate once more.  

Everyone stared morosely at their plates. Tiron thought of the glass panels that had shimmered as the morning sun had lit them with the colors of the rainbow. He'd never seen their like. Sarah would have loved it, he thought, and smiled fondly. She'd always wanted to reach the foot of a rainbow, would take off running and laughing across fields, leaving him behind to grin and shake his head. That room above them would have suited her perfectly.

When they finished eating the floor around them was littered with the remains of their meal, and a sense of contentment suffused Tiron. It was such a basic, primal thing, to fill one's stomach. Place a man in an alien floating evil castle, and then hand him a bottle of wine, and all was well once more. 

Bogusch and Temyl rose to stagger into the room with the cushions, and there they collapsed, a bottle in each hand, to laugh and jest in slurred voices. Audsley was blinking owlishly, breaking up strips of dried meat for Aedelbert and pushing his glasses up as they kept slipping down his nose. Meffrid's head was already nodding.

"We should have a guard," Tiron said, though he didn't expect anybody to pay attention. Truth be told, he wanted nothing more than to sleep. To drift into a deep and dreamless slumber so as to regain his strength. "Meffrid?"

The young man rubbed his face and nodded. "Guard. All right." He took a deep breath and practically climbed the wall to stand. "I'll be at the entrance. Come check on me in a few hours. Ser." And with that he walked off.

Tiron and Audsley sat in silence, the Magister stroking his firecat's head distractedly and staring at the carvings on the wall. Then Tiron shifted his weight, suddenly uncomfortable. He hadn't realized he wanted to speak with Audsley alone until this moment had presented itself.

"Magister."

"Hmm?" Audsley turned dreamily toward him then blinked. "Yes?"

Tiron felt a wave of helplessness pass over him. Give him a sword and a foe and he'd prove himself as brave as the next man, but conversation such as this? "I have a question."

"Oh?" 

Tiron scowled and looked away. "A foolish question. I don't know why I'm even asking it."

"Ah," said Audsley. "Yes. Would it be about our Lady Iskra, perhaps?"

"What?" Tiron felt his face flush. "Why would you think that?"

Audsley continued stroking his firecat. "Oh, a hunch. A wild leap of intuition, one might say. I was also present when you saved her life and held her close."

Tiron glared down at his hands. Hard, strong hands. Flecked with scars and heavily callused. "I'm a fool."

"You are many things, my good ser, but I would not list fool as one of them." Audsley's voice was mild. "Your question?"

Tiron forced himself to swallow. When had his throat become so dry? "Lady Iskra. What do you think are the chances... No." Another wave of helplessness passed through him. "I'm a penniless knight. My lands were confiscated. My honor destroyed. She is a Sigean, a lady -" Tiron clamped his mouth shut. The futility of his hopes galled him. "Never mind. I shouldn't have broached the subject."

The silence was precarious. One wrong word from Audsley and he'd leave. But he strained, waiting, hoping for some form of reassurance. He was about to snap at the magister and demand that he speak when Audsley set Aedelbert aside and leaned forward. "My dear Ser Tiron. Lady Iskra is a strikingly independent woman. If any woman of her status were to break with custom, it would be her. I cannot speak for her affections, but I know she holds you in high regard."

Tiron felt a surge of emotion. "So - do you think -?"

Audsley shrugged. "Yet for all her independence, she strives to accomplish fiendishly difficult goals. She has few weapons at her disposal. One of those weapons is marriage. To forge an alliance with another powerful lord. I don't know if she plans to do so. But the day may come when she has no choice. Such is the world in which she lives."

Tiron leaned back against the wall. His frustration melted away into resigned exhaustion. "Of course. You speak sense."

Audsley shrugged again. "I wish I could assure you otherwise. Were this a minstrel's tale, I am sure love would conquer all. But alas. The question, then, might not be whether she will have you, but rather for how long the world would permit you both to enjoy each other's company."

Tiron grunted and stared down at his hands again. Of course Audsley was right. Marriage for one of Iskra's station was a priceless tool. Even if she were to return his... affections, the day would come when she would have to set him aside and take the hand of some Ennoian warlord so as to cement an alliance. And what then? Would he step aside, glad for his moment in the sun? An old knight with no future, dependent on her largess to support him in the final years of his life? What point was there in a dalliance that was fated to end, in a romance that could never be more than a brief tryst? It would only bring pain and humiliation. 

"Thank you, Magister. You have helped clarify the matter greatly."

Audsley looked distinctly unhappy. "I'm sorry. I wish -"

"There is nothing to apologize for. Such is the state of the world." Tiron smiled bitterly. "And to think, I had imagined myself a cynic, a realist, bereft of illusions."

Audsley went to respond, but Tiron raised his hand, cutting him off. "Enough. Save your platitudes about love or whatever else you were going to say. We need to rest. Sleep well, Magister."

So saying Tiron leaned back and closed his eyes. He sat still, waiting, and after a few minutes he heard the magister slowly slide down. He cracked open an eye and saw the man lying on his side, breathing deeply, his firecat curled up in his arms. 

There was silence but for their soft breathing. Tiron felt the vast expanse of Starkadr stretching out in all directions around him. For the first time, its stark coldness and brutal architecture matched his mood. 

His eyes closed again. He thought of Iskra, of how she had felt in his arms, then carefully, deliberately, locked that memory away.

 

Nothing awoke him other than his own internal clock. He opened his eyes refreshed but with a crick in his neck. The food had given him strength, and with some wonder he observed that the wine had failed to pain his head. His side ached, but upon inspection did not seem infected. 

Audsley was lying on his back, an arm draped over his eyes. Aedelbert was padding around the remains of their dinner, sniffing at different pots and cups. 

"Magister," grunted Tiron, rising to his feet. He stretched carefully, felt the stitches pull at his side, and then relaxed. He kicked Audsley's foot as he passed him. "Get up."

He located a room with a toilet hole, and then moved into the living area, where Bogusch and Temyl were snoring. He roused them with kicks to their boots as well, and then felt a pang of remorse. Poor Meffrid had held the guard post all this time while the others had snored away the hours.

"Meffrid? Come get some sleep," Tiron called out, though he doubted the young man was still awake. He'd find him slouched over in the hallway, he was sure. He'd give him a tough time for the sake of principle, then send him to rest. 

He strode through the small complex and out into the empty tunnel. Meffrid had apparently chosen to watch from the hub. He walked out into the central room where the iron platform lay, but there was no sign of the guard there either.

"Meffrid?" His call was sharp now. It was one thing to fall asleep on post, another to desert it altogether in search of a bed. 

Scowling, he considered the other two tunnels. "Meffrid!" 

No response. He'd be damned if he'd search through warrens of bedrooms for the sleeping guard. Instead, he returned to his own men. Temyl and Bogusch were wincing and drinking from their water skins. Judging by the empty bottles of wine by their sides, they'd clearly managed to stay awake long enough to do themselves some damage.

"Meffrid's gone into one of the side tunnels to sleep." Tiron tried to keep his annoyance from his voice. "Go search them and bring him back." A thought caught him as the two men turned to go. "But if the tunnels lead into anything other than living quarters like these, come back first to get us."

Temyl nodded dumbly, clapped Bogusch on the back, and the pair of them limped off. 

Tiron sighed and went back into the kitchen. Audsley was up, his face freshly washed and his hair combed somehow, and was finishing off a plate of cheese and jam. 

"Good morning, ser knight," he said brightly. "And how do we fare today?"

"You're damned cheerful," said Tiron, then moved to the pantry to search the shelves. He pulled down a container of what turned out to be salted fish. 

"And why wouldn't I be? We've found water, provisions, comfortable quarters, a means of transportation, and so many mysteries to explore over the coming month that I can't even begin to decide where to begin. This almost feels akin to a holiday."

Tiron grunted and decided some salted fish was just what he wanted. He grabbed one of his water skins, sniffed at its neck, then took a swig. "So, what do you intend for today? Research?"

"Indeed." Audsley smeared a little honey over his cheese. "We must learn the secrets of the Portals in that chamber below. With so many of them, I'm sure a few must lead to Agerastos. If I can divine how to open them, then we'll not only be able to provide Lady Iskra with the means to contact our potential allies, but also a means for us to return to Mythgræfen Hold before the month has passed."

Tiron raised an eyebrow. "You think you can do that? Open a Lunar Gate before its appointed time?"

Audsley shrugged. "Perhaps. After all, I doubt the rulers of Starkadr would have contended themselves with having to wait a month each time to use their own Portals. The means to doing so may be located in the library next door, and if not here, perhaps elsewhere in the complex."

"That's good. That's very good." Tiron bit down on the fish and found it delicious. 

Audsley smiled, set his plate aside, and rose. "In fact, I'll go take a quick peek at the tomes right now. Just browse their titles, if you will. See if I can read the text. The Ascendant willing, they're not written in ancient Sigean."

Tiron realized that was a joke of some kind, and gave Audsley a fish-filled grin with no humor in it. Audsley made a little face and disappeared down the side tunnel.

Food was essential to healing. Even though he wasn't that hungry, he methodically ate several fillets of the fish and had begun working on a thick slice of cheese when Temyl and Bogusch hurried back in. 

"Ser! We've looked everywhere. There's no sign of Meffrid." 

"What do you mean? You didn't find him?" Tiron stared from one man to the other.  The two men shrugged helplessly. "There's nowhere else that he could be. Audsley!"

The magister ran in, alarmed by the sharp bark in Tiron's tone. "Yes? What's wrong?"

"That platform of yours. Could it have ensorcelled Meffrid?"

"Could it have... No? I don't think so? He'd have had to grip the sword for it to even try to connect with him. Where is he?"

"Gone," said Tiron. "All right. Let's do this again. I want every inch of this level searched. Audsley, you're with me. Bogusch, Temyl, no nonsense. Let's go."

Fifteen minutes later they all stood in the hub by the metal platform. There was no sign of the young guard. Audsley was wringing his hands. Temyl and Bogusch looked distinctly unhappy. 

Tiron stared at the floor, trying to think. "Temyl, grab the sword hilt. Bogusch, get ready to knock him over the head if he does anything strange."

"Ser?" Temyl's face went pale.

"Now!" 

His battlefield roar sent the guard scurrying onto the metal platform, Bogusch at his heels. Audsley and Tiron followed.

"Is this wise?" Audsley kept his voice to a whisper, as if loath to enrage Tiron.

"We need to eliminate possibilities. Now, Temyl."

The guard knelt and reached out. He bit his lower lip, jaw working, and flexed his fingers several times before turning his face away and gingerly touching the hilt.

Nothing happened. Temyl looked at the sword out of the corner of his eye and closed his hand around it. Again, nothing happened, and he visibly wilted in relief.

"Now, Audsley. Your turn."

The magister nodded and replaced Temyl in front of the blade and took hold of the hilt without hesitation. He stiffened, clenched his jaw, then released the sword. "The same as before. The presence is there."

Tiron rubbed at his jaw. "Damn it. Bogusch, you try."

In short order they'd determined that only Audsley could sense the presence in the sword. 

Tiron fought the urge to pace. "Talk to me, Audsley."

"I, ah, I don't know. Perhaps only I am connected to the blade? Perhaps it only responds to Noussians, or those who have undergone rigorous academic training?"

"And Meffrid?"

"Well, the presence is still within the blade, so it clearly didn't take control and transfer into him. Given the unlikelihood of it's being able to communicate with him, and my serious doubt as to Meffrid's desire to seize the blade, I, ah, I mean -"

"Enough." Tiron cut him off with a sweep of his hand. "So, we can rule out the platform for now."

"Maybe he jumped, ser." Bogusch's voice was quiet. "Couldn't take the pressure of what we're going through. Got drunk, got desperate... and leaped out into the shaft."

Tiron felt an immediate sense of negation. "I very much doubt that." Yet what other explanation was there? "However. Audsley, take us down. We're going to make sure."

They all climbed onto the platform. Audsley took hold of the hilt, and the platform rose smoothly into the air, then sailed toward the moaning airshaft and out into the blackness. Down they went, swiftly but smoothly, past a dozen great tunnel entrances, each perhaps fifty yards below the other. The gloom grew ever deeper, until finally Tiron could barely make out his hand before his face. 

They came to a stop, but not on stone, as before; instead, they seemed to lower with a crunch, sinking into something brittle and uneven.

"What did we land on?" Temyl's voice was tight with fear.

Tiron didn't bother answering. He rose from his crouch and strode to the edge of the platform. He had to lean down to see through the dense murk, and immediately reared back when he made out what lay beneath them. 

Corpses. 

Hundreds of them, covering the floor. They were the same sort of dried bodies Tiron and the others had seen already, withered by the passage of centuries, broken and muddled together so that it was impossible to make out whole forms.

"They must have fallen here during the fight," whispered Audsley in horror. "How many? How many died down here?"

"Search for Meffrid," said Tiron, reining in his own horror. "Now. He'll be easy to spot amongst this lot."

It was ghastly work. They waded through the bodies. They were piled about a yard deep, Tiron discovered, as bones snapped and ancient robes tore beneath his boots. Stumbling and lurching, the four of them quartered the base of the shaft. Tiron felt a brief burst of elation on finding his family blade, but he sheathed it and kept searching.

At his command, Audsley lifted the platform so that they could search beneath it. Then, after spending a good hour fruitlessly combing the mass grave, they climbed in silence to the quarters they had slept in and stepped off the platform into the hub.

Nobody spoke. Their eyes were glassy with shock at what they'd seen. Audsley looked to be on the verge of tears, while Temyl was shaking and refused to meet his eyes. Tiron kept his focus sharp and fierce. He didn't need anybody to spell it out to him, didn't need to tell the others what was painfully obvious.

Meffrid hadn't jumped. He hadn't used the platform to escape. He'd simply vanished into thin air.

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE
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Tharok regarded the Red River kragh whom he had invited to join the war council. A few steps away, the fire leapt and burned and spat cinders into the air. 

"You threatened to kill Nakrok of the Crokuk," said Kharsh at last. "Our ally and leader of five hundred kragh who are camped in a circle around us."

"Yes," said Tharok.

"If you had killed him," said Barok, "and his kragh, then the Crokuk would have attacked us."

"Yes," said Tharok. "Eventually."

"Five hundred male warriors against two hundred Red River males, women and children."

"I would not have stood passively by until they attacked," said Tharok. "But there is no need to go into my back-up plans. I was correct. They weren't necessary."

"What is to stop Nakrok from attacking us now?" asked Rabo, who was staring into the fire. 

"Nakrok is more intelligent than he looks," said Tharok. "We have provoked his curiosity. First we angered him, then we tired his kragh, then he came to our fire, where we established our dominance. More importantly, we gave him new information for him to digest. That is why he was quiet and pensive when he left. He'll not attack. He will think, and then will either leave in the morning or follow us. To attack in the dark when our kragh stand armed and prepared invites only senseless slaughter."

"And you think he will follow us," said Kharsh in disbelief.

"I do," said Maur. She was standing with her hands on her hips, relaxed and statuesque, the firelight limning her muscled frame and smoldering in her eyes. "We have shown him our true enemy. He's impressed now, like it or not, by Tharok's insight and cunning. He'll come with us if only to see what happens next."

"And he may yet betray us," said Rabo quietly, taking up a stick and drawing a circle in the sand. "As soon as it stands to his advantage."

"True," said Tharok. "He may yet betray us. But I'm not done with changing his mind. There is more for Nakrok to learn."

"More secrets," said Kharsh.

"Not secrets," said Tharok. "But rather a deeper appreciation for the words I spoke tonight. When he sees the Tragon bend knee and join the Red River, when he sees our numbers swell by the thousands, only then will he truly understand what I have told him."

"So, you have no more secrets from us," said Kharsh. "You have told us absolutely all."

"Not all," said Tharok, and then he raised a hand to forestall the other's protest. "We will call a Grand Convocation by the Dragon's Tear before we engage the Tragon. We invite all the other highland tribes to join us at the Shattered Temple."

There was a stunned silence, then Kharsh laughed. "You? Call a Grand Convocation? You who have been a warlord for but a week? None will come!"

"No," said Rabo. He tossed his stick into the fire and rose fluidly to his feet. "Some will come. Tharok and the Red River return with five hundred lowland warriors at our back, and promise war on the Tragon. That will draw some."

"But not enough," said Kharsh. "Few will attend."

"I know this," said Tharok. "And those who don't will have given me permission to attack them."

"You would kill highland kragh?" asked Kharsh, voice sharp with outrage.

"No, fool," said Maur, throwing up her hands. "Did you not listen to anything that was said to the Crokuk?"

"Then... you would force them to join the Red River?"

Tharok smiled grimly, his fangs gleaming in the firelight. "Kharsh, mark my words. By the end of this, every tribe will have joined us. This is just the beginning." He looked from one to the other. "The time of dissension and killing kragh is over. We have one true enemy. One opponent who keeps us weak and divided. The humans. Everything I do is to overthrow them. To destroy their empire, and to show them we are not beasts or children to be manipulated at their pleasure."

His voice swelled with power and conviction. All eyes were on him. "We shall descend upon the human city of Abythos like an unstoppable tide. We shall sweep through their portal and into their empire. We shall choke their great cities in smoke and break their armies. We shall harvest their gold and take all their shaman stone. The time, my tribemates, of human dominion is coming to an end."

Silence followed his words. Confidence thrilled him, elation had him by the throat. This was his time. This was his moment. These were his kragh, and nothing could stop them. Barok crouched down and pounded his first into the dirt. Rabo did the same, and finally even Kharsh followed suite. The kragh sign of approval. Tharok gave a feral grunt from deep in his chest, pounded his own fist against the ground, and then strode away into the dark.

 

Tharok awoke in the pre-dawn darkness. The air was chill, and from where he lay he could see that a thin layer of icy rime had formed along the inside of his canvas hut. He had pulled a thick goat skin over him, but even so he could feel the cold fighting to sink deep into his body, to penetrate and quell the fearsome burning vitality that kept him going.

The Red River camp around his hut was silent. He could hear the faint sound of the mountain goats moving restlessly where they were tied together, yearning for the higher slopes and the sweet roots of the cliffside shoots. He could hear the distant tread of sentries, even the sound of somebody walking between tents nearby, stumbling back to their bed after a moment outside to relieve themselves. What he could not hear was the sound of the human slave, Shaya, breathing.

He arose, pushing aside the goat skin, and made his way across the dark hut to where she lay on the ground, wrapped in the few furs that he had given her. Kneeling down by her side, he reached out and touched her bare shoulder. She lay still, as if she were dead. Her skin was cold, but he saw that she was breathing shallowly. He pressed his fingers against her throat. There he felt a heartbeat, tenuous and fluttering, like a songbird caught between cupped hands. Growling, he scooped up her frail form and deposited her in his bed, then pulled the skins over her. 

She looked pale in the gloom, her skin wan and smooth as candle wax, her lips almost blue, her white hair spread about her small head like moonlight fanning out over the Dragon's Tear. Tharok watched her intently. Her condition wasn't changing. If anything, it was growing worse. 

Cursing, he stormed out of the hut, thrusting aside the hanging skin and stepping out into the cold. The sun had yet to rise, and everything was painted in shades of slate and deep purple. Moving quickly to conserve body heat, Tharok strode toward the mountain goats where they stood shoulder to shoulder, their eyes fixed on him as he waded amongst them. He reached down and grabbed hold of a fat little kid, which began to bleat and wriggle in his arms. He cupped a hand over its head, covering its eyes, and it quieted.

He carried it back between the huts into his own. There he pulled back the blankets and tucked the goat in next to the human, and turned her body so that her arms curled around the little animal. It began to buck and thrash, and Tharok dealt it a sharp blow to the head, knocking it limp. The goat was nearly as large as the human's torso, amply furred and radiating heat. Shaya moaned and snuggled closer to it. Tharok pulled the blankets over them both and watched a while longer. 

Either she would live, or she would die.

When he wandered back out into the pre-dawn air, the sky had lightened, the highest peaks beginning to gleam with the hints of the morning sun. Tharok rubbed his face vigorously, feeling stiff and sluggish, and made his way to last night's central fire. A few kragh were gathered around it, having just come off their patrol shifts, and sat gazing into the flames. Krilla from the Women's Circle was stirring a long spoon around and around a great pot of grain and mush.

Golden Crow was there too, seated to one side, chin sunk to his chest, wrapped in the ratty, worn furs of a black bear so that he seemed swollen to twice his size, a mannequin with a tiny, shriveled head. Tharok nodded to those who looked up at him and took a seat at the old shaman's side.

For a long while neither of them spoke, both watching Krilla's broad back as she stirred and occasionally tipped in herbs and spices from pouches arrayed by the rocks at her feet. The log on which Tharok was sitting was cold and damp with dew, and the dirt on its surface was chalky and stuck to the underside of his thighs.

"Kharsh told me of your war council last night," said Golden Crow at last. 

Tharok grunted, but did not comment.

"He said you will hold the Convocation in the Shattered Temple."

This time Tharok didn't even grunt.

"Do you seek to return us to the old ways? When we offered up our own as sacrifices to the medusa?" The scorn was there, riding the edge of the shaman's voice.

"There are no more medusa." Tharok glanced at the old kragh out of the corner of his eye. "And I don't want to return to the old ways. I bring change. What better place to convince the tribes to adopt new ways then in the grave of our oldest beliefs?" 

"Kharsh was not pleased," continued the shaman, pretending not to have heard. "He spoke long and with great emotion."

"Kharsh does not like change," said Tharok.

Sounds were beginning to emerge from the huts about them. Kragh were moving within the confines of their homes, voices lowered to grumbles and mutters. There was a sudden cry of pain, and from a hut emerged a small kragh child, running naked across the iron earth, tears streaming down his face. He did not wail, but rather ran and was gone from sight. 

"It is not the change that Kharsh dislikes," said Golden Crow. "It is how the changes are made. And what they say of your opinion of the Red River."

Tharok frowned and stuck out his lower lip so that it rode up his tusks a little. "I am the warlord. I command."

"You are the warlord," agreed Golden Crow affably. "And you may command all you like. But none here are forced to follow you. If they begin to feel discontent, they will drift away. Clan by clan, till the Red River Tribe is broken."

Tharok absorbed that, scowling deeper yet, and finally nodded. There was truth in the old shaman's words. 

"You do not consult with the Women's Circle," said Golden Crow. "Though Maur supports you still. All kragh know the wisdom and intelligence of our women, yet you disdain their advice. You do not speak with the old warriors to question them on strategy. You do not come to me to ask what the spirits feel. You stand alone, distant from us all, telling us where to go, and do not give reason or explanation. You treat us as children. I heard that just last night you threatened to kill Nakrok. That you beat him, mocked him, and then set him running back to his camp. Nakrok is a respected warlord, lowlander though he may be. That is not how one treats an ally."

Tharok wanted to protest, but forced himself to remain silent. 

Krilla reached over and seized a great branch, which she then snapped over her knee with ease. She eased both halves into the flames beneath her pot. 

"You are right, Golden Crow, you are right," Tharok said. "I have been seized by dreams of glory, inspired by Ogri no doubt, but --"

"Enough," said Golden Crow. "You can drop your lies about Ogri. I know that he has not come to you, that he never showed you anything. Enough with your lies."

Tharok gaped at the old kragh and tried to rethink his approach. "What do you mean?"

"I am a shaman, young warlord. Do you think that means nothing? I have spoken with the spirits for longer than you have climbed these peaks. I was blinded by the great Unodrok himself when I was but six years old, by the shore of the Dragon's Tear, and spent two weeks there visited by every great spirit and kragh shaman that ever lived. I spoke and saw them all, all but Ogri himself. I have since spoken with other shamans, and they have told me the same story. No shaman has ever met or seen or heard of Ogri's spirit, for one simple reason. There is lore that you do not know. Lore that I was taught after I was made shaman. Lore that all shamans know, and that will ultimately be your downfall if you continue to lie about Ogri blessing you."

"What lore?" asked Tharok, sitting on the edge of his log. "Tell me!"

The old man turned his sightless holes to the warlord and grinned a near-toothless grin. "Poor Tharok. He thinks himself so wise. Lying and manipulating us as if he alone knows the ways of the world. But he doesn't know everything. Ogri was cursed. Do you know why the Uniter fled the Great Tribe that he himself created? Do you know the end of his saga?"

Tharok thought hard. The tales of Ogri dwelt on his unification of the tribes, with his leading them to smash the human empires and beginning a golden age for the kragh. "I have heard it said that he grew tired of his conquests, and mounted his dragon Jaemungdr and flew up to join the gods in the Valley of the Dead, high up in the Five Peaks. I know this to be true, for that is where I found his corpse."

"Ogri was cursed," said Golden Crow. "He united the Tribes, but in doing so lost his spirit. It was consumed. By the end of his reign he was a monster, a mad thing, depraved and no better than an animal. None could stand against him and World Breaker, so the shamans gathered to give him truth, to pull his spirit back into his body, if only for a moment. The greatest shamans gathered by the Dragon's Tear, and there they enacted such a ritual as had never been done before or since, calling Ogri's spirit from the void to which it had gone and placing it within his body once more. They say that for a moment Ogri was himself again, that he saw the world with the eyes of a normal kragh, and then he went mad. He mounted his dragon, Jaemungdr, and flew away, never to be seen again."

Tharok felt a chill pass through him. "But you said that his spirit was summoned from the void. He had a spirit, then. It wasn't gone."

"The void, boy, not the Valley of the Dead. For each star in the Sky Father's realm, there are a thousand more points of darkness. The void lurks between the stars, and should your soul go deep into that blackness, it passes beyond the realm of the spirits and is gone and undone. That the shamans called back Ogri's spirit from the void is a sign of how powerful they were. But it would have returned there after his death. Ogri was cursed. His spirit was destroyed, and it would have been better if he had never lived."

Tharok stared numbly at Krilla. She was spooning great amounts of the grain soup with its chunks of goat into bowls, and Tharok saw that the light of dawn was painting the thin wisps of cloud into glorious beige and cream. 

"What happened to Ogri that he should be cursed and lose his soul?"

"Nobody knows, boy. But mark my words. If you wish to follow his steps, you had best be careful. Your wish may be granted."

Golden Crow placed his hands on his bony knees and heaved himself to his feet. "You are our warlord because we choose to follow you. Displease us, offend us, forget who you are, and you will find yourself alone with none to lead. Do you understand?"

Tharok, chilled, could only nod, but that was enough for the blind shaman. Golden Crow turned and shuffled over to Krilla, who handed him a bowl before he even asked for it, then drifted away from the fire. 

Tharok rose, knees popping, and shook his head. Troubled, he took two bowls, thanked Krilla and returned to his hut. Others were emerging now, stretching and snapping their jaws, and he saw that many did not meet his eye, and the few who did gave him only cautious nods. 

Gritting his teeth, he pushed aside the goat skin and entered his hut. The sound of breathing was stronger. He moved around to the bed and sat on its edge. The small goat had woken, but it lay still, great liquid eyes open in the dark, breathing tremulously in the human's arms. Tharok set down the bowls of food, then reached out to touch her neck. Her pulse was stronger, and some color had come into her face. 

"Shaya," he growled, but there was no response. 

He grabbed hold of the kid's front leg and hauled it from the bed. It bleated and thrashed anew as it fell to the ground, then scrambled to its feet and ran out of the hut, indignant and scared. 

Tharok took hold of the human's chin, moved her head from side to side, and then gave her cheek a gentle slap. Her eyes fluttered and then finally opened.

"Shaya," he said again, and took hold of her shoulder and sat her up. She moaned, drew her knees to her chest, wrapped her arms about them and began to shiver. "By the peaks," muttered Tharok. He drew the skins up and around her once more. "You humans. Here, pull these about you." 

She reached out, took hold of the skins and drew them tight, then turned to look at him. "Cold," she said. "S-so cold."

"Yes, yes. Eat this." He took one of the wooden bowls and tried to hand it to her. Some steam yet rose from its lumpen surface. Shivering, she tried to take the bowl, but her hands were shaking too much. "Here, no, hold it steady, steady!" Tharok gritted his teeth and took the shallow spoon. "Fine. Open your mouth, and I'll slop this inside you as if you were my child." He took a large spoonful of the hot mush and forced it into her mouth. She immediately choked and reached for her throat, shoulders hitching. 

"Here," said a voice, and Tharok looked around to see Nok standing in the entrance. "I'll do that if you wish."

"Good," said Tharok. He rose in impatience and disgust. "She's as useless and weak as a baby." 

He handed Nok the bowl and stepped aside so that the larger kragh could take his place by the side of the bed. Shaya was trying to choke down the food Tharok had given her, her mouth open as she sought to let the grains cool before they scalded her further. 

Tharok, brooding and angry now, moved to the far side of the hut and watched as Nok stirred the bowl's contents, then filled the spoon only halfway and held it up to the human's lips. She finally regained her senses, looked at him and then darted a quick look at Tharok. She pulled the furs tighter about her shoulders, then allowed Nok to carefully tip the spoon into her mouth.

For some ten minutes, Tharok watched. It took that long for Nok to get the contents of the bowl inside the human, for she could only eat in small pecks like a baby bird. He eventually sank into a crouch and wrapped his arms around his shins, his eyes on the pair of them. The larger kragh spoke to the human softly in an alien tongue, and when she had finally finished eating she sank back onto the bed, eyes closing, and Nok set the bowl aside and pulled the furs up to tuck her in.

"What do you two speak of?" asked Tharok quietly. His anger was gone, and having witnessed Nok's tenderness he felt the first stirrings of shame and self-reproach.

"She told me a little about her past. Betrayal. Rebellion. Secrets. Not enough to truly understand."

"You speak their language."

"Yes," said Nok. "I speak it a little."

"Where did you learn it?"

Nok turned from contemplating the human and looked at Tharok. "From a human clan. Long ago, it seems now, when I was but a child."

"A human clan," said Tharok. "How did you come to be amongst them?"

Nok returned his gaze to Shaya's face. "My clan was destroyed by a rival clan. My father had stolen his wife from the first clan – took her from her first husband during a raid. For five years we lived in peace, and then they came after us and killed my clansmen as we ran. They took my mother back with them, and returned her to her first husband. I was too young to fight, so I ran, and when I came back to camp there was nothing left. I took some food and set out to free my mother, but got lost. A few days later I came across a bear with her cubs, and she nearly killed me. The spirits brought a human to where I had collapsed, and for some reason he felt pity and took me to his home, where his wife tended me and helped me back to health."

Tharok sat still, listening in wonder as Nok spoke. "They healed you? For what? Did they plan to sell you?"

"No," said Nok sadly. "They didn't. They were good people. They healed me because I was hurt. No more, no less."

"They didn't wish to enslave you? I don't understand."

Nok turned to face Tharok once more, his great black braids shifting as he did so. "Not all humans are intent on killing us or using us, Tharok-krya. Some humans are willing to help."

Tharok frowned, but refrained from spitting. "All I have ever heard from the humans is how they use and kill us. This is... new to me."

"It is rare," said Nok softly. "They took me to the human city of Abythos, where they tried to teach me their religion. It is called Ascension. I tried to learn it, but it did not make sense to me. There is no room for kragh in Ascension. We are as low as animals in their eyes." Nok's voice was quiet, as if he were turning his memories over in his hands pensively, examining them from different angles. "But regardless, they raised me, took care of me, and ultimately paid a price for doing so. They had honor."

"Huh," said Tharok. He arose to stand next to Nok and looked down at the fine-boned face of the human. It was so delicate that it looked as if one blow would crush it. "You like them? The humans?"

"Not all of them," said Nok. "Not the slavers who captured me, or the vast majority who would use me as a beast of burden. But some. This one, for example. She is weak, near death."

"So, you would return the favor," said Tharok, nodding. "And pay off your obligation."

"There is no way to repay what I owe that family," said Nok. "And I don't attempt to do so now. I simply help her because she needs help."

Tharok studied Nok's harsh profile. The great black braids that fell down his back. The heavy brows, the mighty tusks. The wound that had created that cruel scar that curled around his lower jaw must have opened his face to the bone when it was first dealt. He was a great warrior, no doubt. He had wielded much authority to grow so large and dark skinned. But he was here taking care of this human with a tenderness one might show a mate.

"Why did your own tribe sell you into slavery?":

Nok's brow lowered. "I refused to accept blood satisfaction from the clan that stole my mother, many years ago."

Tharok grunted. "You wanted to destroy them completely?"

Nok grunted. "When I became warlord of the Urlor I took my mother back. Her tribe came after us and killed her. I swore to destroy them all."

"And your tribe did not approve?"

Nok shook his head slowly. "There was too much blood for them. They did not dare enrage the spirits by killing their own warlord, so they knocked me out and gave me to slavers."

Tharok grunted again. Unless Nok soon became warlord once more, his skin would begin to lighten, his massive size diminish. He was powerful enough to conquer any small highland tribe. It would be interesting to see if he would remain with the Red River when the opportunity arose.

"Tell me of Abythos. What is it like?"

Nok frowned and gazed into the middle distance. "It is a formidable city. Nothing like Porloc's Gold. It is all massive stone and great walls. Built to defend the portal to the human city of Bythos, to prevent another Ogri from smashing his way into human lands again."

Tharok mulled this over. "You know that I plan to wage war on the humans."

Nok nodded. "So I have heard."

"You will fight beside me?"

"I will help you unite the kragh. Then? We shall see. I have no love for most humans. The slavers. But neither do I hate them all."

Tharok nodded. "You have given me much to think about," he said. "You've complicated things. But come. Nakrok will soon be giving his answer. Let us learn if we are to fight the Crokuk, watch them leave, or see them join us as brothers as we go to our Grand Convocation."

Nok nodded. He reached out, smoothed the human's brow with his massive hand, then stood and followed Tharok out of the hut into the misty dawn light. Highland kragh turned out as Tharok passed. By the time he reached the central campfire, all the male warriors were by his side, and no small number of the women. But Krilla was gone, and her pot had similarly vanished. 

Tharok had timed his arrival well. The outer edge of the highland kragh parted to admit the wedge of lowland Crokuk. Nakrok did not come alone this time. Instead, he entered the highland camp with over a hundred of his warriors, a full fifth of his force. It did not take a military genius to imagine that the other four hundred stood prepared to intervene at some pre-arranged signal. The Crokuk entered not with weapons drawn, but alert, without packs, fully armed and armored. The Red River kragh stirred, noting this, and the tension in the air began to creep up toward the Sky Father.

Tharok stepped forward to greet the other warlord. While Nakrok was armored in metal and had his blade by his hip, Tharok stood unarmed, wearing only his leather vest and breeches. They stood before each other, taking each other's measure, and then Nakrok spoke out, his voice strident as he pitched it for all to hear.

"The Crokuk are a mighty tribe. You see before you five hundred of our warriors, and I tell you that five hundred more wait with our women and children. We number in the thousands, and when we march together the very earth trembles. But here we are, part of our strength, high in the mountains, sent by our great warlord Porloc to fight alongside the Red River as allies, as friends." 

Nakrok turned, ignoring Tharok now, and stared at the highlanders around him. "Last night your warlord, Tharok, threatened my life. He lured me into a council of allies and then ringed me with his men, weapons drawn. He threatened to kill me if I didn't obey him. Then he spoke of madness and the breaking of traditions. He spoke of secret enemies and powerful forces beyond the comprehension of we mere kragh. He set himself above us, he ridiculed us, and he gave us an ultimatum."

Only then did the lowland kragh turn to stare at Tharok. 

"To follow him," Nakrok said, "or to leave, to return to the lowlands, the Tragon unpunished."

The tension was sliding ever higher. Highlanders were placing their hands on the hilts of their weapons. Eyes were beginning to glance from kragh to kragh as each took in the position of the other.

"I am Nakrok, warlord of the Crokuk. I have led the Crokuk for four years, and have never suffered defeat. I lead thousands of kragh into battle. Your warlord is Tharok. He has been warlord for a week, and as far as I know, has never led you to war."

Nakrok took a step forward and lifted his chin. "I say to you, I will fight the Tragon. I will even follow some of Tharok's advice, but on one condition: that he kneel before me, right here, right now, and beg for my forgiveness for offending me last night."

Tharok grinned, showing his tusks to full advantage. So that was how Nakrok wanted to play it. The Crokuk wanted to take Tharok's wisdom while crushing his authority and lead the whole venture against the Tragon. Not a bad move. No wonder Nakrok had earned a reputation for cunning. 

All eyes were on Tharok now. Rabo was shaking his head, and Barok was frowning. Kharsh had raised his chin, his eyes glittering, little Toad by his side. Tharok could not see where Maur was standing. Tharok could sense Nok behind him, preparing himself for whatever might come.

"We are kragh," said Tharok at last. "We are, all of us, great and small, highland and lowland, Red River and Crokuk, first and foremost, kragh. We are not talkers. We are not politicians. We don't like cleverness. We like fist and sword. We like fire and blood. Where we see an enemy, we like to strike. Where we see a friend, we trust." 

A wall of impassive faces stared at him. They were listening, at least. Nakrok had cast his face into neutrality. 

"I am as likely to get on my knees before you, Nakrok of the Crokuk, as I am to smash you between the eyes and kill you dead with one blow. I could do both, but I will do neither." Tharok turned to those listening. "No, this is a question of leadership. Who leads? Who is the greater warlord? Who will give the commands on this expedition, Nakrok or me?"

The Crokuk kragh were drawing together, and Nakrok began to step back toward them, his eyes locked on Tharok, a victorious gleam in their depths. 

"So, you refuse," said Nakrok. "You refuse the help of the Crokuk because you are too arrogant."

"No," said Tharok, shaking his head sadly. "What I refuse is your cowardice."

"Cowardice?" Nakrok froze. "More madness! By what right do you accuse me of cowardice, highland dog?"

"Because," said Tharok, pitching his words in his avalanche voice, that deep and booming call that allowed each and every of the seven hundred kragh gathered around them to hear. "I am going to call a Grand Convocation a week from now in the Shattered Temple by the Dragon's Tear. To challenge me before I can issue the call shows that you dare not face the support that will come to me."

"What?" Nakrok clasped his head, as if he thought his skull would split from trying to understand Tharok's words. "You are mad! You? Call a Grand Convocation? Who are you to do such a thing?"

Tharok grinned. "I am Tharok, son of Grakor, warlord of the Red River, and it is my right."

"You are Tharok, one week warlord, who ran to Porloc the moment you had a gift for him to seek his protection! None will come!"

"If they do not, then I shall step down and swear loyalty to you without question. The Red River will be yours. Which is why it is cowardice to challenge me now."

"Cowardice? No, I do you a favor! I would save you from humiliation, but knowing this now, oh no, I will let you make the call. Summon everybody! See who comes! When you stand alone by Dragon's Tear, then and only then will I laugh at you and force you to your knees!" 

Nakrok's laughter pealed out as marched back toward his men. "We go to the Dragon's Tear! You have one week to prove to all that you are worthy of summoning them. Then I will crush you, absorb the Red River into the Crokuk without the loss of one Crokuk life, and move on to crush the Tragon. This is too sweet!"

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN
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Asho roused himself by slow degrees from deep slumber. His back was cold, but his inner core was luxuriously warm. He was holding on to something, a lithe and limber form, and holding tight made all the difference in battling the frigid air around him. He made a satisfied rumble in his chest and pressed his face forward into somebody's hair.

He froze and opened his eyes. 

Auburn hair. He was holding Kethe, completely cupping her body with his own, her form scrunched up into a ball and pressed against his own for warmth.

She suddenly went tense in his arms, and he realized she was awake as well. Fighting back a cry, he scrambled away from her as if he had been scalded, raking his hair from his face as she did the same, and in the blink of an eye they were crouched facing each other, their eyes wild, both of them babbling.

"How dare you -"

"I didn't -"

"Take advantage -"

"Have no idea how -"

Mæva's laughter cut them both off, and they turned to glare at the witch.

"You have no idea how hard it has been to wait for you both to awaken," she said. "Though it has made us late for today's travels, I had to see what would happen. And I was justly rewarded."

Asho scowled and pulled his hair back into a ponytail, tying it off with a thong. Kethe was studiously avoiding his gaze, moving to roll up her bedding. "Well, I'm glad we amused you," he said to Mæva with as much dignity as he could muster.

"One has to find one's amusements where one can," she replied, and insinuated herself past them. "I'll be awaiting you both on the trail. Don't take too long back here in the dark."

"That woman is insufferable," muttered Kethe as she tightened her pack's straps.

"You were defending her yesterday."

"I was, but this kind of humor is infantile. I'm - I'm deeply disappointed by her."

Asho wanted to laugh, but then Kethe's words came back to him. The cutting anger, the contempt. She might be willing to pretend nothing had happened, but he'd not forget her insults so quickly. He focused on his pack. He didn't want to remember how good it had felt to have Kethe's body pressed against his own. The wonderful blend of soft and hard, muscles and curve, the scent of her hair. He scrubbed at his face. "Just to be clear, I -"

"Don't bother," she said, finishing with the last strap and taking up her blade. She finally looked at him, her gaze hard and flinty. "It was a cold night. There's nothing to explain, and it won't happen again." 

"Right," croaked Asho as she left the cave. He sighed and picked up his blade. "Right."

They climbed in silence, and in truth there was soon no room for words. The climb grew ever steeper, and in late morning they finally left the last of the forest behind. Occasionally they had to traverse a wash of small stones that gave way easily underfoot. Mæva climbed the rocks and boulders with enviable ease, and soon Asho was panting and sweating under the bright sunlight. There was no trail to speak of, just Mæva's intuition that led them ever higher, along narrow ledges, up the center of deep cracks in the cliff faces, and far too rarely along small strips of grassy meadows cupped on gentle slopes beneath towering cliffs. 

They ate while walking, and by late afternoon had left even the last of the stunted bushes behind. The slopes were mostly bare rock now, and the peaks were visible all around them, no longer hidden in the clouds above.

"We're making good time," said Mæva. "If we keep this up, we should reach Skarpheðinn by tomorrow." She set her pack down and sat on an oval boulder, long legs stretched out before her. 

Kethe considered Asho, expression strangely uncertain as if she wanted to talk to him, and then walked away pointedly to stand at an outcrop a good dozen yards away and gaze down into a gulch. Did she mean for him to follow?

"Asho," said Mæva. "Have you given thought to my offer?"

"I - yes." He set his pack down and rolled his shoulder. "But I'm not ready to agree just yet."

"Wise of you. Only a fool accepts an offer without learning all of the conditions."

"So there are conditions?" Asho stepped closer. 

Mæva's face was inscrutable, her eyes liquid and dark. "Of course. Or perhaps, more accurately, consequences."

Asho's mouth was dry. "What are you saying?"

"There is no way for you to defend yourself from the corrupting power of magic by yourself. I cannot teach you that level of self-sufficiency. What I can do, however, is pass my gift onto you."

"And leave yourself without it?"

Mæva nodded. "It has served me well, all these many years. But I grow tired. I now know enough that if I give up casting magic altogether, I could live a score of years in solitude." There was something inexpressibly weary in her tone, and a haggard bleakness has entered her expression. "I have no more need or even desire for my power. It is yours. I would give it to you. Now, if you wished it. All you need do is ask."

Asho shook his head sharply. "I'm not asking. I don't understand. What is this gift? It's what you learned up by the Black Gate?"

"Think of it, Asho. The ability to wield your power - and you are more powerful, more gifted than I ever was - without suffering for it. Without pouring your corruption into Kethe." Mæva stepped off her rock and approached him, taking his hand, her grip tight. "Freedom. Power. Vitality. Yours. Take it. You will need it in your battles to come. This is your chance."

Asho pulled his hand free. There was a wild, almost desperate gleam in her dark eyes that scared him, that made him step back. "No. Thank you. I - not yet."

Mæva bit her lower lip and then forced a smile. "Of course. I only pressed because soon we may be running afoul of demons. It's of no matter." She reached down and scooped up Ashurina, who had been staring fixedly at him all this while. "Come. Let us continue. Kethe! We proceed."

Asho picked up his pack. His pulse was racing. What had that been about? He wiped his hand on the side of his breeches. Had Mæva been pleading with him?

Kethe strode up, ignoring him completely as she brushed past him to continue up the path. She fairly radiated disdain. 

On they went, till Asho's legs felt shaky and scorched, as if hot coals had been thumbed under the soles of his feet. He cut himself a walking stick, which he used to good advantage, and after an hour Kethe cut herself one as well. 

Climbing and bouldering filled up his mind and washed away his thoughts. He fell into an easy trance, always looking for the next handhold, the next ridge on which to place his foot, following Kethe's narrow form and allowing time to slip by. Occasionally he'd pause to turn, blowing hard, and gaze at the stunning vista that grew ever more expansive below them. He thought he could make out Mythgræfen Lake far below and over a lower range of mountains, but he wasn't sure. This high up, the sun hurt his eyes, and the far peaks were hidden in burnished clouds of gold that he knew the others didn't see, his Bythian eyes unable to handle the brightness.

Darkness was starting to fall when Mæva crested yet another false peak and then raised her hand for silence. Kethe and Asho, both half-stunned and in a trance, nearly collided into her back.

"What is it?" Kethe's voice was a harsh whisper. 

Asho took the chance to dig out his water skin and take a gulp. It was nearly empty, and the water tasted brackish and oily.

"Shh," whispered Mæva, and there was a tension in her voice that put Asho immediately on edge. 

A trail left the path that they'd been following around the outside the mountainside and ran deep into a wide cleft that was cloaked already in evening shadow. Asho stowed his water skin and gazed into its depths. Looking into shadow felt like pressing a cool compress to his brow. The cleft was ragged and deep, a yard across at the base and widening to ten or fifteen up above before pulling away suddenly at the very top. It was as if a mighty ax had swung down and cut into the very bones of the mountain. The longer he looked into it, however, the stranger he felt, until he tore his eyes away, a sense of vertigo passing through him.

"Come," whispered Mæva, then she backed away and led them down the broken trail they'd been following. They slipped and scrambled down a rough rock face, then out along a ledge and down a winding series of switchbacks , until finally Mæva deemed the distance sufficient. 

"What is it?" Asho felt invigorated by the tension, his aches and pains forgotten.

"Skarpheðinn," said Mæva, releasing her hair from its leather binding and then scooping it back once more. "It has spread."

"Spread?" Kethe whirled to look back above them. "You mean - that? That was part of it?"

The witch nodded and smoothed down her leather skirt. "Indeed. Could you not feel it?"

Asho nodded reluctantly. "I did feel something. And my water tasted strange."

"The taint has spread far indeed since last I was there." Mæva's tone was grave. "Many miles father. But then, it has been almost two decades since last I trod these paths."

"So, what does that mean?" Kethe sounded excited and nervous both. "Do we push on? Stop here for the night?"

"We shouldn't push on," said Asho. "It's near dark. We should enter Skarpheðinn with as much daylight before us as possible."

"The boy speaks true," said Mæva. "Let us return to the hollow we passed half an hour ago. It was shielded from the winds and sufficiently far from that crevice that we should be safe. Tonight, however, we shall have to post a watch."

 

Asho spent a sleepless night. For part of it he sat in the shadow of a sloping slab of rock that had tumbled down from the heights, watching the ways to the higher passes. Kethe came halfway through the night to take her turn, and he could tell from her hesitant manner that she wished to speak with him, but he was too tired and it felt at once petty and satisfying to simply nod coldly to her and make his way down to their shelter. Once wrapped in his blanket though he found that he still couldn't sleep, and lay instead curled within his bedding thinking of that dark gash in the mountain and that special darkness within that had beguiled his eyes. What lay beyond it? The thought haunted him and his dreams when they finally came, so that he awoke stiff and unrefreshed.

They had a quiet breakfast, forcing themselves to eat, and then made sure their weapons could be easily drawn and were not blocked by their packs or straps. It was still dark in the valleys below, the sunlight blocked by the peaks, but Mæva insisted on an early start.

"My magic will shield us as we pass through Skarpheðinn, but we must still take all precautions. There are powers within those ranges that would laugh at my talents, so we must move silently and with the utmost stealth. If we are attacked, we must turn and flee. Is that clear?"

"I'm not going to run at the first sign of trouble," said Kethe.

"We're here to learn, not warn them of our interest." Mæva stared at Kethe till the younger woman dropped her gaze. "Follow my lead. We'll see how far we can penetrate before we're turned back. And I will tell you this here and now, so there are no recriminations later: I will not sacrifice my life for either of you. You are both pleasant in your way, but I mean to live, so do not undertake any heroics with the expectation that I will follow you. Am I understood?"

Asho nodded. "We're clear. Thank you for your honesty."

Kethe studied Mæva for a while longer, then nodded as well. "It's good to know where you stand."

Mæva's smile was dark. "Don't judge me, young lady. I am not a sworn member of your mother's household, but simply a guide, and a self-interested one at that. Now, let us go."

They moved quickly back up the path, hurrying in their eagerness to reach the cleft. As they drew closer, Asho's stomach tightened, and he had to fight the urge to draw his blade when they surmounted the false peak and saw again the dark crevice. This early in the morning it was almost black, and the shadows within seemed to crawl over each other.

Mæva waited, stroking Ashurina's head and whispering to her, and then without warning she moved into the cleft. Kethe and Asho pressed in close behind. 

The rock walls rose precipitously, so close that Asho's shoulders almost touched both sides, and the footing was uneven. They moved slowly, and Asho became aware of a rancid taste on the roof of his mouth and a sourness in his stomach. His skin crawled for no discernible reason, and the air felt heavy and oppressive.

After walking for perhaps five minutes, Mæva slowed and stopped. Without a word she pointed, and Asho saw a long filament of clear rope attached to the rock wall to their left. It rose up and disappeared into the shadows. One by one they ducked beneath it and moved on. A dozen steps brought them to a second such rope of clear-spun material, and then a third. Up above Asho thought he could see a complex pattern suspended between the two walls of the gorge, a dark shadow that almost gave up its secrets. 

"Careful," whispered Mæva, her voice so soft that Asho half-fancied he had read her lips instead of hearing the word. 

They moved on, step by careful step, weaving and ducking under more of the fibers. Asho realized that he was seeing better than the others in the gloom, and reached out once to grab Kethe's shoulder and stop her just before she walked right into a slender filament. 

Their progress slowed to a crawl. It was so dark now that Asho could barely make out Mæva ahead of him. He was on the verge of whispering a suggestion to turn back when he saw Kethe trip and stumble, and only stop herself from falling by grabbing an outcropping of rock.

She immediately stared down in horror, and Asho saw that she'd kicked a strand, which was vibrating now in response. An irrational urge to seize it and still its movement filled him. Kethe looked ready to bolt, so he reached out and took hold of her hand. Her eyes were wide, but after a moment she squeezed his hand and nodded. 

Up above Asho heard a slithering, scurrying sound, as if a mass of dried leaves had been dislodged and was now tumbling down toward them. He looked up and saw a darkness more intense than the ambient shadow descending rapidly, growing larger by the moment. He half-expected to see some manner of ghastly spider, but instead it was a strangely humanoid shape that came into view, black as night, with elongated and slender limbs that ended in three fingers that grasped the webbing. A single eye glowed a dull and dismal red in the center of its shaggy head, and it moved with a startling abruptness, no transitions between each step, simply jittering its way down till it hung suspended right above them.

Asho's mouth was parched, and he couldn't breathe. He wanted to fade against the wall, but even that subtle a movement seemed too risky. The monstrous thing hung above them, easily the size of five men, and darted its head from side to side as it searched the floor of the cleft.

It can't see us, realized Asho with a shuddering sense of relief. 

It moved a little closer, lowering itself another foot. Its black body stank of rotten bark and wet earth. It lowered a leg and came within a hand's breadth of brushing Kethe's head. She recoiled slowly, pressing back against him.

Nobody moved. The creature hung completely still, suspended on the filaments above them. Asho finally cut his gaze across to Mæva, who nodded that they should proceed. He lifted his foot and stepped over a strand, passing right beneath the creature, which suddenly jerked its head down to within inches of his scalp and peeled open its mouth, lifting flaps to reveal needle-sharp teeth as it inhaled loudly.

Asho's skin crawled over his bones. The creature twisted its head to one side, then back to the other. Asho took a deep, steadying breath, fought for calm, fought for control, and continued walking. Each crunch of his feet on the schist that littered the ground made him wince and expect a blow. Each exhalation felt like a betrayal. Slowly he passed out from beneath the creature - and a thought occurred to him.

It was completely vulnerable to them.

He drew his sword. Immediately he heard Mæva's hissed command, but he ignored it and turned to Kethe. She stared at his blade and then nodded and drew her own. Carefully, aware of his pack, Asho stepped back to the far side of the demon. His breath was coming fast and shallow, and sweat was running down his brow. His shoulders were constrained by the straps, but still he lifted his blade up high and watched as Kethe did the same. He mimed a downward chop on his part, and indicated that she should spear her blade straight up.

Kethe nodded once more and gripped her sword with both hands.

Mæva had backed away, her face pale, her eyes slitted with fury. No matter; he'd deal with her after. 

The monster above them shivered as if aware on some basic level of the danger it was in, and narrowed its one eye. Was it going to retreat? If so, it would disappear in a flash, so Asho nodded to Kethe once, twice, and on the third nod he brought his blade down with all his strength.

The demon shrilled, a sound so high-pitched it was almost inaudible. Asho's blade had chopped deep into its neck, and Kethe had spitted its eye with the point of her own blade. Immediately the demon exploded into a frenzy of convulsions, leaping up its web clumsily, shaking itself so violently in pain that it slammed against the walls. Asho stared up, horrified, and watched as it continued to climb back up into the shadows, missing the occasional strand and falling before catching itself. It wasn't dead, but it was grievously wounded.

"Come!" Mæva's voice was a lethal hiss. "Hurry! Before it's too late!"

Asho bit back his rejoinder and hurried after the two women, running heavily through the remainder of the gorge, not caring if he hit the occasional filament now, though they caused his clothing to burn. They soon emerged into a high pass that ascended between two shoulders of rough rock, the weak sunlight a blessed relief.

"What are you playing at?" Mæva strode right up to him. She was almost vibrating with fury. "You seek to get us all killed before we've even arrived?"

"Playing?" Asho wiped his sword on a cloth. It left a thick, crusty, milky liquid behind. "That was no game. We're doing what we came to do. Cleanse the range."

"Cleanse the range?" Mæva's voice was just shy of incredulous. "You have no idea what you're about. We agreed: we are here on an exploratory mission. Not to thoughtlessly attack every demon we come across."

"No," said Kethe, and there was steel in her voice. "My apologies, but you're wrong. We're here to learn, yes, but if an opportunity like that presents itself, then we must take it. That creature blocks our exit from the range. It was wise to blind it. Now we can leave without hindrance if forced to retreat."

Mæva stared from one of them to the other. "I made myself clear on the outset. I am not venturing up here to die because of your vain heroics. If you persist in attacking every demon we come across over whom we have a momentary advantage, I will drop the veil and depart, leaving you to your fates. Do not test my patience, and do not think you can force me into agreeing with your antics." She fairly quivered with rage, and Ashurina glared at them both from her shoulder. For some reason, Asho had a harder time meeting the firecat's gaze. 

"Come," said Mæva. "Our presence has been announced. We cannot stay still."

She strode away, Ashurina turning to stare at them from her shoulder. 

Kethe flicked her blade, sending clear fluid from the demon's eye spattering across the rocks. "Well, I don't regret doing it."

"Neither do I," said Asho. "Though it looks like we may have more disagreements soon with Mæva. What do we do if she demands we retreat too soon?"

"I don't know. I guess we'll deal with that when it happens." Kethe suddenly smiled. "Good work."

"Yes." Asho felt a small flush of pleasure. "Good work. Now let's catch up with her before we get hopelessly left behind."

The tainted reach of Skarpheðinn had clearly extended to embrace the land. Asho felt it like a lingering headache as he climbed, in the rancid taste in his mouth and in the thick, noxious feel to the air. The steady presence of magic that he'd almost grown accustomed to back down in the Hold was thick and powerful here, making the air feel turgid and overburdened. The Black Gate, he realized. It was suffusing the area with its power, expanding ever outwards as it lay unchecked. Would his own powers become stronger this close to his source of magic? Or would the chances of being overwhelmed increase instead? 

Both, he concluded bitterly. He followed once more at the back of the group, turning frequently to glance behind him. Nothing was following that he could see. The morning sunlight seemed to filter down through a pall, however, which made the shadows denser and more resilient. There was no true brightness, even out in the open; instead, everything seemed as if he were viewing it through murky water, such that details were lost at a distance. 

He resisted the urge to hawk and spit, resisted the urge to curse. As they drew ever higher, he realized that he felt feverish, but when he touched his brow it felt clammy and cold. He wanted to loosen his clothing. Instead, he focused on his breathing, paying attention to each inhalation and exhalation, making them as steady and calm as he could. He stared at the rocky ground just behind Kethe's boots. 

Distracted, fighting for calm, he didn't hear the sound of something coming up behind him until it was far too late.
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They found the grand library two levels below their sleeping quarters. It was almost too much for Audsley, who despite Tiron's strict rules broke away from the group to run forward a dozen steps, his heart rising and his hands reaching out as if to grasp the thousands of books that stretched away into the darkness. In comparison to the vast spaces they had already traversed, the ceiling of this room was of modest height, and it was hard to determine if it was one extended room or a connected series of chambers due to the nature of the short walls or broad columns that broke his line of view.

"Magister." Tiron's voice was a curt command. "Stop."

Audsley forced his feet to take him no closer. He wanted to race up to the first set of shelves and peer at the titles, to divine what the subject matter was, to pull a book down at random and let some ancient person speak to him across the centuries. Each and every book was a codified voice, a record of a dead person's thoughts and research, their worldview and opinions. This was not a chamber filled with dead paper, but a library of souls, for it took passion to pen a tome as thick as these. It took dedication and a true belief that what was being written down was worth the writing, was worth the months if not years of careful and scrupulous penmanship. Who was he to deny these ancients and not read their words? To not let their thoughts flow freely after centuries of neglect?

Tiron stepped up beside him, sword drawn, face harsh. He'd changed since Meffrid's disappearance, growing more stern and strict. "No breaking away from the group. Indicate where you wish to go, and we shall move as one. Understood?"

A side of Audsley rankled at the tone. This was a library. An essential part of his soul understood that no harm could come to him here. While the rest of Starkadr might be alien and averse to their presence, this was familiar; this was holy ground. Beyond that, this was Audsley's realm. Here, he was a Noussian in his element, and it stung to have an Ennoian tell him what he might and might not do.

But Audsley schooled his features and nodded. "As you wish, Ser Tiron. Excuse my enthusiasm. If we may proceed?"

Tiron was slowly scanning the far reaches of the room. In some places, Audsley observed, you could see for a great distance, through six or seven of these semi-chambers, the line of sight unobstructed by the broad columns and bookcases. In other places you could only see into the next chamber before a wall of books cut off your vision. It was impossible to tell how large the room was, but Audsley felt on an innate level that it was vast.

"Ser," said Bogusch, voice clipped. The man pointed with his sword. 

Turning, Audsley refrained from a gasp of horror. A blast of magic or some terrible gout of flame has destroyed an entire section of one wall, charring countless books into shriveled black husks on their stone shelves. Bodies lay curled and withered on the ground where the fire had caught them.

"Look like the fighting made its way here as well," said Tiron. "All of Starkadr must have been caught up in it. Proceed carefully, men. We're in no rush."

Audsley led them to the closest collection of books. There had to be a key, a map of some kind that would help one navigate the shelves, to determine what lay where for ease of reference. Tapping his chin, he examined the spines. No codes or numbering marked the books in any uniform way. The language was ancient Sigean, unfortunately, so he pulled down a dusty yellow book and ran his fingers gently over the clothbound cover before cracking it open.

Tiron waited a couple of minutes until his impatience got the better of him. "And? What is it?"

"As far as I can tell, a work of history," said Audsley, turning a page. "A history that predates my own knowledge of the world. It describes a nation once known as Alaon. According to the author, it had been but recently conquered and added to the expanse of Ennoia when this book was written."

Tiron grunted. "So, of no use to us."

Audsley bit back his protest. His mind was spinning. He had no idea what had predated the Empire. Oh, everyone knew that the Ascendant had crushed the remains of the old republic into the Empire, casting the individual ruler of each city-state through the Black Gate for defying him, with Queen Aleanna of Aletheia being the last to fall - but what had predated them? What had come before the republic? It was only known now by the pleasing yet vague term "the Age of Wonders". Did this Alaon date from that mysterious age?

Audsley set the book back, then turned to the others. "I'm going to need time. I cannot decipher the complexity of this library in ten minutes while you guard my back with blades."

"Then let us explore this library first and clear it of potential dangers," said Tiron. "Audsley, behind me. Bogusch, bring up the rear. Come on, Temyl." 

Their little band probed deeper into the warren of chambers. While Tiron and the others always peered into side chambers or down curving corridors in search of movement, Audsley had only eyes for the shelves. There was a logic here; he could sense it -- some governing principle that made the layout purposeful and not haphazard. The rooms seemed to be organized in long curves that swept around each other, occasionally linked across curves by short passages. Yet the pattern was hard to grasp, and with his vision of the whole limited to the few chambers he could see through the gloom, Audsley found himself growing more frustrated.

They found no danger. Here and there they came across ancient pockets of resistance where men and women had been cornered and slaughtered. Their bodies spoke of their pitiful fight, with some even having brandished heavily embossed books as shields before being struck down. It was hard not to imagine their screams echoing amongst the tunnels, and the slap of their sandaled feet as they fled death into the depths of the library. Fled but not evaded, for everywhere Audsley found death.

Eventually Tiron grunted and declared himself content. There were no other entrances to the library that they could find, so with some guesswork and after a moment during which it seemed they might be lost, they returned to the fore chamber to confer.

Audsley smoothed down his now rather filthy and very worn tunic. "So. What will be our plan of attack?"

Tiron slid his blade into its scabbard. "I see no reason to split the group. We'll accompany you as you do your research, but stay out of your way."

Audsley nodded. "Very well. But don't expect miracles and marvels. This work is liable to be slow and tedious to the outside observer." 

Then he belied his words by rubbing his hands together and stepping toward the stacks. Over the next hour he drifted like a bee from flower to flower, pulling down a book here, glancing at titles there, and seeking always to find some rhyme or reason to the layout of the chambers. It was tantalizingly close, but always it evaded him. He developed a distinct sense of continuing circularity, however, and saw how some subjects led into others, but was flummoxed by other juxtapositions.

Finally he sighed and returned a slender book of illegible words in verse form to its niche. He linked his hands behind his back and began to pace, staring at the floor as he ordered his thoughts. This was a library in the heart of Starkadr, yet he'd not found any texts on sin casting or magic. Were there other, more secret, libraries? That seemed very possible. Yet this one was on the third level down from the command center, as Tiron called it. Its location spoke to its importance. There was a center that he was missing, a nexus that had evaded him. 

Pursing his lips, he stared at the floor, wondering if he should assay the drawing of a map, and it was then that he blinked and saw the lines. They were etched into the black rock: long, impossibly perfect curves that passed through the entire length of the room and into the one beyond it. Following the line, he reached the room's threshold and saw a rune carved into the floor. It wasn't in ancient Sigean, but it looked familiar. Ah, yes - an Aletheian pictogram of surprising simplicity. 

Excited, he hurried to another archway, and saw a second pictogram inscribed in the floor. 

Tiron roused himself from where he'd fallen into a doze. "No running off."

"I know. I shan't, but - never mind." 

Explaining would take too much time. Aletheian pictograms were self-contained stories, written like a blossoming flower whose meaning could only be deciphered when the entirety of the message was taken in at once. Each element derived its meaning from where it lay in the drawing, resulting in poetry, allegory, or even pleasing nonsense, depending on the context. The most complex of pictograms defied unified understanding, and said more about the reader than the text itself. 

These, however, were brutally stripped down. At a glance they seemed almost meaningless, for there weren't enough elements to impart a tale or narrative of any kind.

Tapping his chin, Audsley wandered back and forth from each threshold, comparing the two. Similar but with key differences, they almost appeared to be placeholders, or incomplete pictograms whose meaning was predicated on an understanding of information that had been left out. A fragment of a fragment. 

Nonplussed, Audsley sat down next to Tiron and closed his eyes. 

"Taking a break?" The knight's gruff voice was amused. "I thought you could read forever."

"Not a break. Attempting to solve a puzzle." 

The fragments were incomplete. Perhaps the knowledge of their import had been so commonplace back in the day that there had been no need to write it out in full? 

"What puzzle's that, then?" Temyl scooted closer. "If you don't mind my asking, Magister. I like puzzles. My nan was wicked smart and would while away the winter nights with more puzzles then you could shake a stick at."

"At the threshold of each door is an incomplete word in the Aletheian pictorial script," said Audsley. "Written as they are, they make no sense. Even in reference to their neighboring words, they are tantalizingly obscure. I'm sure, however, that they provide the means of navigating the library."

Temyl stood and walked over to the threshold and stared down at the pictogram. Then he smiled fatuously and shrugged. "Sorry. Afraid even my nan couldn't help you with this one, Magister. This whole library is a puzzle, if you ask me."

Audsley blinked. "What was that?"

Temyl paused. A brief look of panic crossed his face. "What was what?"

"What you said. The whole library is the puzzle." Audsley climbed to his feet. "Could it be?"

Temyl glanced at Tiron uneasily for reassurance. "I think it is. At least, I think I think I do."

"Each pictogram is part of a greater whole." Audsley hurried into the next chamber, ignoring Tiron's muttered oath. "Their elements make sense only when understood from the point of view of the library in its entirety. We'll need to map the layout, and then examine how the pictograms figure into the junctions. Hurry!"

It took them almost an hour to walk through every room, pausing so that Audsley could ink in a diagram of the library's scope. Aedelbert followed along placidly, clearly at home amongst the stacks. As they went, Audsley noted down the pictogram at each junction, growing more excited as he went. 

The library was laid out in gorgeous fashion, a sublime mimesis of a pictogram all its own that spoke of knowledge as an ever-refreshing source of immortality or youth, depending on how one read it. The different seams of knowledge - history, philosophy, and so forth - fell like water in a fountain in curving lines toward a missing center.

"You see here, this blank space, the hub around which the library should turn?" Audsley spread out his map on a table so the others could crowd around it. "This is where I believe the knowledge we need is hidden."

"Very well," said Tiron. "And how do we access it?"

"Well, if one traces the flow of the different knowledges throughout the curvatures of the library - see how poetry is a natural offshoot of philosophy? - one sees that the pictograms complete each other when one selects the correct combination. So, it becomes a question of selecting the pictograms that would spell out 'magic' or the like. Easily done!"

Audsley frowned at the map. A few minutes passed, and still his search was fruitless. There was no such combination. 

"And?" Tiron's voice was perfectly balanced between impatience and politeness. 

"Hmm. They wouldn't have called it 'magic', I suppose. Or sin casting." Audsley narrowed his eyes in thought. A memory tugged at his mind, a sense of something glimpsed and forgotten. "They had a different name for their magic." Then it came to him: a slender tome found in the rooms behind Mythgræfen Hold. "The Path of Flames!" Again he bent down to the map, and this time the pictograms fit together perfectly. "Here - this portion from geography could be read as 'path'. And here, this section from philosophy, when combined with this pictogram from poetry, could be read as 'fire' or 'the fire of knowledge' or perhaps 'the fire of self-awareness'."

He beamed at the others, but they simply stared back. Audsley coughed. "Well, if I'm correct, there should be a curving line passing through these pictographs, all the way around this far side of the library, and then sinking into the core right about... here."

He stabbed down at the map with a finger and squinted at his notes. "A room which I think deals with cooking? I'm not sure, but let's go take a look."

A few minutes later Audsley led the group at a near run into the chamber in question. It was unassuming, its walls crowded with books, three archways leading to other, larger rooms. 

Audsley pushed his glasses up and blinked at the floor. "Let's see, yes, through the archway here, you see this line? It curves beautifully right up to this... wall."

The line, etched into the black stone, swung in through one archway and terminated at the base of a slender expanse of blank stone. Audsley frowned at it. "That's... very strange." He stepped up and knocked on the wall. It was solid and cold. He ran the pictograms though his mind, picturing the map. "Did I get the combination wrong?" He could feel the disappointment in the group behind him. No, the three pictograms were simple, yet clear. Speaking in ancient Aletheian, he spoke them out in turn. "The Path of Flames."

The wall disappeared, and Audsley stumbled forward, off balance, into a great circular room. Only a railing prevented him from plunging over the edge of a balcony and into the depths of the room below, for there were consecutive small rings of balconies descending in telescopic manner down to a circular table at the room's center below, around which sat six corpses. 

Audsley fixed his glasses and gaped. The walls were covered in tomes, but these appeared unique in character, all of them bound in black with crimson writing on their spines.

"Well done, Audsley." Tiron entered, sword drawn, but he spoke in a quiet voice as if he had entered a chapel of the Ascendant. "Well done, indeed."

"Yes," said Audsley, pushing off the railing. "This is it. The answer to the Portals and much else lies in these books. I'm sure of it."

"Who do you think they were?" Bogusch pointed down at the central table where the bodies were sitting. They were wearing robes of black, and their postures and stillness imbued them with a dignity that had been robbed from the other bodies by violence.

"I've no idea," said Audsley. "But I would guess... I would guess that they might have been important. The head librarians, perhaps, or leaders of Starkadr."

"Cowards, then," said Tiron. "To hide here while the others were killed."

"Perhaps," said Audsley. "We cannot guess at what happened. Still, if I were given the choice to die peacefully amongst books or at the edge of a sword, I know which I would choose."

Tiron didn't respond, perhaps tactfully, so Audsley stepped up to the books. "Yes," he whispered. "This is what we have been searching for."

The others settled down to wait, pulling forth cheese and dried meat to make a luncheon while Audsley moved about, too eager to study any one book for long. 

The texts were written in a combination of Sigean and Aletheian, a combination that resulted in a powerful language all its own, blending the incisiveness of Sigean with the poetic allusions of Aletheian. Several times Audsley laughed out loud in delight at the combinations, but each time he stifled his pleasure as the others turned to stare.

There were no ladders with which to descend to the lower rings, so the others brought out their rope and lowered Audsley as needed. Eventually he descended to the lowest wheel, and there he stared at the withered corpses. There were six of them, gathered around in a circle, and they had died holding each other's hands. Their faces were covered in parchment-like skin with no flesh beneath, and their eye sockets gaped. Had they gathered to attempt one last casting of magic? Had they taken poison? It was impossible to tell.

Long through the night Audsley studied, and a wealth of information opened before his eyes. So many tantalizing avenues of potential exploration appeared and tempted him to delve further in their direction, but each time, through supreme effort, he pulled himself back from diving into their fascinating depths. History, botany, philosophy - there were enough trenchant texts here to occupy his entire lifetime, and still he might but scratch the surface.

But no; there was no time for that. He tore himself brutally from anything that did not reflect directly upon the mysteries of the Portals. For many hours he simply wandered within the ever-tightening circles, checking titles, attempting to decipher the more obscure languages, wishing for a companion with whom he could ruminate over his discoveries. Finally he found a ponderous tome that seemed promising. He sat at the only empty seat at the central table, careful not to brush against his dead companions, and pored over the yellowed pages.

The others had fallen asleep when at last he closed the book and sat back with a sigh. His eyes were strained and felt full of grit, his lower back was aching, and he had a terrible need to relieve himself. Still, all that was nothing compared to the ebullient joy that was pounding within his chest, which made him want to leap onto the table and cavort with glee. Carefully, slowly, he gathered himself and rose to his feet, took up the book and pressed it close to his chest. He searched the upper circles for signs of the others, but heard only snores. 

"Tiron? Attend me, if you will! There is news! News such as you cannot dream of!"

"What?" Tiron rolled up to sitting and peered down at him from three levels up. "Ah. Yes. One moment."

It actually took ten minutes of heaving and hauling to extricate Audsley from the lowest circle, but soon the four of them were gathered together, panting and sitting in a circle. Unable to rest, buoyed by his effervescent happiness, Audsley rose to his feet and began to pace.

"The Portals. The Portals! I have but scratched the surface, but ah, so much now makes sense!" He rounded on them suddenly, his eyes wide. "Have you never wondered what arcane power allows the Portals to function, with the Sin Casters long gone? How do they continue to transport us across incalculable distances with the Black Gate closed?"

The three others glanced at each other, and then Tiron slowly shook his head. "No. I never wondered."

"Well, I did! At last I have my answer. They are self-sufficient, powered in a similar manner to that platform on which we fly, and the blade itself! I know not yet the true nature of that power, but each Portal stands alone, unique, and eternal as long as its form isn't damaged."

Temyl rubbed the side of his head. "That's all very well and good, Magister Audsley, but I don't see how that helps us."

"Ah! But think. The Portals do not need Sin Casters to operate, correct? Any man may pass through their archway and transport himself across the world. Thus, we do not need special magics of our own to operate them! They will provide the power if we provide the knowledge. Knowledge, may I add, which I have found in this very book!"

Tiron rose to his feet. His face had regained some of the color he'd lost due to his wound, and he moved a trifle less stiffly. "Do you know how to open the Portals?"

"In theory?" Audsley paused, eyebrows raised, enjoying the tension. "Yes! I do! At least, I know where to start. The runes that are inscribed over their surface are in a language I've never read before, but there is a primer here, a text that allows one to decipher them! If I can have some time with the Portals, I believe I can speak the words that will cause them to open."

Bogusch blinked and then smiled tentatively. "You mean we're getting out of here?"

"Well, perhaps." Audsley hesitated. "I must first master this rather difficult language. It is no easy feat. And the portals on the other side - such as the one below the Hold - do not have any inscriptions over their arches. Thus I wouldn't know what to say to open it from the other side."

Tiron rubbed his jaw, frowning with fierce concentration. "So we can only open these portals from within Starkadr?"

"Well, perhaps. I have much to learn. But yes. The names are only written on the portals found below. Once we step through, there is no way to return till they open of their own volition."

Tiron nodded. "And these names. Could anyone learn to speak them?"

"I suppose anybody could open these Portals, but they have to first be steeped in several ancient languages so as to get the intonations correct. Which, I suppose, limits our list of candidates to just one."

"You," said Tiron.

"Me," said Audsley. He tried to quell the pang of fear that ran through him. "I will thus have to remain behind to open the Portals to facilitate passage."

Bogusch leaned forward. "But how will you know when to open them if we can't tell you from the other side?"

"Pre-arranged times, my dear fellow." Audsley's smile was stiff. "For example, I could open the Portal to Mythgræfen once a day until you are ready to pass through to Agerastos, and vice versa. Tedious, but simple."

"Come," said Tiron. "Let us put this theory to the test. There is no need to delay."

The longer he dwelt on the necessity of his remaining behind, the dimmer his excitement grew. He would have to stay trapped within this floating tomb for as long as they needed the use of its Portals. Trapped within its gloomy halls. 

Still, there would be plenty of books to read. Audsley restrained a smile. Sighing, he turned to follow the others. "Agreed. Let us go and see how well I have divined this secret of Starkadr."
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Kethe heard Asho gasp. The sound was short and sharp and spoke of a sudden panic. Without thinking, she drew her blade, clasped it with both hands, and spun so as to fall into a crouch.

Asho stood still, gazing over his shoulder toward a monstrous hound that had padded up silently behind him. The creature was almost the size of a pony, though it was an unnatural combination of flesh and darkness. Its head, nape, and shoulders were covered in thick, matted black fur, but beyond that, it seemed wrapped in coiling shadow which did little to hide its spinal column and ribs. There was a hint of its rear legs, the talons digging into the rock, and its tail was a burning sheet of black fire.

Impossible. Terrifying. And sniffing at the ground just behind Asho's heels.

Kethe forced herself to swallow and glanced over to Mæva, who was staring at the shadow hound with wide eyes. There was no recognition in her gaze, no sign of a plan. Kethe felt Asho reach out for her and embraced his connection. Immediately, that strange whispering wind of the world pouring through him and into her soul started up. She drank deep, and felt strength coil within her frame, the leather of her gloves creaking as she tightened her grip on her hand-and-a-half castle-forged blade.

Asho took a step away, and the hound's ears flattened alongside its vulpine skull as it moved after him, scenting at the ground on which Asho had stood. Understanding hit Kethe like one of Elon's hammers. Mæva was masking their immediate presence, but not the scent they were leaving behind them. As soon as Asho moved, a fresh footprint sprang into existence before this shadow monster's nose.

Asho had made the same realization. He took a second step, but this time turned as he did, so that he was facing the hound when he stopped. Again the monstrous beast followed and sniffed at the latest print. It was utterly silent, not breathing, its huge talons making no sound as they touched the rock. 

Asho was breathing in short, quick pants. He raised his blade overhead. The weak sunlight glimmered down its length.

Kethe's heart began to pound. He was going to strike. And why not? What better option was there? She felt more magic course into her, and knew that he was going to strike hard and true and sever the monster's neck. She willed him to bring the blade down. A moment of tension ran through him as he rose a fraction of an inch onto his toes, then he swung down, both hands cleaving his blade toward the beast.

It darted aside with preternatural speed at the last instant, leaving a wreath of shadows behind it like smoke that faded even as Asho's blade clanged against the rock. The hound threw itself blindly forward, a terrible howl tearing from its muzzle, but Kethe was there first. She crashed into Asho's back and sent him sprawling just as the monster soared through the space where he'd been, snapping its jaws and landing in a mass of confusion, lashing out in all directions.

"Run!" Mæva's voice was stricken with fear. "Follow me!"

Kethe hauled Asho to his feet. The hound was moving in tight circles, snout to the rock. It found their trail immediately, threw back its head, and howled. Black smoke rushed out from its jaws, a rising tendril of darkness that plumed higher and higher into the morning sky as the beast poured forth its mournful cry. 

Kethe stared, wide-eyed. What was it doing? But Asho took her by the hand and hauled her after him, and soon they were sprinting after Mæva, up the shattered slope of rock, gasping, their packs smacking up and down as they ran. It was ungainly work, and each time she tripped Kethe skinned her knuckles, not wanting to release her blade. Looking behind her, she saw the shadow beast running after them, the column of smoke still spearing up into the morning sky where it had howled.

Cursing, she put on greater speed. Another howl sounded off to their left, then a third to their right. The rough slope tightened and became a path that hugged a cliff face, massive boulders beetling out over them and extending like ledges below. Mæva ran like the wind, and high above them Kethe saw a second hound leaping from boulder to boulder as it tracked the path.

Kethe sensed more than heard the attack, and with a cry dropped to the ground. Asho spun just in time to take the leaping hound's attack full on the chest. He went down beneath it, crashing onto the path, yelling and struggling to free his blade. Kethe reared up, both hands on her sword, and swung through the creature's back. Her blade dug deep, white fire flourishing where she cut, and the hound let out a shrill cry and whirled away from Asho to snap blindly at the air in front of her.

It was blind to her attacks. She backed away, sword held before her. Shadows poured from its maw like morning mist, disappearing just before they hit the path as it padded after her, ears pricked, sniffing sharply, black eyes narrowed.

Without a sound, Asho leaped a good five feet up and landed astride the hound's back, sword reversed. He speared it straight between the hound's shoulders, driving it down with a jolt so that its head snapped down and hit the path. It howled again, shadows spewing out everywhere and engulfing Asho, wrapping around his arms and body like whips.

Kethe ran in and swiped her blade through the hound's head. She severed the top and both ears with one savage sweep. With a shudder it went still, and the shadows that clung to Asho faded away. Panting, she stumbled back. Asho rose to his feet, the body of the hound dissolving until there was little left but the rotted hide and yellowed bones of a wolf.

"What by the Black Gate was that?" Asho wiped his pale hair from his eyes. "How are we -?"

A terrible howl cut him off. Kethe looked up and saw a second shadow wolf drop upon them. There was no time to react. Somehow, though, she spun, bringing her blade up and sweeping it overhead as if cutting down an apple from a branch. She pushed a jolt of her power into the swing, and white flame coruscated where her sword cleaved through its shoulder. The monster never even hit the path; her blow swept it away and over the side of the cliff so that it fell, still howling, to the distant depths below.

More howls came to them, and Kethe saw plumes of black smoke rising into the sky over the cliff's edge above them and behind. 

"We have to run," she said. "We can't fight that many."

"Mæva," said Asho, and he turned and tried to find her. "Where'd she go?"

"Let's find out!" Kethe slipped past him, not bothering to sheath her blade, and sprinted along the path, pack once again bouncing so that she was sorely tempted to hurl it over the edge after the hound. 

The path curved around the cliff, dipped in and then swelled back out, broad enough for one but sometimes becoming so narrow she had to slow and take handholds to be able to cross. She didn't look down. Instead, she focused on moving as quickly as she could, always moving ahead of the pack as it closed in around them.

"They're behind us." Asho's voice was tight but composed as he ran after her. "Three, I think. Closing fast."

"We can bottleneck them here," said Kethe, but she didn't want to stand and fight. All one of those things had to do was hit them with enough momentum and they'd all go over the edge. 

"Damn them," whispered Asho. "Keep going! I'll hold them off."

Kethe stumbled to a stop. "What? Are you mad?"

"No," said Asho. He had his back to her and stood with his blade lowered. "Just desperate."

"You can't -"

He raised his hand and took a deep breath. The influx of power from him was a sudden deluge, and the world swam. Kethe grabbed onto a ridge of rock as her knees buckled. 

Shadow hounds came boiling around the corner, slavering and racing in their unnatural silence. They howled as they came closer, that terrible sound that dug into her mind like broken glass being rubbed behind her eyes. It made her want to scratch bloody grooves across her skin.

Still Asho drank in magic, and just when she couldn't take it any longer, when she wanted to cry for mercy before she passed out, he unleashed everything he'd built up at once.

The world quivered, and for a moment she thought she was underwater, distance deceiving, edges smoothed out, details vague. The path along which they'd been running erupted beneath the shadow hounds and exploded upwards as huge chunks of rock and shattered boulders leaped into the sky.

The hounds were tossed up amongst them, their bodies crushed between the violent collisions of the rising boulders, which fountained up into the air, pausing at their apex and then crashed back down alongside the face of the cliff, taking the hounds with them, and tumbling down into the depths.

Asho fell to his knees and collapsed against the cliff. The path ended a yard from where he'd been standing, a raw gouge torn out of the mountain and obliterating fifteen yards of the trail, making it utterly impassable. 

Kethe also sagged, bile rising up her throat, eyes burning, unable to breathe. Her head pounded. She knew she had to get up. They couldn't stop, couldn't rest. But it was all she could do to remain seated upright, staring dumbly at Asho where he knelt, head low.

Mæva came back around the far curve of the path, Ashurina flitting in the air above her. At the sight of the devastated path she simply stopped, trying to comprehend what she was seeing, then shook her head. 

Kethe shifted around so that she could lean against the cliff, focusing on getting her breath back. When she looked back up, Mæva had reached them.

"Are you going to kill or fight every creature or demon we come across?" The witch's voice was harsh. "If so, not only will it be slow going, but it will ultimately prove a fatal exercise."

"What choice did we have?" Kethe fought down her anger. "You saw. They were tracking us. I thought your powers were going to keep us hidden."

Mæva glanced at Ashurina as the firecat landed on her shoulder. "They are, and would have, if we'd just kept moving."

Was that a shred of embarrassment in Mæva's voice? Kethe couldn't be sure.

Asho forced himself to rise, pushing off his knees in order to do so, and stepped over. Blood had run from one nostril, stark crimson against his white skin, and he smeared it with the back of his hand. "We're doing the best we can." He stared at Mæva, unflinching. "You lead us into trouble and then fail to provide a solution. What do you expect from us?"

Mæva threw up her hands. "I don't know! Discretion? Better luck? The range has grown densely populated since last I was here. We should discuss turning back. Because you're right: I'm leading you blindly here, and I have no idea what we might run into next. We're pressing deeper into the Skarpheðinn Range, and if we go much farther we won't be coming out."

Kethe closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Beneath the elation of having won that combat was a fear she could not deny, a beating, insidious fear that whatever they might run into next would be beyond their power to handle. And yet...

"We can't go back," she said. "Asho destroyed the path."

"Well, yes." Asho rubbed the back of his head and turned around to stare at the cliff face behind them. "I - yes. I guess I did."

"Fine. But we can circle around. Look for the first opportunity to flee." Mæva lowered herself smoothly into a crouch. "We came here to learn what we could. This we have learned: the influence of the Black Gate has spread unchecked in the decades since I was last here. The demons are proliferating. That is valuable information, and enough to warrant our returning. Do you agree?"

Kethe shared an uneasy look with Asho and then shook her head. "It's valuable, but it doesn't help us. Where do we go from here? We still need to learn more. The location of the Gate itself. Who defends it. How to take it down. If we flee now, we're merely postponing our eventual return."

Mæva nodded unwillingly. "True. But then the evil that suffuses these peaks won't be on the alert then as it surely is now."

Asho inhaled deeply, then sighed. "You're right. We've probably alerted everything within a mile to our presence." Kethe opened her mouth to protest, but he raised a hand, forestalling her. "We can only succeed here if we're able to be stealthy. If we lose that stealth, we have no hope. I agree with Mæva. Better to return when things have quieted down than to press on into an alert hornet's nest."

Mæva nodded grimly. 

Kethe felt a burst of impatience, then something akin to terror or panic seized her by the throat. She wanted to deny their logic, to argue for greater risks, to press on, to fight despite the odds. With an effort she bit her lip and simply nodded.

Asho crouched beside her and placed his hand on her shoulder. "We'll be back."

"Yes," she whispered. "But will I be able to return with you?" 

He went to answer, but she wanted to hear no platitudes. With effort she rose to her feet and picked up her sword. "All right. Fine. Let's find our way out of here. But I'm going to press for a return within days, not weeks. Understood?"

Mæva nodded. "Understood."

"Fine. Then, let's go." 

Kethe stepped carefully past the witch and continued following the path as it hugged the cliff face. Soon it rose up so that she had to sheathe her blade and clamber up a slope of sharp rocks emerging like knife blades from the rubble-strewn slope; there was no longer any set path, but rather a wash of rocks that flooded down and proved treacherous underfoot. It took half an hour to gain the ridge above, and this they followed for a good hour, carefully picking their way along its rocky surface.

Pausing to pull out her water skin, Kethe stood breathing deeply, sweat prickling down her back, and stared up at the cliffs above them. The going was becoming more vertical by the minute, and up ahead their ridge melded with a chaotic frieze of winding paths that were cut deep into the rock. They'd have to climb up through that maze if they were to proceed, trying to find the right approach that would let them gain a high defile above them.

Shapes were moving amongst those broken, shattered passes. Straining, Kethe thought she could make out a few details. They were black shadows, humanoid in form, as tall as a man but somehow bulkier. They moved slowly, as if deep in thought or lost, disappearing from view as they turned down side passages in the maze or appearing to turn and stare down at her before trudging on.

"You see them?" She handed the water skin to Asho as he stepped up beside her. "Up there."

He shielded his eyes, then shook his head. "I've never been able to make out details at a distance. What is it?"

"Things. Demons, I suppose. Up above us. Wandering through this awful-looking maze of broken rock."

Asho took a swig of the water, then handed the skin back to her. "Any other way to go?"

Kethe cast around. The ridge on which they were standing beetled out over the void. With enough rope and time, they could make their way down, descending from ledge to ledge, but it looked like a terrifying descent. The rocks directly above them were cracked and ponderous. They could perhaps scale them, but she doubted they'd get very high without accident. 

"Maybe we missed a way down," she said at last. 

"No," said Mæva, stepping up behind them. "I've been looking. There's nothing feasible, nothing that's less of a risk than pressing on." She stood with her hands on her hips, her athletic frame covered in a sheen of fine sweat. "Blast it. We're going to have to keep pressing on."

"Through that maze, then?" Asho gestured in its rough direction.

"Yes. Though perhaps once we can see the height above it, we'll be able to mark out a different way to descend."

Kethe returned her water skin to her belt. "What do you reckon this Black Gate looks like? My father told me about the one in Bythos, the real Black Gate. He said it's just a dead space, hanging in the air, wrapped in chains, with a dull gray surface to it. Big as a Solar Portal, he said it was. Maybe bigger. Do you reckon the one we're looking for is out in the open?"

Mæva pursed her lips. "I've never seen it. It will be smaller than the Gate in Bythos, however. Much smaller, to have evaded notice for this long. Or perhaps it's grown since then. Who knows. But I believe it to be below ground."

Asho started. "Below ground? Why's that?"

Mæva glanced at Ashurina and reached up to stroke her head. "Just what I sense from the energies of the land. It won't be out under the sun. Like in Bythos, it needs the dark to flourish."

"So, we're looking for a cave, then," said Kethe. She turned to scrutinize the slopes around them. Nothing obvious met her gaze. "I wonder, will it be marked in some way? Defended?"

"Who knows, child. That's why we came, and why we shall return: to find those answers. Now, come. The longer we stay here, the greater our risks of being discovered."

Mæva pressed on, and within the hour they were following the rising ridge to where it splintered into a dozen paths, each spearing into the maze of columns and sharp canyons between the riven rocks. 

Kethe drew her blade and turned to check the position of the sun. Early afternoon. She shivered, but not from the cold. "We'd best hurry if we're going to find our way down before dark."

"Come on, then," said Asho, blade in hand. "Follow me."

He led them into the maze. It was a steep ascent, and they frequently had to grab handholds on the walls to help lever themselves up. The paths interwove throughout the broken rock, and it was only by glancing up and out that Kethe was able to work out their general direction. Several times the path they were following simply narrowed and choked themselves out, forcing the travelers to scramble back down and backtrack to the last junction.

Turning one such corner at the front of the group, Kethe nearly ran into a shadowy monstrosity. It was one of the wandering shapes she had spied before, but up close it was horrifying. The remains of a man were visible within a tarry corpus, the skull projecting forward, stringy tendons affixing it to the body, long forearms clad in sinews ending in wicked hooked claws. Shadows dripped down its body, revealing ribs here, the angular curve of a hip there. Its eyes were profound sockets of night, and numerous scythe-like tails extended behind it.

Kethe threw herself back and collided with Asho. The demon stood still, unnervingly so. Then it canted its head to one side as if it was listening. Its tails stirred, and shadows roiled over its body. It had no legs or feet that she could see, Kethe realized. Its body simply devolved into tendrils of darkness from the waist down, a complex interweaving of black webbing and smoke.

"Slowly," whispered Mæva. "Move around it."

Kethe nodded. It was taller than she was, deep in the chest, its head hanging down and forward. It nearly filled the rocky passage, but by inching around it and keeping her back pressed to the wall, she was able to get by. Asho followed suit, then Mæva, and soon they were scrambling away, all of them shooting terrified glances over their shoulders to where the demon had turned to follow their ascent with its blind sockets.

They were forced three other times to abandon their direction of ascent by these slow-moving creatures, but Kethe was glad for the extra work if it meant avoiding another fight. Her limbs were weary, her muscles exhausted, her mind overwhelmed by the horrors she had seen. She wanted nothing more than to escape, to find a safe corner on the lower slopes in which to hide and build a fire and pretend these monsters didn't exist, roaming perpetually up here in the range.

"Stop." 

Asho's hand clamped onto her shoulder, his fingers squeezing so hard she almost yelped. Instead, she frowned and looked in the same direction he was staring. 

Her blood ran cold, and she fought the urge to shrink against him. Something that put the other demons to shame had stepped into view above them - not in the paths of the maze, but moving over them atop the walls. It stood perhaps fifteen or twenty feet in height, and had four human legs that extended spider-like from its pelvis. Four arms extended from its shoulders, and its head looked like a flower carved from stone, a mottled gray orchid, perhaps. It held a mess of chains among its four hands, and from each descended a length of chain that terminated in a vast mace. No, she realized; not a mace, but rather a dozen half-moon ax blades pressed together at the haft so that their blades extended in all directions. Each was the size of a barrel. 

The demon moved with insectile precision, its leaden skin gleaming dully in the afternoon light, its muscles striating under its skin as it moved. It had no eyes. Kethe couldn't make sense of its head. But it was hunting, she knew. It had stopped atop a high column of rock, its bare feet somehow holding onto the rock surface like a fly's, and was turning its ghastly head from side to side. 

"It senses us," said Mæva, her voice flat with fear. "I can feel it probing through my magic like fingers pushing through bull rushes."

Kethe's throat was parched. She couldn't even swallow. "What do we do? Fight it?" The thought made her want to laugh.

"This way," said Asho. 

Kethe had to admire how calm he sounded. Either that, or he was going mad. Still, he turned away and led them down a side cleft, moving quickly but not sprinting. 

"I can feel something," he said. "This way."

Kethe didn't want to lose sight of the demon. It cocked its head in another direction, and then began to walk down the wall of the passage up above them like a spider, only the chains and the ax-heads obeying the force of gravity. It was coming toward them, she knew. It had their scent. Her stomach spasmed with fear, and she backed away and nearly tripped. She should go, should follow Asho. But the thought of losing sight of that creature was even more frightening. To not know where it was, but to know that it was closing in on them...

Mæva grabbed her by the arm and hauled her along. She stumbled again and clanged her sword against the passage wall. The sound was deafeningly loud. She mumbled an apology and felt a fool. Asho was surging ahead with a purpose, and something about his focus pricked through her fear and brought her back to herself. Shaking off Mæva's hand, she hurried over the rock-strewn ground and rounded the corner to find Asho crouched near a large crack in the ground.

It was a ragged tear, but wide enough for them to squeeze into. "You mean for us to hide?"

"No," he said. He held his hand out to the crack, fingers fanned wide, as if he felt heat. "Can't you sense it? The power flooding out?"

Kethe stepped closer. She could sense something, but she didn't know what it was. A heaviness, maybe. An oppressive outflow against which she felt like squinting. "What is it?"

"Magic," whispered Asho. "It's welling up here like - like blood from a fresh wound."

Mæva crouched down beside him and extended her hands. "Yes. He's right." Then she looked to Ashurina. "Is it the entrance to the Black Gate?"

"I don't know," said Asho. "Perhaps?"

Kethe turned to scan the tops of the walls around them. The sky was light between their ragged edges, but she knew they had only a couple of hours left till nightfall. The thought of running through these mountains at night with that demon hunting them made her want to scream. "Do we go in?"

"In?" Mæva sounded as if she wanted to laugh and sob at the same time. "You can't imagine what -"

The sound of chain links tinkled through the air. Kethe's gut tightened, and she gripped her sword tight. "It's close. We either run, or we go in."

"In," said Asho. 

He sheathed his blade, unshouldered his pack, and tossed it into the crack. It tumbled and disappeared from sight. He then sat and swung his legs in, and as he did so, Kethe could see that the crack descended at an angle. Edging forward, he leaned back onto his elbows, then squirmed onto his stomach, wiggled, and was gone.

Mæva cursed. She sat, Ashurina fluttering down beside her, and then she too disappeared.

Kethe stood alone in the passage. Her heart was thudding like the beat of Elon's hammer as he shaped a blade in his forge. She knew she had to sheathe her blade, unshoulder her pack. But she couldn't move. 

Where was the demon? Would it strike the moment her sword was in her scabbard? 

She could barely breathe. She looked back and forth, whipping her head from side to side, knowing that the demon would spring upon her the moment she looked away.

I am a Kyferin, she said to herself. Embrace your fear. Scorn it.

A madness seized her. A desire to hold her ground, to fight the demon alone, to laugh in its terrifying face and let it tear her to pieces. That would be a warrior's death. A death her father would approve of.

She heard the sound of chains again, louder this time. The demon was almost upon her. Kethe thought then of her mother. Of her little brother. Of Asho, awaiting her below. Biting back a cry, she unslung her pack, tossed it in after Mæva, and slithered into the crack, sword still in hand, the sharp rock sending flashes of pain through her body as she scraped down over it. At the very last she turned and glanced up at the dying daylight, watched it recede as she slithered and fell, and then she could see it no more.
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The Crokuk escort surrounded Nakrok and marched out of the Red River camp, returning to the great mass of waiting warriors who had watched from without. The Red River tribe stood stupefied, and slowly hundreds of eyes turned to stare at Tharok. He could feel their allegiance slipping, the ties that held the clans to him breaking.

Moving calmly, he stood atop a large rock so that he could gaze out over the few hundred who had crowded in around him.

"Brothers and sisters," he said. "I am your warlord. You know how I came amongst you. You know what sword I carried. You know I have a special mission, and our tribe a special destiny." His words rolled out over them, rich and deep and powerful. "I am your warlord, but I do not lead you alone. I am guided by the wise, our elders, our shaman and wise women. So I say to you now, I wish to lead our tribe to the Dragon's Tear and send out a summoning for all to gather in the ruins of our most ancient temple. I do so to learn who will support us in the following war, and whom we can mark as our enemies. And I tell you this! Just as I emerged from the heights with the greatest weapon we kragh have ever wielded, I shall do so again with another, one that will terrify our foes and make us invincible in combat. All that I ask is for the blessings of our shaman, for the guidance of our wise women, and your faith that I will deliver."

The Red River began to talk amongst each other, and then Golden Crow hobbled up onto a log, his hand on Krilla's shoulder. Silence spread out around him like ripples, and he chewed on his lips before speaking. 

"I have been the Red River shaman for longer than you can remember. The spirits do not support Tharok. They do not whisper to me that he is our chosen warlord." Immediately curses and heated words spilled forth, but Golden Crow raised his arms to quiet them. "But neither do they tell me to remove him, to cast him down. They tell me to wait. They tell me to give him time. To follow him, for there is the chance for much war, much victory, if he can but prove true. Let the Grand Convocation be his trial. Then we shall see."

The heated words subsided into mutterings, and then eyes turned toward where Maur stood with the ancient kragh woman Iskrolla and the other wise women, arms crossed, faces closed. 

"We agree with the shaman," said Maur. "We shall see what this son of Grakor delivers. He wishes to put everything on the line. Let him. Come the Grand Convocation, we shall have our judgment."

The kragh began to disperse, those words being sufficient to maintain the status quo, and Tharok hopped down from his boulder. Jutting out his lower jaw, he promptly sat down and began to think. Events were not turning out as he had planned. His moves made sense, they were logical, yet he was losing support even as he made his gains. Where was he failing? He had become too cerebral, he decided. The very intelligence that was allowing him to strategize on such a grand scale was blinding him to the basic elements of kragh society and its needs. 

Looking about him, he saw the Red River go about their business of breaking down the camp, and he felt isolated, almost ignored. He needed to connect with them as a kragh, to step down from the heights and affirm his bonds with tribe, clan, and circle. 

He took hold of the circlet and removed it.

A vast rushing sound like that of a hundred thousand gales roared away from him and up to the mountain peaks, leaving him swaying and blinking as ponderous weights fell from him, as entire sections of his mind closed down, and he was left alone, himself at last.

He frowned. What had the problem been? 

His kragh didn't seem to like him. He had insulted the Crokuk, and had then asked the Red River to follow him anyway. He had called a Grand Convocation... The thought made him shudder. Only the greatest and most renowned of warlords ever put forth such a summons, and only in times of great need, like when the Orlokor had summoned the highland tribes to fight for them against the Hrakar back in his father's day. Why was he summoning the tribes now? For what dire reason? He couldn't remember his reasoning. 

Rising to his feet, Tharok yawned and rolled his head on his neck, cracking the bones. By the peaks, it was good to stop thinking for a bit. His mind felt worn out, and his neck was stiff. His body ached in a manner that it had never done before. All his plans were slipping through his fingers. Why was he calling the Grand Convocation? 

He slipped the circlet back on, and the world spun. A howling tempest arose within his skull, scouring away all fog and foolishness, and when things settled, his mind was clear, vast, crystal cold and precise. His challenges were clear. Calling the Grand Convocation was but a ploy that on its face was doomed to fail, but he would make of it a chance to reap huge and immediate success by deploying a weapon that would soon be furnished to him. 

Tharok removed the circlet once more and sank down onto a rock with a groan. He held his head until it cleared. It was filled now with the familiar hunger and primal urges of his kind. He had to show them he was the toughest and wisest kragh. His father had been the warlord, but his father had been hated. Golden Crow had said it right: he couldn't act alone. He needed to embed himself with the Red River. He needed to become fully a part of the tribe, blood of its blood. 

He needed to take a woman.

Tharok growled deep in his throat, and then laughed. Of course taking a woman to be his mate hadn't occurred to him while he was wearing the circlet. His brilliant self was blind to such basic kragh needs. He looked down at the circlet with derision. So brilliant, but so dumb. He would find the best female, one full of fire and strength, and take her as his mate, and in so doing begin the creation of his personal clan. He would have children, create blood brothers. He would become Red River in full, and thus earn the tribe's acceptance.

Of course he couldn't just go and drag a female into his tent. He would have to wait till the next seasonal mating gathering. The last had been when he had killed Wrok and ascended to warlord. The next would be in a little over two months. After the Convocation, unfortunately. Then, they would find time between bouts of conquering the Tragon to settle down for a few days and rut. 

The idea stirred something agreeable in the base of his belly, and he rubbed his hands together.

Tharok rose and marched back to his hut, which was being struck down by several other kragh to whom the duty fell. Nok was amongst them, making sure the work was done well, and Shaya was seated to one side, pale but alive. Tharok moved into the small group, clapped a large kragh on the shoulder, and took the load that a woman had been about to ease down. He let out a mock growl and laughed as she growled right back. He lost himself in the work, enjoying the sensation of sunlight on his skin and the heat that the work engendered in his core.

Soon they were on the road, and once more they moved ahead of the Crokuk. But this time Tharok moved at a slower pace, allowing the whole of both tribes to move together. Nakrok hurled some insults his way, but Tharok simply laughed and raised two fingers at him, the sign of an inverted peak. Nakrok blinked at the crudeness of the gesture, and the kragh around Tharok laughed and mimicked it back at the Crokuk. Nakrok soon learned to leave him alone. 

They walked all day till Tharok called a break for lunch, and they rested by the head of a great waterfall, the thundering plumes of water unraveling as they fell as mist into the basin below. The two tribes settled down where they had stopped, drawing dried meat from their packs along with bags of tubers and fried cakes. 

Tharok walked amongst the Red River, pausing to squat and exchange words with each clan. He asked the names of the children, listened to the warriors as they discussed their predictions for the battles to come, and to older kragh as they advised him on the protocols of a Grand Convocation. He watched the single kragh females, grinning at them to show the size of his tusks, and when he was done he arose from the last group and saw a caravan pulling to a stop at the back of their camp, a great stone troll standing alongside it, a hammer as tall as Tharok held over its shoulder.

The arrival of the caravan stirred the interest of the kragh, who stood and turned to regard it. The human seated high on the caravan's front stood up as well and called out in a bold and striking voice, "Greetings, travelers on the road! My wagon moves slowly because of all the expensive goods I carry. Who would line up and buy some of it from me so as to lighten my load? Come! Don't mind Grax. He has already eaten ten kragh this morning. Surely he won't want more. Come, come!"

Tharok placed his hands on his belt and watched. He had wanted to speak to the trader, he recalled, though he didn't remember why. 

Grax was ponderous and powerful, and the Crokuk kragh milling around the caravan gave him wide berth. The human, however, was all movement and charm, opening up the side of his wagon so that it formed a display for the weapons contained within. Kragh crowded four deep, roaring and pointing at different weapons, demanding to touch and test, but they were denied unless they showed coin. 

Tharok moved forward. None of the highlanders had approached the human. Their kind had a natural distrust for human vendors and traders, for their honeyed words and backstabbing ways. 

After some fifteen minutes Nakrok gave word that his tribe should prepare to move out. The human trader began to pack up his goods, clearly having done some good business, humming loudly to himself as Grax looked on. Tharok took the opportunity to approach, slipping on the circlet as he went.

"Interested in a purchase, my good kragh?" asked the human. "I know you. We meet again."

"We follow a similar path. Ours takes us higher into the Peaks. We leave the Chasm Walk in a day. Where does your route lead you?"

"As I said, I'm also going higher into the peaks. I'm going to release Grax into the area known as the Wyvern's Hide and recruit a new stone troll before descending to the northern plains. There, I'll do a little business with the Tragon."

"The Tragon are the enemy of the Orlokor."

"The wheel turns, the stars spin in their constellations, things change yet remain the same. I have no political aspirations, and trade with all. Do you object?"

"No. But I would have further words with you tonight where we make camp. It would be to your great profit."

"What kind of business are we talking about?" asked the human, pausing in his activities to look over at Tharok. 

"Two words. War profiteering."

"Two words, eh?" The human stroked his chin. "Those two words ring nicely in my ear. There's always good coin to be made during a war. My name is Gregory. I'll find your camp tonight."

"Good. I am Tharok. Find me amongst the Red River." 

So saying, Tharok turned and strode back to his tribe, pulling the circlet clear of his brow as he went. 

"On your feet, Red River!" he roared, clapping kragh on the shoulder as he went past them, marching toward the front. "Our last night on the road, and then we head home, up into the peaks and toward the Dragon's Tear!"

 

The afternoon passed without incident. The kragh, hundreds deep, crowded the Chasm Walk, an avalanche of green flesh and armor. They marched, indefatigable. A few called out raucous war chants, simple call-and-response songs that dated further back than memory went. They walked as the sun wheeled through the pale blue sky toward the western peaks, illuminating but no longer warming, and then when it dimmed behind the highest crags they struck down again and made camp once more, pitching their tents and huts right there on the floor of Chasm Walk. 

Nakrok posted sentries half a mile ahead and behind, and allowed small fires for cooking but little more. The kragh set about the business of making camp, roaring out to each other on occasion, engaging in conversation, settling down to boil the dried jerky they carried in their pouches. Tharok moved amongst the Red River, ignoring the studied looks and reserved responses, simply enjoying their company and not giving thought to the future.

Toad found him by a fire, listening appreciatively to an old warrior's tale of how he had accidentally mated with a she-bear. The little kragh sidled up to him out of the darkness and whispered that the Women's Circle would have words with him. 

With a sigh, Tharok rolled his eyes. "Just what I needed. And where have you been, Toad? I've not seen sign of your ugly little face in days."

Toad sketched a low bow, his grin uneasy. "Here and there and everywhere, Tharok. Telling all about your worthiness as our warlord, of course. Ha ha! Will you come? The women await."

Gesturing for Toad to lead on, he followed the stunted kragh away from the tents and huts into the darkness beyond, scratching at his side and wondering if he would be able to get back in time for dinner. 

Toad pointed ahead to where a goat trail climbed the chasm wall. "They're waiting up there, warlord, in a small cave. Come, I will show you."

Tharok nodded absent-mindedly and began to climb, reaching out for handholds as the path got steeper, until he crested a small rise and stepped out onto a ledge before a crack in the cliff. Toad melted back into the shadows and departed. The Women's Circle was sitting in a semi-circle. He saw Maur, Iskrolla, and a half-dozen others, and as one they turned to look up at him, their faces set like stone.

"Good evening, wise women," said Tharok – and then his head exploded into blinding white light. 

With a cry he pitched forward, tumbling down to his knees, his head ringing. A second blow fell across his lower back, sending explosive pain through his kidneys. With a cry of rage he tried to rise to his feet, only to have them swept out from under him. He crashed hard to the rocky ground and went to push himself up again, but a great weight settled across the small of his back as somebody sat on him and set an ironwood staff across his throat.

Gasping, eyes unfocused, he saw Maur rise and stalk toward him. She drew a curved blade from her belt. Choking, Tharok grabbed hold of the staff and tried to pull it down,  but it was rammed higher and deeper into his throat.

Maur took her blade and touched it to his neck. "I could take your life, Tharok," she said. "The Women's Circle can choose to take your life, and perhaps we should do so. But for tonight, we'll hold back our blade." 

A roar sounded from behind them, deep and reverberating, and then the weight that sat atop him was gone, falling off and to his side, and Tharok collapsed face-first into the dirt, breathing deep and beautiful gasps of air. A hand clenched him by the back of the neck and hauled him to his feet. Tharok caught his balance and turned to see Nok standing beside him, a great maul held in the other hand. Krilla was rising to her feet from where she had been knocked down, with murder in her eyes.

"Think you can kill the warlord?" asked Nok, his voice low and raw and dangerous. "If so, you'll have to kill his clan mate too."

Maur hissed, and the women all drew their curved blades. Krilla gained her feet and drew a blade as broad and long as her forearm. 

"Wait," rasped Tharok, putting his hand on Nok's shoulder. His head was pounding. "They were just warning me, Nok. It is their right. They are the Women's Circle. We are but males."

Nok didn't move, so Tharok reached down to take up the ironwood staff. Maur stared at him with slitted eyes. 

"That said, it's good to see that this is how this Women's Circle acts," he said, thudding the staff against the palm of his other hand. "With veiled threats and blades."

Maur straightened and lowered her dagger. "We meet you in kind, warlord. After your confrontation this morning with Nakrok, there is no way we can trust you further. We agreed to your summoning the Convocation, not your turning the Red River over to the Crokuk if you fail. You raise the stakes higher than our trust."

Tharok sighed and shook his head. He had to get this right. He took the circlet from where he'd tied it to his belt and slipped it on. It probably would have warned him against coming up here, would have helped him avoid this ambush. He stiffened as his thoughts expanded, but the rush was briefer this time. He was getting used to the transitions.

"Look," he said, reaching out to place his hand on Nok's maul and lower it to the ground. "You are upset. I'm acting wildly. You don't understand me. You see me making enemies. Now I'm summoning a Grand Convocation, which you think will result in the destruction of the Red River. I could tell you to trust me. Instead, I'll tell you exactly what I have planned. Then I promise that if you want to slit my throat, I won't stop you."

The other wise women lowered their blades, except for Iskrolla, who spat on the ground. Maur nodded grudgingly.

Tharok spoke calmly, almost tiredly, like one equal to another. "This is the situation. Together we have six hundred fighters with us. Our enemy the Tragon number in the thousands. We could probably capture a few clans before they came against us in numbers, and then it would be a big battle that would result in many deaths and our defeat. I don't want that.

"Instead, what I want is to capture them all, kill all their leaders, and force them to join the Red River. To do that I need more kragh. To get more kragh, I have to get the highland tribes to follow me, and in so doing force the Crokuk to do the same. That's why I'm calling the Grand Convocation."

"And why," asked Iskrolla, voice sour and dry, "do you think the other tribes will come, much less follow you?"

"Because," said Tharok, staring into her narrowed eyes, "I am going to bring stone trolls to fight by our side."

There was a stunned silence, and then Krilla laughed. Tharok turned to stare at her, but Maur cut in furiously, "What? And how will you do that?"

"The human trader controls a stone troll by the name of Grax. I will talk to him tonight and wrest his secret from him. Then I will climb the crags to where the trolls live, and force them all to follow me. Word will get out. The highland kragh will hear that the warlord of the Red River has summoned a Grand Convocation with the Crokuk and some fifty stone trolls to fight for him. Word will get out about how Ogri gave me World Breaker, and the tribes will come."

"You are gambling everything on that human telling you his secret," said Krilla.

"And your surviving your attempt to recruit the stone trolls," said Maur.

"I know," Tharok admitted. "But if I succeed, the tribes will flock to me. We'll gain some thousand highland warriors, which are worth three times their number in lowland kragh. We'll crush the Tragon, force them to join us, and then we will be some four or five thousand strong. With the stone trolls by our side, we'll be more than equal to the once mighty Hrakar. We will move to the east and capture them. By that point, Porloc will be facing an army of some eight thousand kragh, the same size as his own forces, the whole of the Orlokor. But we will be battle-hardened, with a force of highland kragh and stone trolls at the heart of our army and with thousands of lowland kragh fleshing out our numbers."

Tharok looked from wise woman to wise woman. "This is what will happen. We will descend the Chasm Walk and come in to parlay. I'll demand World Breaker. He will refuse, and will try to kill me in an ambush. I'll fake my death. He'll think he's won and try to celebrate. While he is celebrating, my thousands will fall upon Gold, and the Orlokor will fall."

His words rang out against the stone walls. Only Iskrolla nodded. "A good plan," she said.

"You like it because it will get him killed," said Maur.

"Like I said, a good plan."

"It sounds mad when I lay it all out," said Tharok. "Which is why I've kept it close to my chest until now. But what would you have thought a week ago, if while I was bound and Wrok's slave, I had told you that I would soon be leading the Red River to war with five hundred Crokuk by my side? You would have called me mad then, too. But here I am. Here we are. I'll build the new kragh empire one step at a time, and if you walk with me, you'll see this madness become reality."

"And then you attack the humans," said Maur.

"Yes," said Tharok. "I have one of them in my hut right now. Shaya. She will tell me all I need to know about their empire. It's strengths and weaknesses. I will use that knowledge to our advantage. We will hit them where they are weakest, and destroy them."

Maur shook her head. "This is madness, but you speak with conviction. Odds are, you will be dead in a few days regardless. Your plan to win the trolls is pure folly. It makes your summoning the Grand Convocation seem like wisdom in comparison. You'll be dead soon. There is no need for the wise women to oppose you, or remove you from power."

"You sound sad, Maur," said Tharok, grinning again. "Are you already envisioning how boring life will be without me?"

Maur drew her blade in answer. 

Tharok laughed and raised his hands. "My apologies! Still, unless you have any more punishment to administer, I'll be getting down to the Walk. I need to see if Gregory has arrived. I've got secrets to wrest from his mind."

Nok put up his maul, resting it on his shoulder. Maur nodded. Tharok grinned again, gave Krilla a mock bow, and then tossed her staff to her. She caught it, but no expression reached her face.
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Iskra pulled her cloak tightly about her chin as the cruel wind blew in off Mythgræfen  Lake. It scythed through the sparse trees that grew around the island, and moaned in the branches of the twisted oak that guarded the front gate. Shoulders hunched, she gazed out over the stark and beautiful panorama before her, and wondered at the fate that had cast her from the heights of Sige to this desolate shore.

From where she stood, she could see Ser Wyland drilling the Hrethings below. The training had eased Ser Wyland's concerns, or perhaps more accurately helped him bury them. The inner courtyard was too irregular and ruptured to serve as a training ground, so he had taken the twenty men in his charge out to the grassy sward near the beach and there lined them up before him. Iskra alternated between wanting to laugh bitterly or applaud them from up on high; it was hard to watch how earnestly the mountain men trained, shoulder to shoulder, learning to interlock their shields and swing in a manner that complemented the others instead of their usual wild stampede into combat.

Could Ser Wyland train the eighty or so men at their disposal before Ser Laur led his new forces into combat against them? They would not be able to benefit again from a surprise attack in the manner that had defeated Ser Laur's first sortie; this time the enemy would come ready, approaching with slow deliberation until they either forced an open battle or laid siege to the ruin in which she stood.

The wind moaned as if in pain, and Iskra shuddered. Having spent most of her adult life in the impregnable Kyferin Castle had led her to develop a casual attitude toward sieges; the idea of weathering one on Mythgræfen Hold with its tumbling walls, broken portcullis and ruined towers struck a bolt of fear to her core. They'd not last long. There would be a series of pitched battles at key weak areas, and then a massacre within. 

No, that battle would be lost before they even fought it. Ser Wyland's drills were good for morale and of benefit in principal, but the Hrethings would never be able to turn the tide in a fight against Ser Laur's trained forces. Especially not if the Ascendant's Grace sent in more Virtues or his elite forces to bolster her brother-in-law.

A bitter resentment settled over her at the thought of the Grace. How rank, how low, how base he was to turn against her. To upend the social order, to believe the word of an Ennoian upstart like Mertyn Laur over her own Sigean claim to the Kyferin lands. He should have at the very least heard her out, given her an audience in which to press her claim, make known her outrage over being so cruelly dealt with. 

But no; instead, she had been banished here to be quietly killed and removed from the great board on which the Empire's pieces were played. The bitter sensation coiled into a tight knot of determination. They would not find her so easy to remove. Already she had bloodied Mertyn's face by killing his son and the Virtue who had ridden with him. Those deaths would draw attention to her plight in time, would complicate Mertyn's narrative and soil his claim to power.

Iskra leaned forward against the parapet, looking down at the men training below. Power was about stories. The tale you could sell to others, what you could make them believe. The men below were willing to train, to spend time away from their farms and families and ultimately risk death because they believed in her, placed stock in her noble birth and the claims that imbued her with. Just as Mertyn's men supported him, believed him to be a lord, higher than they and worth their every sacrifice.

Iskra's mouth drew into a line. Mertyn had sold his story better than she had. He had made a clean and simple appeal to the Grace and his men, shown them how his tale would end with glory, and was believed. Whereas she had been struggling to assert herself within her own castle, had been fashioning her narrative, trying to sell to her people and the world that she was worthy of the power she wished to wield.

Stories. Narratives. They were what led armies to war, what toppled empires, what raised one man and ground another under the heel of destiny.

Footsteps echoed hollowly on the stairs behind her. She turned, expecting Brocuff perhaps come to summon her to dinner, but instead saw Ser Tiron emerge, hollow-eyed and gaunt. He was without his armor, wearing his quilted undercoat instead, and she could see dried blood at his side. He strode up to her, strong and commanding despite his exhaustion and pain, and bowed.

"Ser Tiron?" She wanted to step up to him, place her hand on his arm, but his expression kept her rooted where she stood. "What has happened? How are you here?"

"My Lady Kyferin." His voice was stiff, and she saw in his eyes a hardness that she couldn't understand. "We have discovered numerous Portals on the far side. Audsley has divined their secret and has control of them now. He can open them from the far side at his pleasure."

Iskra raised a hand, trying to understand Tiron's words, their import. The very nature of the world shifted on this new fulcrum, the implications striking. "You mean - he knows how to open them at any time? Whether it be their lunar date or not?"

"Precisely." Tiron's expression was flat, his voice without emotion. "The man is a veritable trove of ancient knowledge that allowed him to divine the secrets of the Sin Casters. He awaits us on the other side, and has agreed to open the Portal every hour until we are ready to pass through and then on to Agerastos."

Iskra closed her eyes. Sweet, delirious triumph arose within her like the smoke from a censor. An important piece had just clicked into place, a vital element on which their plan depended. "Oh, the Ascendant bless Audsley's soul. We should leave at once."

"As you command. I've left Bogusch and Temyl with Audsley to safeguard him. We'll need to select a few men to take with us to Agerastos itself."

"Safeguard him? What is the peril? What of Meffrid? Where did the Gate take you?"

Ser Tiron set his jaw. "It is a hard tale to credit, but the Portal took us to a forgotten place out of legend. Starkadr, the Sin Casters' stonecloud."

Iskra wanted to laugh, to voice her denial at what he'd just said. "Surely not..." Her protest died on her lips. "You have visited Starkadr?"

Ser Tiron nodded. "I can hardly credit it myself, but yes. I can tell you of our adventures there soon enough, but I have reason to believe it's not as abandoned as we first thought. Meffrid went missing the first night, and we could find no sign of him anywhere. It was an impossible disappearance, and thus I think we should have Bogusch and Temyl guard Audsley at all times."

Iskra hugged herself tight. "Very well. Be that as it may, we have to use it in order to achieve our goals. Speak with Brocuff and ask him to assign us two more guards. I'll let Ser Wyland know that we are leaving. He'll remain in charge of the Hold in my absence."

Ser Tiron gave a curt nod and turned to go, but on impulse Iskra reached out and took his arm. He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. I'm glad you returned to me, ser, she wanted to say, but his expression was forbidding. "Do - do you have any problem with our allying with the Agerastians?"

"No, my lady." His voice was cold and sure. "If you deemed it necessary I would walk through fire for you. Was there anything else?"

Confusion fluttered within Iskra's chest. "No, that was all," she said. What had happened? She took control of herself. "Do you need time to recover?"

"No, my lady. I am ready to escort you to Agerastos at your convenience."

"I see. Very well." She wanted to pierce his reserve, to force him to cast aside this new coldness, but couldn't find the words. Instead, they stood in silence, until with a sudden movement Tiron bowed again and turned to stride back down the stairs. Watching him go, Iskra felt her confusion deepen into hurt, which in turn provoked a wave of anger. This was utter foolishness, she berated herself. She had to remain utterly focused on the task at hand. Yet she was unable to tear her eyes away from his grim form, and watched him as he descended into the hold until he was gone from her sight. 

 

Forty-five minutes later, she entered into the rooms beneath the Hold. Ser Wyland and a company of guards had escorted her down, quite unnecessarily, and the small room was crowded with armed men. Ser Tiron was dressed in clean clothing, a light coat of mail laid over his shoulders and tied off at the sides. Washed and with his beard trimmed, he stood calmly to one side, features composed and without expression. 

The Lunar Gate stood still and dead. Iskra gazed upon it, knowing now where it led, and resisted the urge to make the sign of the Triangle. Instead, she turned to those gathered around her.

"You all know to where I go, and what I hope to achieve. Ser Tiron and Magister Audsley have accomplished the impossible, and now we have a chance at an unlikely alliance, a hope to bring overwhelming forces of our own to bear against Ser Laur's imminent attack." She gazed around at the small crowd. Torches illuminated their hard and haggard faces and caused their eyes to gleam like wet stones. Did they believe in her? If so, how much? 

Her gaze lingered on Ser Wyland. Never had she seen his expression so dour and forbidding. He wouldn't meet her eyes. 

"I ask that you stay the course, that you remain true to our cause, and have faith in our success. I shall return, and when I do, I shall come with such might at my back that it will cause Ser Laur to tremble and regret the day he thought to enact his evil plan."

Heads around her nodded, and she heard a rumble of agreement. She smiled, meeting as many eyes as she could as she looked across the crowd. "Have faith. Our cause is just, and we are righteous. I shall return."

The Gate behind her flickered to life. Black, choppy waters cascaded into being, a vertical plane of ink that swirled and broke as if lashed by an unfelt wind. Many around her drew back as Audsley's head and shoulders pushed through. The magister reached up to adjust his glasses and then smiled broadly at them all.

"Ah! My dear Lady Kyferin. I see you are quite ready to travel. If you will?" And with that, he withdrew and disappeared.

Iskra had passed through many Portals in her time, from the great Solar Gates that reached twenty yards into the sky to countless private Lunar Portals. Still, none had ever promised to send her to such a place as Starkadr. 

She took a measured breath, nodded to Ser Wyland, who bowed deeply in return, then allowed Ser Tiron to take her arm and lead her through the Gate.

As always, there was a sense of visceral disorientation, of being pulled apart and inverted, the sound of a screaming gale tearing past her and of great distances traveled. Then she emerged, blinking rapidly, into a vast and gloomy room, larger even than the greatest of cathedrals in Sige, built on a scale to boggle the mind. 

Ser Tiron helped her keep her balance as she looked around, taking in the huge, twisted pillars of Portals and the slumbering mist that barely hid its dead charges. Everything gleamed black, and the air was oppressive and dense. 

Hannus and Ord, the two guards selected by Brocuff to escort her, emerged through the Gate, and to their credit they did little more than stifle their gasps.

Audsley beamed at her and sketched a deep bow with surprising grace. "Be welcome, my august Lady Kyferin, to the halls of the dead, the once-home of the Sin Casters, known as Starkadr to the lovers of history, but to us, the living, to be known as our singular hope and means of salvation!"

His grin was so at odds with their dismal surroundings that Iskra couldn't help but smile and reach out to take his hand. "My dear Audsley. You have performed such a service that I barely know how to thank you."

The magister's dark skin hid his blush, but he ducked his head and waved a hand as if shooing away an insect. "Think nothing of it, my dear lady. My pleasure is to serve! And I believe that Starkadr yet holds even greater secrets. Who knows what I may divine while I await your return here?"

"Indeed. Ser Tiron spoke of a possible danger lurking here. He has told me of Meffrid's disappearance." Iskra held on to Audsley's hand. "Are you sure about staying here?"

Audsley's smile slipped away. "I need to stay by the Gates, my lady. They can only be operated in this manner from within. If I leave Starkadr, I will have to wait a month like any other to return. I will take every precaution, and after all, I have the valiant Bogusch and Temyl to ensure that I am safe. Don't I, good sers?"

The two guards in question were standing stiffly at attention, but Iskra didn't miss their quick glances at each other before they both bowed.

"Very well. Thank you all for your service." 

Iskra took a moment to marvel at the room once more. At the creeping mist, the hundreds of forms seeming to slumber as far as the eye could see. At the dizzying number of Portals embedded into the huge pillars that rose in the same twisted fashion as the oak before the Hold's front gate. 

"Incredible," she murmured.

"Magister," said Tiron, voice hard and steady. "If you will. The Portal to Agerastos."

"Indeed, indeed. I have been scouting, and by luck have found one that I believe will serve. After all, many if not most of the Portals here are of an, ah, elevated nature. It would be a challenge to climb up to most of them, but a pillar over there has a ground level Portal that I think should suffice. If you will?" 

Audsley turned and hurried off, the mist boiling around his legs as he strode away into the gloom.

Ser Tiron drew his blade, and the metallic ring of his doing so brought home to Iskra how this terrible and majestic place was not merely a dream, some eidolon from ages past, but a very real and present danger to them all. She raised her chin and followed Audsley, the four guards at their heels, exchanging words amongst themselves.

Audsley strode eagerly ahead, only to falter and come to a stop. He cast around, trying to get his bearings, and finally called out, "Aedelbert? A little light to guide the way?"

Ahead, a small tongue of flame flickered in the gloom, and Audsley turned back to them with a proud smile. "Aedelbert. Indispensable, really. A true treasure."

Soon they reached the great pillar, and Iskra saw the firecat perched on the threshold ledge of a Portal at head height. He chirped and swooped down to land on Audsley's shoulder. 

"Here, my lady. I am quite confident that this Portal should lead you to the capital city of Agerastos. Now, precisely where it will open up, I cannot say, but my guess is that it will be someplace hidden, just as our Portal beneath Mythgræfen was lost to the centuries due to a hidden door."

Iskra stepped up to the Portal. The form of an arch had been carved out of the black obsidian pillar, but unlike every other Portal she had ever seen, its center was filled with stone. There was no passing through it. 

"Now, up here. Do you see these runes?" Audsley stretched and pointed at a number of deeply incised markings. "These are the key with which we operate the door. I know now what language they are in, but believe me, it is ghastly. Just trying to speak it gives me a headache. But they operate when spoken out loud, and the primer I've discovered translates each rune into its phonetic equivalent in a variety of ancient languages. So, while I will be saying 'horse principality tin shoe' in a hideous combination of broken Sigean, Aletheian, and Noussian, I will in fact be voicing this terrible word in its own language, and thereby opening the Portal."

Ser Tiron shifted his weight, eyes on the blank stone. "Then let us proceed, Audsley. The less time Lady Kyferin spends in Starkadr, the better."

"Very well." Audsley stroked Aedelbert's head. "If we are all quite ready?"

Iskra studied her magister. Was that a note of concern? Had she heard a ripple of fear pass through his voice? Perhaps the prospect of staying behind in Starkadr alone with his two guards was of greater concern than he was letting on.

Hannus and Ord drew their swords and moved to stand beside Tiron. 

Audsley coughed, shook out his hands, then stared intently up at the runes. He took a deep breath, then in a voice that was deep and rough and cracked as if with the pain of saying the words, called out, "Yon kederack kiberuu ad Nebraton!"

The Portal shuddered. The runes flared to life briefly as flames licked out of them, and then black ink flowed across the rock surface between the arches.

Audsley wiped his brow. "Ghastly language. Tortures the tongue and throat to even try it."

"Thank you, Audsley." Iskra smoothed down her dress. "Ser Tiron, when you're ready."

The knight stepped up to the flowing Portal, took a torch from one of the guards, and then leaned forward stiffly to pass his head and torch through the black liquid, seemingly into the stone of the pillar. He turned as if looking from side to side, then pulled back.

"A large room, though I can't get a sense of its true size. Nothing like this place, however. The floor is covered in water, and there's a forest of columns holding up the room. It looked empty, and mine was the only source of light."

Iskra glanced at Audsley, who shrugged. "Very well," she said. "Let us proceed. Audsley, open the Gate an hour hence. If we're not there to return, open it at this hour tomorrow, and then every day following."

"As you wish, my lady." The magister bowed, his expression grave.

Tiron turned to Ord and Hannus. They were tense but focused, Hannus with his long, horse-like face and fair hair, Ord whip-lean and with a sharp look to his eyes. "The Portal seems to lead out to a small platform," Tiron said. "Hannus, you'll follow me and take the right corner. Ord, move aside, but stay by the Portal to guard Lady Kyferin when she comes through. Once we've made sure there's no danger, we'll plan our next move."

Both men nodded. Tiron turned to Iskra. "Are you ready, my lady?"

Her heart fluttered at the thought. She was about to step into the heart of the most reviled city of the Empire. Agerastos, the home of the heretics, punished for centuries and now the current invaders of Ennoia. What would they find there? Did they have a chance to find anything but torture and death? 

"Yes," she said quietly. "Proceed."

Ser Tiron turned and, without ceremony, stepped through the Gate and disappeared. Hannus went next, his movements graceful, followed by Ord, who slipped through the Gate as if through the window of a house he intended to burgle. 

Iskra took a deep breath, smiled one last time at Audsley, and then stepped through.

Again there was that wrenching sense of dislocation. Again she heard the howl of ghostly winds, and then she stepped out onto a rough stone platform. The air was moist and heavy, and Ser Tiron's raised torch cast flickering orange light across the closest of the pillars that extended away from them seemingly in all directions, pale and thick as trees, to hold up the vaulted brick ceiling. The sound of dripping water echoed plaintively, and the floor beyond the platform was black with still water.

Iskra glanced behind her. The Portal was dead, its surface now pitted yellow stone. Peering ahead into the gloom, she could barely make out the far left- and right-hand walls; they weren't in as cavernous a space as she had first thought, but rather at the back of some huge rectangular hall, perhaps sixty or seventy yards across. How far it stretched, however, she could not tell. The columns looked to be composed of older pieces of stone; some segments were grooved, others rough; some smooth, others carved. They looked as if a hundred pillars had been harvested from across the city and dragged down here to make these new supports.

"All right," said Tiron, rising from the combat stance in which he'd stood. He kept his sword drawn, however. "Hannus, Ord, don't relax. My lady, it seems we'll have to enter the water to explore further."

"No telling how deep it is," said Ord, lowering down to crouch at the stone platform's edge. He slid his blade into the water to the hilt. "At least three feet."

Hannus was looking around with slow, careful scrutiny. "We're underground, I believe. Look." He pointed up at the vaulted brick ceiling, where slender stalactites of a white mineral had crept through the cracks to hang inches long here and there. "The water's dripping down from above."

"Yes," said Iskra. That felt right. There was a heaviness to the air, a closeness that spoke of great weight above them – a sensation she'd grown accustomed to in Kyferin Castle's keep. "A cistern, perhaps. Agerastos is said to be a dry land. Perhaps we've emerged into a forgotten reservoir." Her gaze caught on a segment of pillar a dozen yards away, on which a face was carved sideways. It was a horrific depiction: cheeks hollowed, mouth filled with razor teeth, hair a writhing mass. "What is that?"

The three men stared at where she was pointing. Ord made the sign of the triangle. "Looks like a medusa's head to me, my lady. See the snake hair? Very old, that."

Tiron sheathed his blade. "We can admire the statuary later. First, we need to determine how deep this water goes. Ord, see if you can reach the ground with the tip of your blade."

The wiry guard dropped to his stomach and sank his sword and arm down into the water. "Ah, there it is." The water had risen to his elbow. "I'd warrant it's a good four feet, maybe a bit more."

"Chest height," said Ser Tiron. "Very well. My lady, if you will, I'll carry you while Ord and Hannus guard us."

Iskra nodded. It was a logical suggestion, yet she couldn't help but search his face for sign that his gallantry spoke of a softening of his reserve. Nothing. It was hard not to imagine something dwelling in this black water, something ancient and cold and evil that their presence would awaken. "Very well. Let us press on quickly. If there's no exit, I want to be back at this platform when Audsley opens the Gate."

Hannus and Ord slid into the water carefully, intent on making as little a disturbance as possible, but still ripples spread out from them to the far reaches of their light. Hannus held his torch aloft, sword in his other hand. Tiron followed suit, moving less smoothly than the guards, and Iskra was reminded of his injury; he bore it so stoically that it was easy to forget.

"When you're ready, my lady." He turned to her, arms upraised.

Iskra sat and then leaned against his chest. He slid an arm under her knees and around her back, then lifted her up altogether. He smelled good, of leather and iron and masculinity, and she resisted the urge to press her head to his shoulder. 

Turning, their little group moved away from the wall, stepping slowly through the deep water, each of them constantly searching the shadows for some sign of danger, for some sign that their arrival had disturbed some peril. They found none.

It was hard to keep track of time. The columns were identically spaced, Iskra realized, geometrically perfect, so that with every five or six steps they would align diagonally, horizontally, and vertically with each other and the forest would disappear, reduced for a moment to eight columns around them, which but a step would split into an infinity once more.

"Ahead," said Ord. "A wall."

A moment later Iskra made out a lighter expanse which their torches soon revealed to be the end of the great cistern. No Portal marked its face; rather, a slender set of stairs rose up before them before terminating in a heavy trap door. Tiron levered her up onto the first step, and then hauled himself after her in a deluge of water. Ord came after, slipping out of the water like an eel, with Hannus bringing up the rear.

"Excuse me," said Tiron, pressing past her. 

He had taken a torch from Ord, and he climbed the dozen steps till he reached the door. There was no lock, so he pressed his shoulder to the wooden boards and pushed. It didn't move. Tiron took a deep breath and heaved, but again there was no result.

Ord and Hannus stepped up beside him, all of them crowding on the steps, and together they counted to three and then thrust up. Nothing happened – and then there was a splintering sound, followed by the sliding scrape of something heavy moving reluctantly. The three men took a deep breath, propped their blades against the wall so they could press their palms against the door, and once more shoved with everything they had. Iskra watched their faces darken, veins emerging on the sides of their necks as their jaws clenched, and then with a cry from all of them the door swung up and away with a crash as something toppled over and the three of them nearly collapsed.

Tiron snatched up his blade and darted up into the next room, waving his torch about as the other guards followed suit. Iskra waited tensely for cries of outrage or anger, but nothing came.

"All clear, my lady." Tiron appeared at the trap door's mouth. "All clear."

Iskra climbed up. The trap door led into what appeared to be a basement of some sort, filled with old furniture and barrels, all of it covered in dust. Shelving held clay bottles covered in spider webs, and it all looked abandoned and forgotten. For centuries, perhaps.

"Here," said Ord, pausing at the end of the small room. "Looks like a way out." He pulled an old stool into place, hopped up onto it, and then pressed his palm against a second trap door, smaller than the first, made of old boards that looked furry with age. He pressed, and the door rose a fraction, then immediately stopped with a small, metallic click. "Locked," he said. He turned with a feral smile to Tiron. "With your permission, ser?"

Tiron nodded.

Ord inserted the tip of his sword between the boards and began to work it back and forth. Thick splinters and wedges of wood began to fall. "No use putting a good lock on something if the door itself is as soft as mud," he muttered. Reaching up, he grabbed hold of the side of a board and gave a savage yank, breaking it free. Immediately, cool daylight poured into the basement, along with the distant sounds of a street. Ord reached out and grabbed at something - the lock, no doubt - tore it free, then pushed the trap door open altogether.

Blade in hand, he climbed out and disappeared. Hannus was up and out right after him. Iskra waited, heart in her throat, until Hannus' face appeared in the hole. 

"Looks like a dead end alley. All clear," he said.

Tiron helped Iskra up onto the stool, and Ord and Hannus hauled her up and out of the dusty air into the pale light of late afternoon. 

Around her was a common alley like any other, narrow enough that she could reach out and touch both rough walls, ending at a high wall behind her and leading out a crooked ten yards ahead to a brightly lit avenue of some sort. She stepped forward to make room for Tiron, her eyes on the people passing by the alley mouth, oblivious to her presence.

She saw them in brief flashes. Their skin was burnished like golden sand, their features sharp, the men's beards close-shaved and coming to a point. She caught glimpses of flowing clothing: pale yellows, whites, and beige with accents of crimson, gold, and green. The air was dry, scented with cloves and dung and spices she couldn't identify. She heard shouts in a language she didn't understand, and from somewhere close but out of sight a peal of laughter rang out like gold coins tossed into the sun. A cart rumbled by, laden with strange, leathery-skinned green fruit with deep ribs. The cart was drawn by a mule whose mane was braided with bronze ornaments, its owner walking alongside. Almost immediately, it was gone, out of sight.

"We're here," she whispered to herself. "We've arrived. We're in Agerastos."
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Audsley watched Lady Kyferin disappear through the Portal, which a moment later faded back to stone. He shivered. What power, what awesome ability the ancients had wielded to fashion such relics that could send people across the face of the world. It was hard to believe that at this very moment, Lady Kyferin and the others had appeared somewhere on the island of Agerastos, and were even now exploring their new location and fashioning plans, laying down the tactics and stratagems that would, with a little luck, result in a formidable new alliance.

"Well, then," said Temyl. "That's that. Now what?"

"Nothing, is what," grunted Bogusch. "We've got no duties other than to open this here Portal at each allocated hour. Isn't that right, Magister?"

"Indeed," said Audsley, rubbing his chin. "In one hour's time I shall open it anew, and then, if they do not return, we shall have twenty-four hours to kill before we must open it again. Come – we might as well make the most of our time and search out new Portals in case this one proves unsatisfactory."

The two men glanced at each other, then shrugged and followed Audsley, who for an hour wandered the length and breadth of the great room, peering up at Portal lintels and mouthing the atrocious runes as he sought to find another entrance to Agerastos. There were a dozen pillars in all, each with approximately six Portals around its base, but none of the other ground-level ones seemed to go to their desired city. Raising his torch, Audsley tried to read the second level, but the runes were too distant and the flickering shadows rendered them impossible to make out. He considered mounting the platform and performing a more exacting search, but weariness made him delay that more grueling task.

An hour later he was once again standing before the Portal and mouthing the words. Once more the runes flickered with fire and the inky wash spread across the surface. 

Nobody came through. 

Audsley thought of poking his head through the Gate himself, but decided not to. A minute passed, the Portal faded away, and he turned to the two guards.

They weren't the most pleasant men with which to pass the time, he thought: Temyl with his bovine simplicity and superstitious fears, Bogusch with his dour and dolorous outlook on life. Ah, well. "Twenty-four hours, gentlemen. We have an expanse of time before us with which to do what we like, though I suggest we remain together for, well, safety's sake."

"Well, Bogs and I've been thinking," said Temyl. "We think it best if we just retire to the quarters, stay safe and out of harm's way and pass the time in that manner."

"Aye," said Bogusch. "What say you, Magister?"

"Sit and pass the time? Well, perhaps. But there are a number of books I'd like to have with me if that's what we wish to do. Perhaps a visit to the library first. I saw a particularly exquisite collection of Aletheian poetry that I'd love to peruse, the complete collection as formed by Imperial Edict during the rule of the Seventh Ascendant." Audsley rubbed his hands in anticipation. "Did you know that to the Aletheians poetry can be a matter of life and death? And that..."

He trailed off as he caught Temyl and Bogusch sharing a look of impatience, and Audsley felt a whisper of suspicion flicker though his mind. 

"Sure," said Temyl at last. "We can stop by the library if you like. A quick visit."

"A visit," said Audsley, drawing himself up, "which will last precisely as long as I need it to. Understood?"

He felt a tremble of fear as he waited for their response. What would he do if they defied him? If they told him they'd rather skip the library, and forced him to return to their quarters? 

"As you like," said Bogusch at last. "Magister."

"Very good. This way, then." He turned and strode away before the tone of their voices could become any more sour, and stepped up onto the platform. He moved to the front and knelt slowly by the blade. "Are we ready?" 

He didn't wait for their assent. Instead, he grasped the hilt and immediately formed a cage made of bars of light within his mind. The dark presence didn't try to test his bindings; it simply acquiesced to Audsley's command with an air of resignation. A trap in the making, Audsley knew. It was seeking to lull him into a false sense of dominance so it could attack again when it deemed the moment right.

The platform lifted, Temyl and Bogusch clambering on board just in time, and then they soared up and into the tunnel, down its hexagonal length and out into the moaning airshaft. There were dozens of other tunnels up its length that Audsley wished to explore, but he knew that now was not the time; he needed as much goodwill from his two guards as he could foster.

Instead, he guided the platform up to the library level, and there landed and disembarked. He led the way confidently through the maze to the secret passage that they had left open to the library's heart. As soon as he had stepped inside, he almost felt like letting out a sigh of relief. For purely foolish reasons he felt safe here, as if he had stepped into some kind of sanctuary. As if the darkness that threatened Starkadr could not follow him into this space – though one look at the corpses below, sitting around the central table, told him the depths of that lie.

Not wanting to ask the two guards for help, Audsley took the knotted rope himself and used it to climb laboriously down the telescoping levels, muttering silent apologies as he used the bookshelves as steps. Down he went to the lowest level, puffing and heaving for breath, and by the time he reached the dust-laden, rug-covered floor he was feeling quite exhausted. Still, this was where the most precious books were placed. It was here that he would make his selection.

He turned from the books, though, and examined the six figures that were seated around the hexagonal central table. They had a strange dignity to them, solemn and still as they were, their faces desiccated and drawn, their hair as fine as gossamer thread. Clad in the dark robes of the Sin Casters, they sat in state, heavy necklaces around their necks, holding hands in a ring.

Only one of the bodies lay slumped over, Audsley noted. Moving around the table to its still form, he felt a wave of sadness pass through him. What knowledge had these people lost when they passed on to their next cycle in life? In spite of all their studies, all their power, here they had died, alone and surrounded by enemies. 

About to turn away, Audsley paused. The figure that had slumped over was lying on a book. Not a large one, and almost entirely hidden by the corpse, but there it was. Curious, wondering what one might choose to read in his final hours of life, he grimaced and slid the book out from under the body. Parts of the body settled and collapsed as he did so, and Audsley winced and muttered more apologies as the book came free.

It was a journal, he realized. The right-hand page was blank, the left-hand one covered in a minute and careful black script. Leaning down, he frowned at the page. Ancient Noussian, he noted with relief, and took the book up to read it more carefully, starting at the top of the uppermost paragraph.

I know not why I turn at this very last hour to the act of writing, to the transcription of events and information which gave me so many gentle hours of joy over the course of my life. Senathros leads the others in song, weaving words that once held power but which are now but echoes of the might we once wielded. Perhaps he and I are guided by the same futile impulses, clinging to vestiges of that which had meaning in another age, another time, but which now serve only to mock us and remind us of all we have lost, are in the process of losing, and will forever lose.

Audsley lowered the book and blinked at the slumped-over form. Oh, how his - or her - voice echoed across the centuries! He took up the book once more.

We can sense the carnage that is taking place even as we wait for it to be visited upon us. I fear that there is no hope for us, but that has been evident since the closing of the Black Gate. Oh Oleanna, your betrayal was equaled only by your sacrifice. Would it give you pleasure to know how terribly effective your new Order of Purity is proving? Or would you weep, former Alabaster that you were, regretting the monster that you have unleashed upon your former brothers and sisters?  

Perhaps Erenthil and his Artificers were correct. 

Audsley paused. Erenthil? That was the name of the slender stream that flowed out of Mythgræfen Lake toward Hrething. Could it have been named after this ancient Sin Caster?

He labors even now in his complex, seeking to turn the tide of inevitability. Perhaps we should have listened to him and loosed the demons in sufficient numbers to sweep away this Order of Purity and its bestial kragh in a conflagration of blood and fire, or bound more of the demons into his objects of war. But even releasing the few that we have pains me beyond any ability to describe. Would our survival, bereft of power as we now are, be worth the unleashing of such a plague upon humanity? I think not.

Audsley stared into the middle distance, frowning as he played the words through his mind. The unleashing of demons? What demons? From where?

All coherence is lost at this last. The hierarchies are broken. The Alabasters retain their power, of course, and fight on by our side, but without our ability to weave the currents of the world and walk the path of flame, they cannot hold. Oh, Oleanna, how your betrayal pains me! How could you turn against us in this manner? Kionan was right. It was not the Ascendant, but our own -

That was the last that was written. 

Audsley tapped his chin, deep in thought, then returned the book to the table. 

"Gentlemen?" He looked up to Temyl and Bogusch. "A detour, I believe, is in order. It will be brief, but I believe profitable. Come!"

 

Thirty minutes later they were once again mounted on the platform, Audsley at the helm, gripping the blade, his mind a wire mesh in which he strangled the entity contained within the blade. Aedelbert was a comforting presence, pressed against the side of his face. They floated out of the passage and into the main shaft, into the moaning maelstrom of wind, and descended smoothly till they faced a new tunnel, two floors lower, a black, yawning, hexagonal wound in the otherwise smooth shaft wall.

"Where we going, again?" 

Temyl's truculence was barely noticeable while he was aboard the platform. Perhaps, Audsley thought, it was because the man knew he could be tipped out to fall hundreds of yards onto the withered bodies below.

"We are in search of a man long dead and his fellow Artificers, my good Temyl." Audsley nudged the entity in his mind, and the platform glided into the tunnel. "A gentleman known as Erenthil. He was engaged in a manner of experimentation precipitated by the very extremity of the invasion that saw Starkadr destroyed. Let us see what wonders he fashioned in his final hours, shall we?"

Bogusch muttered something behind Audsley's back, which the magister chose to ignore with superior serenity. 

The ambient gloom was most useful; they flew silently into the great tunnel, and immediately Audsley saw something of interest on the floor below - a second platform, akin to the one they rode, a sword plunged into its fore. If it was an omen, Audsley didn't know how to interpret it, so he kept silent and instead focused on what lay ahead.

The tunnel soon opened up into a large room. The men and women who had designed the stonecloud's interior had enjoyed thinking on a grand scale, reflected Audsley, and why not? With such power at their fingertips, why shouldn't they carve out spaces on an imperial scope?

This room was hard to comprehend at first glance. It wasn't a room, not in truth, but rather a partition, a great chasm of space with rooms embedded in both walls like the cells of a honeycomb. Audsley couldn't make out the bottom of the chasm, or the ceiling, both being shrouded in the darkness, but the twin walls were separated by perhaps twenty yards of void. Each cell was fronted by a hexagonal glass wall, with a dull green light burning along the base of a few of them, causing the front wall to shimmer and burn with a subdued marshy light. The resulting effect was stunning: a ghostly infinity of rooms fading away into the gloom both up and down and away, an ethereal honeycomb.

"By the White Gate," croaked Temyl.

"This ain't right," whispered Bogusch. "We shouldn't be here."

"Oh, no," said Audsley, nudging the platform forward and out into the chasm that separated the two walls. "This is precisely where we should be. By the Seven Virtues, what magnificence." His heart was thudding joyously. There should be singing, some glorious sound to accompany the beauty of the sight. "These were the people who dreamed of Aletheia amongst the clouds, who raised Nous from the Eternal Ocean. These were the minds that crafted the Solar Gates, which united an empire across impossible distances simply because they could. Ah! What giants they must have been, their ambition untrammeled, their grasp not exceeding their reach!"

Neither guard answered him, but Audsley didn't care. He caused their raft to float ahead slowly, peering now into the few honeycomb cells that were lit. The facade of one in ten burned with a green light, making the glass walls look like the surfaces of iridescent green pools. The cells extended deep into the walls, perhaps a good thirty yards, their interiors lit by the faint light at the front. Audsley saw tables, counters, chairs, strange contraptions, shelving, corpses. 

"Look. More dead Sin Casters," said Bogusch, crawling up beside Audsley. "Why d'you reckon they chose to stay and die in those strange rooms?"

"Perhaps they had no choice," said Audsley. "When the Black Gate was closed, perhaps they were trapped, unable to fly out. Or... no. That can't be right. The Gate was closed before Starkadr fell. Perhaps, then, they opted to remain in their studies, working to discover a solution, a means to strike back against the Ascendant and those who wished their death." 

On they sailed, the silence complete but for their breathing, and even that created a soft echo in the vast spaces that extended above and below them. "And then, when the invasion hit, nobody was able to rescue them from their studies. They were left behind, trapped, to die slowly."

"Or jump," said Bogusch grimly. "I bet the floor below is a charnel pit of bodies."

"Perhaps," said Audsley softly. He felt his heart going out to those forlorn shapes that were lying on the floor, bent over the tables, or seated against the walls. They had sacrificed everything for knowledge, had wagered that they could devise a solution – and failed.

"Look," said Temyl. "Up ahead. The end of this place, maybe."

It was, indeed. The chasm ended in a single column of the honeycomb cells, these larger than their lateral cousins. The green marsh light burned in the glass walls that fronted each cell, and Audsley immediately gained a sense of their greater importance. He guided the platform up close and landed it on the ledge in front of the cell that was on the same level they'd been flying on. It touched down with a metallic crunch, propped up at the front by the sword's tip where it projected below.

"What are we doing here?" Temyl's voice shook. "Come on, Magister. Let's head back now, before we stir up any real trouble."

Audsley ignored him. It was easy to do. He stepped off the platform onto the black stone ledge. The dark space beneath it was mesmerizing; it seemed to pull at him, make his sense of balance a precarious thing, so he stepped away and walked up to the glass wall.

"What sort of craftsmanship is this?" he murmured to himself, not expecting an answer. 

The glass was flawless, pellucid like a pristine pool, an inch thick and without scratch or defect. It was a hexagonal wall, perfectly slotted into the front of the cell, with a smaller hexagonal doorway carved in its center, one edge along the floor. The green fire that burned along the bottom edge flickered softly, so that the whole glowed with a light akin to the aurora infernalis that was said to light the Bythian sky.

Audsley stepped through the hexagonal doorway into the room beyond. Aedelbert let out a chirp and flew up to the top of a bookcase. Everything was lit a faint, mysterious green from the front. Inside he saw tables, work stations, benches. Shelving along the walls lined with books. Huge sheets of paper on which diagrams were inked, the corresponding items sometimes lying beside them.

"Why are we here, Magister?" Temyl had followed him into the room, but not far beyond the door. "Honestly now. What by the Black Gate itself are you hoping to achieve?"

"I don't rightly know," said Audsley. He picked up a large metal gauntlet. The wrist guard was massively exaggerated, reaching down to the elbow and swollen out like a pony keg. It was surprisingly light. He set it down next to some goggles. "I read that it was here that the Sin Casters' last line of defense lay. It was in these rooms, these laboratories, that they sought to wrest some final advantage from their fallen arcana and defeat their foes."

"Well, it looks like they failed," said Temyl, kicking at the leg of a bench.

"Indeed. But who knows what they may have discovered at the very end? Who knows what wonders? Remember, they labored without the aid of magic. The Black Gate was already closed. Thus, what they may have discovered..." 

He trailed off significantly and looked at Temyl. Beyond him, Audsley could make out Bogusch standing on the ledge, sword drawn, staring out into the chasm.

"May benefit us?" Temyl guessed.

"Precisely." Audsley picked up a length of serrated metal. "Though I'm not quite sure how, just yet."

"What's that there in the back?" Temyl pointed past Audsley, his expression reluctant, curiosity getting the better of him.

"Hmm?" 

Audsley turned to look. A large metal block stood alone against the end wall, the front burst out as if it had been struck by lightning or some other explosive agent. Audsley stepped toward it and saw four corpses arrayed in a circle in front of the block. Their eyes were torn out and their lower jaws missing, tongues lolling grotesquely over their throats. 

"Urgh," said Temyl, backing away. "What the hell is that?"

"I, um, I don't quite know," said Audsley, feeling his gorge rise. 

The disconnect between the violence done to their faces and the manner in which they were ceremonially laid out made the diorama even more disconcerting. Shivering, he looked past them at the block. It was about six feet tall, four deep, and looked to be made of lead. Massively heavy, yet the deep gouge marks on the floor in front of it made it seem as if it had been dragged into place. 

Unable to stay back, Audsley stepped delicately over one of the bodies and approached, wishing there was better lighting. The metal was rent and twisted outward in violent strands and clots. Something had burst out, he decided, not in. He reached out to touch the block, then thought better of it and instead leaned forward and peered inside.

There was a mold within it. Shaped in a vaguely humanoid way, it was smoothly contoured like clay after a hand mark has been imprinted in it. Audsley frowned. Had the block been a container? What had escaped? What could have survived being interred within such a massive block of lead?

A demon, he thought, and felt his blood run cold.

"Let's, ah, let's return to our quarters," he said, turning back to Temyl. "I've much to ponder. I'll collect some of these notes to read, and that should suffice for now."

"I should bloody well think so," said Temyl, his face gone pale. He turned and began to walk back toward the front. "Bogs! Get ready. The magister's returned to his senses and it's time for us to have a drink. Bogs?"

Audsley's heart skipped a beat, a surprisingly sharp sensation. 

Temyl ran the last dozen yards to the doorway in the glass wall and peered out onto the ledge, frantic, searching the open, blank expanse of space. "Bogusch!"

Audsley passed a hand over his face, taking off his spectacles. His knees felt weak as Aedelbert swooped in from a high shelf to land on his shoulder. 

"Oh, dear," he said to himself, hands shaking, unable to catch his breath. "Oh, dear."
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Asho slid and fell down the obliquely angled crack, scraping and banging his elbows as he dropped, till the slope fell away and he plummeted into the darkness, falling for several heart-wrenching seconds before he landed roughly on a rock floor. 

He had enough presence of mind to roll aside just before Mæva landed where he'd been with a rush of wind and a light thud. Then came a cry and Kethe clattered down, hitting the ground hard on her side. Asho scrambled over to her and clamped his hand over her mouth, gazing up at the bright crack above them. Waiting. Watching. Seeing if the demon would follow.

It didn't. After a few more seconds he released Kethe, suddenly aware of the pressure of her lips against his callused palm, and helped her to her feet. It wasn't pitch-black, as he'd first thought, because some light filtered down from the surface, enough to see that they were standing in a grotto of some kind, the walls raw, unworked rock. 

Asho's eyes adjusted quickly, finding comfort in the soft, velvety gloom. It always felt good to be underground. Relaxing a fraction, he peered ahead and behind them. 

"There," he whispered. "The crack widens a little ahead. Maybe it's a passage?"

Kethe reached out and took hold of his arm. "You can see in this murk?"

"Enough." He smiled bitterly at her, knowing she'd not be able to make out his expression. "The benefits to being Bythian are few, but this is one of them. Come on."

"No," said Mæva, her voice rippling with panic. Astride her shoulder, Ashurina was fanning her wings in alarm. "We wait here for a few hours, then climb back out and continue getting out of here."

Asho disengaged his arm from Kethe and stepped up in front of the witch. "You don't understand, do you? We've been guided here. I don't necessarily mean by the demons, though perhaps them too. Fate, luck, whatever you want to call it – we've entered the true heart of Skarpheðinn. We're in. We've got a chance to really learn something, to get at the truth of this place. We're not turning back now."

"You'll die here," whispered Mæva. "You're going to your death."

"Perhaps," said Asho. "But I'm going to risk it. Kethe?"

She stepped up beside him. "I'm with you."

"Youth," said Mæva. "That must be the reason behind your madness. Or your rank stupidity. When I agreed to lead you up here -"

"Enough, Mæva. We need you now more than ever. I've seen enough to know that we'll never be able to assault the Black Gate with a band of Hrethings or knights or whoever else we might bring up here. We'd get picked off and torn apart long before we reached this point. No, this is how it must be done. This is the only way. Three individuals with unique talents, slipping in unnoticed, unseen, to learn the truth and perhaps strike a telling blow against the enemy."

Asho felt a strange power rising within him, a new authority, almost as if a greater voice were speaking through him. He felt his skin prickle, felt disconnected from himself, felt lethal and fey and illimitable.

"Be careful, boy." Mæva's voice was coiled and cold. "You drink deep of the magic in the air. It sinks into you like spilt blood into a rug. Don't lose your head."

"Fair enough." She was right. He felt feverish, almost manic. He could take off at a dead sprint and never get tired. "But you don't deny my claim."

Mæva spat, "You are mad, but the situation is what it is. I would never have come here willingly. But being here... All right. We shall proceed. Your madness has infected us all." 

Ashurina reared up again and hissed in anger, then flew from Mæva's shoulder to land on a ridge of rock. Mæva turned, following the passage of her flight. "We must. Don't you see? I - I won't leave them."

Kethe leaned in close to Asho. "Why is she reasoning with her firecat?"

"I don't know," Asho whispered back. "Audsley talks to his. It's harmless."

Ashurina's eyes sparked with yellow flame, and she suddenly uttered a spate of caustic, sharp syllables that hurt Asho's ears. He startled, feeling Kethe's grip again on his upper arm, but before he could interject, Mæva took a step toward Ashurina, her fists clenched.

"Not yet, it isn't. Until then, you are sworn to obey me. So descend. Exert yourself, or break our compact and lose all that you have waited so patiently for."

Ashurina hissed and lashed her tail from side to side, and then the caustic fires in her eyes died down and she leaped onto Mæva's shoulder once more. Mæva turned and stared with flat hostility at Asho and Kethe. 

"What?"

"Your firecat." It felt surreal to speak the words. "It spoke."

Mæva exhaled, her shoulders slumping. "Yes. It was Ashurina that saved me when I came to Skarpheðinn as a child." Her words had lost all animation, all verve and personality. Her voice had become leaden. "She found me on the verge of death and made me an offer. I accepted. Because of her... I live." 

Asho stiffened. "This gift you have been offering me. It was Ashurina."

Mæva couldn't meet his eyes. "Yes. And if you wish it, she can still be yours. Even now I would give her to you, though it mean my death. At least I would die clean, my body my own, my soul -"

"No," said Kethe. "He doesn't want it."

Mæva stepped forward, a hand reached out as if imploring. "Kethe, it would benefit you as well, would save your soul, prolong your life -"

"No," said Asho. He felt a strange mixture of horror and disgust. "Kethe's right. I don't want your 'gift'." 

Kethe's voice grew hard. "What is she? That's no firecat."

"Yes and no," agreed Mæva, turning away from them. She reached up to caress Ashurina's head. "Ashurina wears the firecat as we might wear a suit of clothing. At heart, though, she is a demon. That is how she was able to teach me to cast the taint of my magic into others."

"A demon," whispered Asho. He felt nauseated. How close had he come to taking her for his own? The firecat looked over its shoulder at him with its customary inscrutable expression. "What - how? What does it want?"

"If you had accepted her, I would explain all. But now it is no concern of yours. I came up here in the hopes - I helped all of you, in the stupid, vain hope that I might - but never mind. It hasn't come to pass."

Mæva dropped her hand and stared down at the rock floor. "And - perhaps I'm glad. She's my burden to bear. Nothing between us changed. I am still willing to guide you. Will you follow?"

Asho's horror had become something akin to pity. Mæva was a slender shadow. Still she refused to look up at them. For how long has she been alone? For how long had she bourn this burden? "Yes. All right. Lead on."

"Now is not the time or place. Come!" 

Mæva's eyes glowed with the same yellow fire that had haunted the firecat a moment ago. "Good. Now let us see what we can find down here in the depths. Let's see what it is that scares Ashurina so. Come!" 

She pushed past Asho and strode confidently into the dark. Asho held onto Kethe's arm, guiding her in the gloom, and followed. The ground beneath his feet had suddenly become treacherous. Had all her help been for this? An attempt to discharge her curse? Asho couldn't help but shiver. Had she locked on him as a target from the very first moment they'd met? And if so, could he trust her, even now?

The walls squeezed in around them before widening once more. The passageway sloped down sharply, wound to the left, and then fragmented into a fork. Mæva hesitated. 

"Left," whispered Asho. He could feel the magic pouring from that direction, a warm and sultry flood that stirred his loins and sped his heart. He flared his fingers open around the hilt of his sword, then clenched them tight. It was hard to breathe. His clothing and armor felt constraining. The urge to open his mind to the magic and drink deep was overwhelming, but he fought it back. He could sense the peril.

They hurried down the passageway, and then Mæva drew back against the wall, motioning urgently for Asho and Kethe to do likewise. Asho dragged Kethe alongside him, shrinking back just as a creature shambled around the corner, a fragment of boiling shadows and gray tendons, milky white eyes and elongated teeth. Asho could almost see the black soul that coiled in its center, the animus that propelled this ruined corpse on. It passed them by without glancing at them, leaving behind it a fetid, rank smell like rotting leather.

They pressed on, with Asho guiding Mæva each time the passage split. They walked through a warren where the ceiling was low, the walls sharp and flinty. Asho could barely make out the contours of the walls, and realized that there was a dim ambient light down here, without source but ever-present. The farther they went, the more pronounced it became, until he realized that there was an actual glow coming from the ceiling, where a luminous mist flickered in iridescent shades of blue and green.

Kethe noticed it at the same time and stopped, her hand still locked on his arm. "What is that?"

Asho could feel the magic pulsing within the mist. This wasn't the first time he'd seen it - it was as familiar to him as his oldest childhood memories.

"The aurora," he whispered. "In Bythos. It covers the cavern ceiling, providing the light by which we see. I'd always heard that it had grown faint after the Black Gate was closed, but still it shone. This must be a miniature version, coming from the smaller Black Gate we've come to find. The aurora infernalis, it was called."

He reached up and raked his fingers though the mist, causing it to ripple as if it were a stream of water. Hot prickles flowed across his palm.

Kethe let go of him and tentatively reached up to touch the aurora, which immediately began to swirl around her fingers, forming a funnel into which the glowing mist streamed, descending to her palm and vanishing there. Asho felt the magic being drained from the air, and saw sweat spring up on Kethe's brow as she gritted her jaw, lost in the moment.

Mæva strode up and yanked Kethe's arm down. "What are you doing?"

"I - I don't know. It was an impulse -"

"No impulses. Do you want to summon every demon within a square mile? Have them come running to see what disturbs the flow of magic so rudely?" Mæva glared at her. "Foolish girl. You'll be the death of us yet." 

Kethe stepped up beside Asho and walked alongside him. "It felt like I was trying to drink the ocean dry," she whispered. "And the madness of it was that I thought I could. I thought I had a chance..."

She shook her head, and he saw real fear in her eyes. "This is how my kind die," she whispered. "Those of us who are attuned to the White Gate. I know it now. We drink too much. We burn out." She shuddered and looked away.

He wanted to wrap his arm around her shoulders, but instead simply grimaced and walked alongside her, sword at the ready. She'd made it amply clear that she didn't want his sympathy. You are no Ennoian knight. Conflicted, his own concern for her making him feel the fool, he probed ahead into the darkness, watching for their next obstacle. He knew there would be one. No, not one - many. It was a miracle that they had made it this far. 

"Slow," said Mæva, then lowered herself into a crouch as the tunnel ahead of them rose and opened to a kind of ridge. 

Asho and Kethe followed suit, and together they crept up and peered down into a cavern whose floor was covered in long stalagmites on whose tips were impaled all manner of corpses. Asho's stomach tightened at the sight. He saw everything from ravens to deer to people, all in various states of decomposition, eyes sunken, flesh ripe, skin and pelts crawling with bugs, lit by the aurora that swirled across the ceiling like a risen tide. His throat clenched, and he averted his gaze from the faces. The staring eyes, the bared teeth. 

Kethe covered her nose with the back of her wrist. "What is this?"

"Demons cannot enter our world without a host," whispered Mæva. "You recall the one we fought at the cliff's edge? How after we killed it there was nothing left but a mountain goat? Each demon needs an anchor to keep it in this realm. The more powerful the demon, the larger the host."

A bird the size of a large dog fluttered into the chamber, wings of shadow beating as fast as a hummingbird's so that its flight was precise, but stilted. A massive, curved beak gleamed wetly in the light of the aurora, and in its claws it carried the limp remains of a fox. It hovered over a sharp-tipped stalagmite, then darted down to impale the fox before turning to fly away.

"So, this is - what - a larder? A repository for demons who wish to enter our world?"

Mæva shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. But perhaps."

Kethe grimaced and lowered her hand. "There was a little bird that lived in the bushes along the path to the village below Kyferin Castle. A shrike, it was called, a butcher bird. It would impale little lizards, large insects, those kinds of things, on thorns to eat later."

Asho looked past the bodies and saw the mouth of a tunnel across from them on the cavern floor. Magic welled up from there like a geyser. 

"There," he said. "Come on." 

Excitement, euphoria, confidence, all of these were growing within him as the magic increasingly saturated the air. Not waiting, he hopped over the ridge and slid down the steep slope, blade in hand, and hit the cavern floor running. The stalagmites were spindly and tall, so that the bodies were raised above the height of his head. As he darted between them he saw the corpse of a Hrething man, stone spike lancing up through his back. 

Should he cut the man down? Prevent the demons from using him as a host? No, there was no time.

He heard the slide and crunch of the other two following him. Then he heard a buzzing sound, and looking to his left he saw a bird demon - a shrike - flying in with a young mountain goat in its claws. 

He panicked. He was right out in the open. 

Holding his blade in both hands, he turned to face it, preparing to leap up so as to cut it in mid-air - only to feel Kethe's hand close around his arm. He glanced at her, surprised, and she shook her head urgently. Seeing his confusion, she pointed at the shrike, then at her eyes, then shook her head again.

Oh. Right. He'd forgotten. Asho nodded, feeling like a fool, and jogged after Kethe into the far tunnel. Mæva followed on their heels, and he put on more speed, needing to burn off the energy that suffused him, the mad and delirious need to fight, to exert himself, to vent this pent-up power that was driving him mad. 

"Asho!" Kethe's warning hiss was meaningless. "Slow down!" Her footsteps were akin to a light patter of rain behind him, and he heard Mæva's growl as she put on more speed too, sprinting to keep up. He didn't care. Couldn't care. He had to run, had to find some kind of release. His thoughts were a maelstrom as he dove ever deeper into the demon tunnels, ever closer to the Black Gate, whose magic was as terrible as it was glorious, and threatened to burn him from the core out.

He saw movement up ahead. Something was fleeing them. Narrowing his eyes, he leaned forward as he ran. He could almost make them out: a small knot of people. Humans, running as fast as he was. They looked familiar, he thought. Then it hit him. Two women and a man? He was chasing their own group.

Asho skidded to a stop, nearly tripping. Kethe and Mæva ran past him, confused, then looked back, and he saw their eyes widen. Ahead, at the edge of his vision, he saw the two women turn to stare back at him as well. Mind spinning, he turned again and saw another three people behind them, all of then turning around to stare into the darkness behind them.

Asho felt his mind strain as it sought to hold on to something, anything, that might make sense of this. 

He raised his arm. The Asho he was staring at, at the far reach of the tunnel, raised his arm as well. 

Reflexively he reached out and connected with Kethe. He sensed her burning presence behind him, a white, incandescent flame. She accepted him, and immediately he felt magic sluice out of his body through their conduit, even without his using it. He felt the pressure within his head lessen, and his fever grow tempered. 

The mirrored group faded away into the darkness. Asho looked ahead. That group was gone as well.

He turned to Kethe. "What in the White Gate...?"

She could only shake her head, panic flickering beneath a façade of control, her eyes wide like those of a startled horse.

"We're close to the Gate," Mæva said. "That's all we need to know. Expect more."

Asho wanted to laugh. With each beat of his heart, he could feel magic pass from him into Kethe. What would have happened to him if she hadn't been here? Nothing good, he was sure. "All right." He moved his sword to his left hand, then shook out his right. His fingers were stiff from clenching the hilt so hard. That's when he saw Ashurina. 

The firecat had grown. No longer the size of a house cat, the demon creature was now the size of a badger, with great wings that beat the air silently, her eyes blazing piss yellow. She hovered above them, beating her wings slowly, gazing down at them inscrutably, malevolently.

"What did you promise Ashurina in exchange for her service?" He couldn't tear his eyes away from the firecat demon.

Mæva gazed up at where Ashurina was hovering, and to his surprise answered him in a hollow voice. "My body. Perhaps even my soul, once I am dead."

Asho blinked and stared at her. She met his gaze with a sorrowful equanimity. "I was so young. When the moment came, I realized that I didn't want to die. I thought I needed Ashurina, no matter the cost."

Asho nodded. "And now?"

The monstrous Ashurina hovered silently above them, watching. Mæva looked back up. "I no longer crave life as I once did. Now I crave a peaceful death."

"It's waiting for you to die," said Kethe in awe and horror. "To collect on your bargain."

"I won't die here," said Mæva sharply. "Not for you, not for anyone. I'm still going to find a way to free myself. Understood?" 

Asho nodded. It was intolerable to stand still. His body was burning from the inside out. He needed release. Confrontation. An end to this hunt. He drew his sword and stepped past the two women into the darkness ahead of them. His mind whirled. He thought of Mæva, young and wasted, dying in the peaks, the horrible promise she had made. He thought of Bythos, of his crippled father, his mother, poor Shaya. Thought of Lord Kyferin dying in a blast of black fire, of Makaria dying in Asho's own unnatural flame. On and on his mind spun, spitting forth images and thoughts and memories. 

He should turn back. Getting this close to the Black Gate was killing him, but he couldn't stop his feet. On he strode, faster and faster, till he was running once more. At long last he understood what drew moths to flame, that suicidal desire to burn in the heart of that which attracts you. It was death to continue, yet that certainty only made him race forward all the quicker. 

Ahead he saw a large, cavernous archway leading into a vast space beyond. Heart pounding, sword in hand, Asho raced recklessly through. It was like moving into a powerful headwind. He had to slit his eyes, but he still saw fires burning from natural pits in the cavern floor beyond, spiraling columns of cherry-red flame that illuminated the great, rocky tiers that rose raggedly to where a vast prism of night spun slowly, its geometric planes perfectly smooth, magic pouring out of its corpus in an everlasting torrent.

Welcome, said a great and terrible voice akin to boulders shifting deep within the earth. 

Asho wasn't sure if he heard the words or simply felt them in the cavity of his chest. Blinking, he tore his eyes away from the Black Gate and focused on a great throne that rose a dozen yards in height beside it, carved from living rock and horrifically imposing.

A man was sitting on that massive throne, aged and dignified, and there was something to his smile that struck terror into Asho's heart. 

You have come. Now we may begin.
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Tharok stepped down off the ridge and began to descend to the Chasm with Nok a few steps behind. Halfway down, he looked over his shoulder at the larger kragh. "Nok. Thank you. How did you know to come?"

"I saw you and Toad ascend. My gut told me something was wrong, so I followed."

"Toad didn't tell you what was going on when you passed him?"

"I never passed him," said Nok. "I came up and saw you being attacked. Of Toad I saw no sign."

"Hmm," said Tharok, moving down once more. "He must have gone down by a different path."

Down they went. Nok reached the chasm bottom first. "You're going to talk to the human trader?"

"Yes," said Tharok. He spotted the distant caravan parked at the edge of the Red River camp, the somnolent figure of the stone troll standing beside it, head lowered, club in hand. "We'll see what sort of reception I get. Can I count on you in a fight against Grax?"

Nok laughed darkly. "If I see you fighting that monster, I'll save time by cutting my own throat."

Tharok chuckled, watched Nok grin, and then threw his head back and let out a roar. It was good to laugh, for the Peaks knew there had been precious little to amuse him thus far. Nok grinned again and then shook his head and walked away.

Tharok took a deep breath and approached the caravan. Grax sensed his approach and lifted his head slowly, his eyes twin red points. Tharok slowed, stopped, and returned the glare. Grax stood motionless now that he had Tharok in his sights. It would take little to make the troll explode into movement, swinging that club with terrible power. Were they in the wild, Tharok would already be consigning his spirit to the Valley of the Dead and the Sky Father. As it was, he simply walked in a wide circle around the troll until he reached the front of the wagon where the human sat reading by candlelight, a pipe drooping from between his teeth.

"Ah," said Gregory, putting up his book. "My friend returns. I was beginning to think you had forgotten our meeting."

"No," said Tharok, moving forward to stand directly before him. A small fire was burning at the human's feet, already reduced to ashes and coals. Tharok sank into a crouch before it and reached out to present his lined and callused palms to the soft heat. "I didn't forget. Far from it. It's been at the front of my thoughts since we spoke."

"And mine," said Gregory. He inserted a bright red strip of leather into the book and closed it, then set it aside with care and sat up, taking the pipe from his mouth so as to blow a plume of smoke up into the night air, where it uncurled and disappeared. "War profiteering. Delightful words. Reason to share a fire and discuss the matter further."

Tharok nodded, mesmerized by the coals. Their dusty red depths, the white ash that furred their exterior. He took up a twig as thick as his finger and prodded the depths of the fire pit, turning over coals and poking at the husks of larger branches so that they cracked and collapsed upon themselves.

"Gregory," he said. "Where do you come from, and why are you here?"

The human paused in the act of drawing a blanket around his shoulders and eyed Tharok thoughtfully. The kragh warlord ignored him and continued to stir the coals.

"I am from the Ascendant Empire," said the human at last. "You have heard of that, I'm sure?"

"The human lands," said Tharok. "Accessed through the Portal in Abythos. Kragh mercenaries go there to fight the human battles." 

"Indeed. I am from a mountain city called Sige. Have you heard of it?"

Tharok looked up, shook his head, and looked back down.

"You would like it, being a highland kragh as you are. A city of towers that cling to the highest peaks, their tops jutting into the clouds. Some are connected by delicate bridges that arch out over the void, while others can only be accessed by Lunar Portals once a month." Gregory's gaze grew distant. "A city of servants and sages, of holy men and fools. That was where I was raised, and would live still were it not for a crime and a tragedy that would make even the stones weep. I'll skip that part, however. I doubt you're interested in the follies of youth and love. Regardless – I fled Sige and eventually washed up on the islands of Killspray, to the south of the city of Zoe. Have you heard of them?"

Tharok looked up once more, shook his head again, and looked back down.

The human pursed his lips once more, and sighed. "The islands of Killspray are famous for their beauty. White rocks rising out of the azure sea, small trees wizened and growing from the rock, white buildings built along the ragged coastline of each small island. The people are beautiful and tanned by the sun. I took refuge there, and it was on the island of Koris that I met an old man by the name of Egard. He was a master of the beasts of the air and sea, of the sky and land, of the water and rock. I saw him sing down eagles from the sky, saw him cluck his tongue and have fish leap into his boat. I decided there and then to apprentice myself to him."

A knowing gleam came into Gregory's eyes. "Do you wish me to continue in this vein, or shall I skip to my more recent past?"

Tharok kept his face neutral. "Continue. I'd like to learn more about this Egard." 

Grax had approached, inching closer by small degrees until he stood at the edge of the firelight, a rough, slate-colored figure that seemed born of nightmare, his twin red eyes half-lidded.

Gregory puffed on his pipe contentedly. " Egard told me that if I could bring every goat on the island to his door, with none of them tethered, he would teach me. Goats may not be as impressive as trolls, but when you're talking about some few hundred of them –"

"So, you can command animals?"

Gregory smiled, and the smile was all wolf. "If I wish to. But the power, kragh, is greater than just that. What is man but an animal, a monkey that walks on two legs? We have blood and organs, we eat and shit, we mate and sleep and snore and die. What works on the beaver works on the man, and are kragh so different?"

Tharok flipped over another coal. Its underbelly sizzled as red flared across its surface and then darkened to crimson, then burgundy, and then to black paled over by ash. "You can command kragh."

"I can."

"Then make me plunge my hand into this fire."

"Why would I do that?"

"To prove that you can."

"But I don't need to prove it to anybody."

"You need to prove it to me."

"And why is that?"

"Because I need to believe that you are who you say you are. If you are lying, then I would know it, and walk away. Make me put my hand in the fire, and I will know you have true power."

The amusement disappeared from Gregory's face. "If I make you put your hand in the fire, you will be burned. You will feel pain, and no doubt seek to strike me. Grax will then tear off your arm. You are a warlord, and your tribe will attack me. Grax and I will die after some fifty of your kragh are killed. So, tell me: why should we pursue this course of action?"

Tharok grinned, showing Gregory his tusks. "I swear to you by the Five Peaks that if you force me, I shall not hold it against you. That's my word given. Now act, or admit yourself a lair."

Gregory studied Tharok's expression, then set aside his pipe. He rolled back his sleeves and ran his fingers lightly over a filigree of scars carved into the skin of his forearms. He took a deep breath through his nose, settled himself further, and then locked eyes with Tharok.

Tharok immediately began to feel the circlet around his brow begin to heat up. Gregory frowned, furrowed his brows, and leaned forward, staring harder at Tharok. The iron around Tharok's forehead began to burn, stinging his skin. Gregory was breathing hard now, cords standing out in his neck, and the iron began to sear Tharok's skin.

"Enough!" cried Tharok, holding out a hand. "I believe you."

Gregory sat back, gasping, and wiped sweat from his brow. "How did you do that?" he demanded. "Nobody has resisted me like that before. How did you avoid my command?"

"We kragh aren't as stupid or weak as you might think," said Tharok, fighting to keep his tone amused. "I believe you have power, but it's good that you see that you don't have that power over me."

"I could still have Grax crush you," said Gregory petulantly. 

"Just as I could have my tribe kill you. There is no need to pursue that line of conversation further. Instead, let's talk business. You seemed interested when I mentioned war profit."

Gregory took up his pipe. His hand was shaking as he clamped the pipe between his teeth and inhaled. Finally, he shook his head, admitting defeat, and leaned back. "Fine, keep your secrets. Tell me what you are thinking."

"In a few days, if all goes well, I will summon a Grand Convocation. I will bring all the tribes beneath my banner, and then lead them down against the Tragon to war. We will sweep the Tragon before us, and all their belongings and goods will be left in our hands. Now, much of what the Tragon have, the highland kragh will take, but they will no doubt carry a number of 'civilized' objects with them that we won't want. We will need somebody to take all that stuff and sell it to the humans or the Orlokor. We'll give that person a percentage of the profits."

"Interesting," said Gregory, rubbing his jaw with his hand. "You basically need somebody who knows the markets, and can place goods in the right hands for the maximum profit."

"Correct," said Tharok. "You will in turn receive payments on a scale that you have never known before. You won't trade with one or two kragh. You will be negotiating the sales of an entire tribe's belongings and treasure."

"Well," said Gregory, "that sounds good. But what do you want in exchange?"

Tharok took up the stick again and prodded one more time at the fire. Then he took the twig and snapped it twice and cast the pieces into the fire pit. "I want to learn your method of controlling Grax."

Gregory laughed and slapped his knee. "Oh, is that all? The heart of my power, the secret to my trade? You want that in exchange for some measly pony hides and bags of fermented goat piss?"

Tharok leaned forward and said very quietly, "Do you honestly think that will be all the Tragon carry?"

"How do you mean?" asked Gregory.

"You're a human. Don't play shy. If you really are a member of a powerful family in this distant capital city, you no doubt know how we kragh are played against each other. Prevented from growing powerful by the manipulations of you humans. Oh, not you, of course, but the others, the humans who run the cities. They set kragh against kragh so that our numbers never grow, our tribes never strengthen."

"I don't know what you're talking about," said Gregory, looking off into the middle distance.

"But you do. You know exactly what I mean. Perhaps even how the Tragon are now being paid by the human empire to ally with the Hrakar, their former enemies, against the Orlokor. What I'm saying is this: we are going to descend on the Tragon before they can spend all that coin and shaman stone that has been placed in their hands. Do you think highland kragh want to carry heavy bags of metal around with them while we travel these mountains? No. So, you keep the coin, you sell the goods, and then you buy whatever we need and send it up to these mountains. Clear?"

"What you're saying," said Gregory, chewing on his pipe stem, "is that you plan to hit the Tragon so quickly that you'll be taking the gold that the humans have supposedly given them to stir up trouble. And I will get all that gold."

"To spend for us, yes. Though you'll get your own generous cut. The humans have no doubt invested a lot of money into the Tragon already. However, that gold need not rest with the Tragon. It could go into your pocket. If you help me."

Gregory nodded slowly, eyes half-lidded. "I haven't been a true son of the Empire for more than fifteen years. No real alliance there, I suppose. And my soul is undoubtedly bound for the Black Gate."

"Exactly," said Tharok, not knowing of what he spoke but watching the merchant carefully.

Gregory sniffed and resettled himself on his cushion. "And in exchange, you want to know how to summon and hold the will of the stone trolls."

"Yes," said Tharok.

"What if you can't learn it? It takes a certain kind of mind, a certain outlook, a certain mentality. It takes knowing how to apply pressure and lead the other on. It takes cunning and discipline, passion and patience. I can't just teach this to any human, much less any kragh. No offense. It's not a question of understanding, but of talent."

"Say I have that. Would you teach me?"

Gregory grumbled into his pipe, then took it out of his mouth and banged the bowl against the side of his shoe. He refilled and relit it, and a thick, white smoke began to curl from the bowl. "How about this," he said. "Let's see if you have the ability, even if only in rudimentary form. If I see some form of talent within you, then we will proceed. If you don't? Then promise me that I still get to help you with this endeavor. After all, I shouldn't be punished if you are too slow to uphold your end of the bargain."

"Agreed," said Tharok without hesitation. "What would this test be?"

"We can start with something small," said Gregory. "Maybe a fish, if we can, or a bird. If you have talent, you should be able to influence it enough for us to notice with but a little guidance from me." Gregory grinned at him with his tiny human teeth clamped around the pipe. "We can do it now."

"Good," said Tharok. "Tell me what I must do."

"First, you must listen," said Gregory, puffing out a ball of smoke past his lips. "Take a seat. Focus. What I'll say next I'll say once, and it's your responsibility to understand it the first time through."

Tharok considered the tiny campfire, the human, the mighty stone troll, and then sat down once more, crossed his legs and rested his great forearms on his knees. Gregory waited for him to truly settle, then leaned back once more, holding the pipe up to the sky.

"When I was told by Egard that I had to gather all the goats from the island and bring them to him, I laughed. I needed his power to accomplish that which would cause him to begin teaching me. But Egard wouldn't be moved. So I left, and spent about a week sitting amongst the rocks at the base of the Killspray cliffs. I sat and watched and watched and thought. First, I tried to devise a means to cheat. To pay everybody to bring their goats with them to Egard at an appointed hour. I could feasibly do this and fulfill the order, but something told me that Egard would not be pleased."

Tharok grunted, partially in amusement, partially in agreement. Gregory grinned at him, and proceeded. 

"So, I watched the world around me. That seemed the best way to begin. I saw the little firehawks that flitted around the cliffs, hunting fish in the ocean below. They would hover, still as a stone, then fold their wings and drop into the ocean, with only a plume of steam to mark their position. Moments later they would emerge, cooked fish in their talons, and return to their nests of stone to feed their young.

"And I thought, should I be like a firehawk? Take control of the goats by attacking them? And I decided: No. That can't be it. To do it that way is to visit violence upon the animal, to attack it, to come from outside, and every animal resists that which seeks to control it from outside.

"I left the cliffs and walked into the little meadows that were scooped into the bowls amidst the cliff tops. There I saw the goats and sheep. I watched how they stood, how they ate. How they moved together. How some might stand apart, chewing, only to return to the herd and cease to be an individual. And that's when I saw a charwolf, the first and only one I have ever seen. You have heard of them?"

Tharok shook his head.

"No? Then you are fortunate. It appeared amongst the sheep, and at first I didn't recognize it for what it was. I didn't recognize it for anything but a slightly larger sheep, wooly white and filthy as the rest, black-faced, quiet and herd-like. But then I noticed that it was moving in a manner strange to the herd. It wasn't drifting with them, but cutting across their path, changing the direction the sheep were headed. Some followed it, and then more, until the herd was moving back upcountry toward a ridge of trees. I stared, confused, and then I saw the yellow eyes. Once I had recognized it for what it was, I had trouble understanding how I could have ever thought it was a sheep. I stood up and watched as it led the sheep closer and closer to the woods. 

"That's when the shepherd noticed, fool that he was, and sent his dogs. But it was too late. The charwolf led the sheep into the woods, all of them following him in a single line, and by the time the dogs were there, perhaps ten seconds after the last had disappeared, the sheep were gone. I joined in the search, but do you think we ever saw any of those sheep again? No, we did not. 

"I walked back down to the little town and sat there in the square and thought and thought. The answer had been revealed. The firehawk had captured its prey through force, through attack. The charwolf had taken in one swoop over sixteen sheep all at once. How had it done so?"

"By pretending to be a sheep?" asked Tharok, caught up in the tale despite himself.

"Almost. By convincing the sheep and I that it was one of them. The next step wasn't obvious. I understood what to do, but not how to do it. Then I realized that the very nature of Egard's test meant it had to be possible for me to exercise that power without training. One either has the talent, or they don't. 

"That night was the first during the next three months that I spent sleeping in stables and pastures. I would spend hours looking at these animals, the ponies, goats and sheep, and try to convince them through sheer will that I was one of them. I would sit there and stare at them and try to get them to understand that I was a sheep."

Gregory paused, reached into his jacket and withdrew a small flask. He uncorked it, took a sip, then put it away.

"Did you succeed?" asked Tharok. 

"No. Four months had passed since Egard's challenge, and I had nothing to show for it. So I decided to leave the pens and instead study the charwolf. What a fascinating beast. Whether it's leading sheep and pigs or children and women, the results are the same. Nobody knows where the victims go. Nobody knows why the charwolf takes them. I traveled to Nous and went to their great university, where I asked just about everybody about the charwolf. Most of them laughed at me and declared that they didn't exist. Others pointed me in the direction of ancient texts that said nothing of use. Finally I discovered an old philosophical tract on the nature of being that used the charwolf as an example."

"The nature of being?"

"What it means to be yourself." 

Tharok went to protest, but then chose to stay silent. Gregory nodded in approval. 

"The book said that the only way that the charwolf could convince other creatures to follow it, could convince a sheep or a man that the charwolf was really one of them, was for the charwolf to believe it itself. Ah! You cannot imagine the thunderbolt that struck me that night, deep in the bowels of the library, reading those yellowed pages in what felt like the bottom of a book-lined pit. Of course! I had spent months trying to impose upon the animals that I was one of them, commanding them to not see me as human but as a goat, when I didn't believe it myself. I might as well tell you to believe the sky is red. No, what I had to do was believe it myself in some fashion, and then lead the goats to see it too."

"You had to believe you were a goat."

"Indeed! And before you laugh, take a look at Grax, here. Look where such a belief has led me."

Annoyance flickered through Tharok at the human's arrogance. "It's led you to a high mountain pass in the company of kragh and trolls, far from Sige and still alone."

Gregory stopped his amiable puffing on his pipe and narrowed his eyes. He slowly chewed on the stem, the hard wood clicking against his teeth. "True. I can't deny it. I have power, but power does not bring wisdom. What happened to me after my training with Egard is a story twice as long as the one I am telling you, but it has no bearing on this. I'll finish now. Listen closely.

"I returned to the Killspray Islands and told Egard that I would be bringing him all the goats that evening. He largely ignored me, but I marched away, confident. I went to the center of town and sat in the middle of the square and began to think like a goat. That is where the talent is, where you either have the capability or you don't. It's not simply a question of imagination, but rather an ability to truly believe yourself to be other than what you are. To feel four legs beneath you, the hunger in your belly that can only be assuaged for a while. The need to chew cud. The smells, the tastes, the coiled strength in your muscles. To be a goat."

"So, you did it. You believed yourself to be a goat."

"I did. And then I walked all over the island, and every goat followed me. I was in a daze, and it was all I could do to remember my objective. I wanted to stop and eat and sleep and doze. But I didn't. I walked and walked, with no one stopping me, and led over a hundred goats to Egard's hut, where he emerged and saw me standing there, amidst this ocean of goat faces, all of them staring at me. He took me in there and then, and I stopped believing myself a goat and let them go."

"And right now you believe yourself to be a troll? How are you talking to me like this?"

"Only a true beginner or a complete incompetent has to believe himself to be a goat in the way I did, to truly be a goat with all his being to the point where he's barely human. Now, after years of mastery, I can believe I am a troll with only a small part of my mind. As you grow more adept at this training, you begin to believe yourself to be many things at the same time. I have been, all at once, the falcon and the hare, the horse and the man, the woman and the child. I have been the fish in the water and the firehawk in the air, the troll and the mountain goat. I have been many combinations, even once reaching my own personal record of five different creatures at once. That is why Grax stands here protecting me as one of his own. Because in my mind, and in his, I am. Were I to die? Woe to all your kragh, who would suddenly be faced with a lost and angry troll."

"Alright. I understand. Now, tell me how this test is to proceed."

"You understand? I sincerely doubt it. But we shall proceed with the test. I have never heard of a kragh who possessed this ability, and while you may be the first, the odds are against it. Still, it has passed the time. Now, you must demonstrate your natural talent for controlling others by believing yourself one of them. Pick something simple: a fish, perhaps, or a bird. They have limited minds. Then, I want you to attune yourself to it, and simply give it a nudge. Move it in a way that it wouldn't have done of its own accord. If I see you do that, I'll concede you have the ability. If not, well..." Gregory smiled widely.

Tharok nodded. A fish or a bird. No; a visceral part of him rejected starting so small, so humbly, so pathetically. He cast about until his gaze fell on Grax, and then he stood. Gregory followed his line of sight, realized his intention, and immediately doubled over laughing.

"You would work on Grax? A mind more alien to you than anything possible? A mind so hard to reach that at times I doubt it exists? Please, I would rather not die when your tribe comes roaring to discover why my troll killed their warlord."

Tharok's father had once said that the truest test of a kragh was how he acted when his life was in danger – which was why he had taught his sons how to fight with real weapons, dealing cuts that would take days to heal. He had always said that when the danger was real, the learning curve was steepest.

So, Tharok took a deep breath, reached down into the fire, and as quickly as he could, drew forth a smoldering log and hurled it at Grax's head.
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Tiron ghosted up to the mouth of the alleyway and glanced out into the street. It was shadowed by overarching wooden extensions built out from the second floor and a medley of brightly colored awnings. Everything was different and alien, from the smells of spices and honeyed meat that rode the breeze to the flowing robes that the people were wearing, the strange peaked shape of the windows that were filled not with glass but wooden lattices. People were arguing at shops whose wares were displayed in large windows beneath the awnings, and a quick glance showed it all to be metalwork of some kind, ranging from pots and lamps to ornate statuary and blades. 

Voices called out in amusement, others were raised in anger, and somewhere a flute trilled a high-pitched song. Sunlight illuminated a slender strip down the center of the street, and the clothing of those who passed through it would blaze a brilliant crimson or buttery yellow, catch fire or smolder before they passed back into the shadows. 

A man was watching him with wide eyes – a beggar, his legs missing below the knees, sitting across from the alley mouth on a dirty mat with a beaten pot of copper in front of him. Tiron ignored him and stepped out into the street, Ord right behind him, then Iskra, followed last by Hannus. Assuming a scowl, Tiron lifted his chin and began to walk confidently through the shadows, stepping around street dogs who lay sleeping on the cobblestones and ignoring the stares of everyone he passed. Conversation stilled around them, people elbowed each other and pointed, and Tiron began to walk faster. 

A large, rose-colored building stood at the edge of the street, a jagged vertical sliver visible between the balconies that crowded in on either side, its massive dome whose surface was carved in a snake scale pattern, a golden spike at its peak. A church? A palace? He had no idea. 

Their plan had been a simple one. As no one in their party spoke Agerastian, there was no point in asking for help or directions. Instead, they would walk until they either found the palace or were accosted by the authorities, at which point Iskra would make it clear that she wished to see the Agerastian emperor, and all would proceed smoothly and without any further difficulty from that point on.

It was a wretched plan, but their complete ignorance of Agerastos precluded anything more subtle. Tiron had been in favor of mugging passersby's for their clothing, but Iskra had ruled against him; they would not begin their attempt to sue for an alliance by committing crimes against the locals. 

Through the crowd Tiron made out three guards standing at ease in the sunlight, skewers of dark meat in their hands. They were wearing short vermillion jackets chased in gold, black pantaloons, and yellow sashes around their waists. Heavy, curved blades hung from their belts, and they had that air of disdain and confidence that marked all men in positions of authority. Tiron slowed, considered turning back, and decided against it. 

He walked up to the three men, his hands suitably far from the hilt of his sword, and slowed as they caught sight of him. Iskra stepped forward, and Tiron felt a wave of admiration pass through him. She exuded nobility, from the rich weave of her clothing to the poise with which she held herself. The sunlight burnished her hair a deep auburn, and Tiron thought she had never looked more beautiful.

The guards stepped up warily, two of them tossing their skewers aside while the third, slightly plumper than the others, slid his quickly under his yellow sash. Their leader had a round face with a weak chin, but his eyes were lively and his interest seemed sharp. He asked them something in a stream of Agerastian: a question, Tiron judged from the lilt on which it ended.

Iskra gave a formal nod. "My apologies, but I do not speak your language. Please, take us to someone with whom we can converse."

The lead guard frowned, hesitated, and then looked past Iskra to examine Tiron and his two guards. He considered their swords and their sodden clothing, then gave Iskra a wary nod in return. He said something slowly in Agerastian, then pointed at Tiron's sword and gestured that it be handed over.

Iskra turned back to him. Doubt flickered across her face, but then she nodded. "We'll not accomplish our goals here with the blade. Please disarm, Ser Tiron."

A blank refusal rose up within him, but he checked it savagely and made sure his expression remained neutral. It felt profoundly wrong, but he unbuckled his sword, wrapped the belt around the scabbard, and stepped up to extend it slowly to the guard. The man said a single word, and the second man who had thrown away his skewer stepped forth to accept it, along with Ord's and Hannus' blades.

Their leader relaxed and gave a stiff smile. He hesitated, clearly wishing to ask questions, but finally he gestured politely that Iskra should follow him, and took a few steps before glancing back. Iskra inclined her head and followed, at which the man turned and resolutely began leading them down the street.

A large crowd had gathered to watch this exchange, and Tiron heard countless whispers as he and his men followed Iskra down the street. The other two guards followed them, and in such manner did they leave the street and emerge into a large, irregularly shaped square that was dominated by that rose-colored building. It was large, as tall as a castle tower and built with a massive ground level, but the guard did not lead them toward it. Instead they crossed the square, which seemed to serve as a sparse market, its sides crowded with tents and stalls, its center bare beneath the midday sun but for a solitary plane tree whose canopy shielded a slumbering mass of about a dozen hounds. 

The guard captain led them across the square, around the sleeping dogs, and up to a stall whose front was laden with slender pamphlets and small, framed sketches of buildings, maps, and strange monsters. A man rose to his feet behind the stall as they approached. He was of medium height and perhaps fifty years of age, his face lined and well-tanned, his hair touched with gray. He had the suspicious and alert expression of a dog used to being kicked.

The guard captain said something softly to his plump underling, who nodded and jogged away. He then turned to the stall owner and spoke rapidly to him. The owner's eyes widened, and then he turned to consider Iskra, gaze flickering past her to Tiron and the others before he nodded to the captain. 

He stepped out from behind the stall, bowed in a surprisingly elegant manner, and said in a heavily accented voice, "Please excuse me. Many years since I speak Ennoian. I am Orishin. Is this your language?"

Ser Tiron felt a knot of tension relax within him; at least they had avoided being stabbed to death before they had a chance to explain their cause.

Iskra nodded graciously to the man. "It is, and well met, Orishin. I am Lady Iskra of Ennoia, come to seek an audience with your emperor."

Orishin translated rapidly for the captain, who was listening with intense focus. The captain rubbed his nose and replied sternly and at length, after which Orishin turned back to Iskra.

"Captain Patash welcomes you to Agerastos. He says you do us much honor by visiting, and he hopes your stay is pleasing to you." 

Tiron restrained the urge to raise an eyebrow. That didn't match the tenor of the captain's questions. 

Orishin pressed on. "He humbly ask, how you come to Agerastos and how many more of you here."

"Please tell the captain that we came by way of a secret Lunar Gate, that this is our full number, and that our intentions are peaceful. Please ask him to conduct us to the palace as quickly as possible, and tell him we are most grateful for his assistance."

Again Orishin translated quickly and quietly while Tiron watched Patash. Was the translation faithful? 

The guard captain tossed off an immediate response.

"He ask, where is Lunar Gate?"

Iskra smiled apologetically. "That, we will not reveal to anyone but the emperor."

The captain clearly was not pleased with this response, but he gave a pensive nod. 

The sound of hurrying footsteps caused Tiron to turn, and he saw without much surprise the plump guard returning with eight other guards at his heels. These men had come quickly, their hands on the hilts of their swords, but Patash gave a curt wave of his hand and they relaxed, fanning out to surround Tiron's small group, their faces hard but their eyes alight with curiosity.

Iskra ignored them completely. Captain Patash smiled stiffly again, then bowed and gestured, saying something that sounded courteous to Tiron's ear.

"The captain ask, you follow him? He says it is his pleasure to escort you to palace."

"Very well," Iskra said. "Thank you."

The captain turned to the large crowd that had gathered and clapped his hands twice, barking a command as he did so, and the crowd reluctantly dispersed. With the captain in the lead they walked down the side of the square to the mouth of a large street, four Agerastian guards ahead and six behind. Tiron checked Ord and Hannus; they were tense, but calm. Good men. 

Orishin walked alongside Iskra, hands laced behind his back. Tiron stepped up on his lady's far side, feeling the absence of his sword acutely. 

"Lady Iskra, if I may ask." Orishin assumed a disarming smile. "You are come to ask for peace of the emperor?"

"In a manner of speaking," said Iskra. "Our intentions are most certainly peaceful."

Orishin nodded vigorously. "Yes. You come for - no, I mean, you are emissary of Ascendant?"

Iskra's smile was apologetic. "You will forgive me, but that I shall reveal only to the emperor himself."

"Yes, yes, of course. Orishin, he ask too many questions. Please forgive."

"Not at all," said Iskra, smiling politely. "How did you come to learn Ennoian?"

Tiron kept an eye out as they walked. He was starting to discern some general patterns in the crowd, a different manner of stare depending on who was looking at him. All were curious, but in the hard faces and cold eyes of most he saw animosity if not growing hostility as the crowd realized who they were. That made perfect sense; with an Agerastian army on Ennoian soil, he and Iskra represented the enemy. 

Yet the curiosity of some was mingled with raised eyebrows and thoughtful gazes, showing not anger but something akin to hope. Tiron mulled that over. It was natural for those related to the soldiers to wish for their return. Perhaps not all of Agerastos was fervently in favor of the war continuing. 

"...for which I was punished, Lady Iskra." Orishin was still telling his tale. "I was removed from academy and not allowed to work as scribe again. Very cruel, most unfair. Now I sell cheap work in market. Enough to buy food, water, shelter, but not much more." He gave a resigned shrug. "Life! It does not reward curiosity. At least, not in Agerastos."

Iskra nodded. "I am sorry to hear that, Master Orishin, though your fate has led you to cross my path." Her smile was warmer this time. "Something for which I am most grateful."

Orishin ducked his head. "No, please, I am grateful, not you. I am happy to be of service. Let me come with you, Lady Iskra, into palace. I shall translate for you, make sure others do not lie, change your words."

Tiron studied the stall master. Who would know if he told the truth? His urge was to turn the man away, but Iskra nodded. 

"We shall see," she said. "But if it is possible, I will ask that you accompany us."

"Thank you. Very good, very wise, yes." Orishin beamed at her and stood straighter. "We come to palace wall soon. The emperor, he is defended by household of - how do you say?" He tried a word in Agerastian that sounded like charivari, and frowned. "Please excuse me. Men who have had their manhood removed."

Iskra blinked, and Tiron nearly tripped. "What?" He stared at Orishin. "On purpose?"

"Yes," said Orishin. "Old custom that began long, long ago by Ascendant. Men who were allowed to leave Agerastos, go to Aletheia as diplomats, they had -" Orishin made a snipping motion with his fingers. "So that they not breed with Aletheian women, pollute Ascension cycle. Famous example of diplomat who did, had Aletheian son, big scandal. Ever since, all diplomat -" Again, he snipped.

Iskra shook her head slightly. "I have never heard of Agerastian diplomats."

Orishin sighed. "No, it stop long time ago. But become tradition. Diplomats have much... much honor, much prestige. Trusted men. Even after diplomats stop going through Solar Gate, tradition continue. Now they run emperor household, very powerful. Advisors, hold important government positions."

Iskra nodded slowly, as if that made complete sense, but Tiron couldn't wrap his head around it. "You mean," he said, "they cut off their... to prove they are, what, part of this group? This tradition?"

Orishin nodded. 

"But - that was a punishment inflicted by the Aletheians," said Tiron. "Why continue it?"

"My friend, much that was once punishment had become our life. Live long enough with a thing, it become who you are."

Tiron opened his mouth to protest again, but couldn't think of what to say. He wished Audsley were here. Instead, he snapped his mouth shut and shook his head. Incredible. 

The street merged with an avenue, and Tiron stopped thinking of the charivari. The avenue was paved with large white flagstones, all neatly aligned, and was divided into two great lanes by a central raised island of red-painted stone on which white marble columns rose every twenty paces. Beautifully carved statues of important-looking men topped these pillars, though Tiron saw a number which were disfigured or missing altogether. The houses that lined the avenue were grand, imposing timber buildings three stories tall, and the people who were walking here were beautifully dressed in sumptuous clothing of fine cloth in vibrant colors. 

Everywhere he looked, something arrested his eye: rose-colored buildings with beautiful scaled domes, an empty lot of grass amongst which rose tombstones, a massive building with circular walls and a hundred slitted windows, a copper-plated fountain, ornately decorated carriages pulled by white steeds, a marching group of guards fifty strong, copper-skinned children clad in bronze bracelets and anklets and saffron robes racing in a gang across the street... He was out of his depth, without any points of reference, immersed without mercy in a culture completely not his own.

Yet old instincts continued to guide his eye. He looked for signs of trouble, sought information that could add context, that could speak to him about this world into which they had been plunged, and saw decay and abandon hidden behind the bright façade. The occasional pillar was missing sections of marble, revealing the gray common stone beneath. The horses looked malnourished, their ribs prominent. A group of men were angrily washing off a great glaring yellow eye with a slitted pupil that had been hastily painted on a wall. No water splashed from the copper fountain.

"There," said Orishin. "The palace wall, beyond the temple of Thyrrasskia."

Tiron looked ahead and saw a particularly imposing domed building. "Looks like a temple of Ascension to me."

"A former temple," said Orishin with a smile.

"What is Thyrrasskia?" asked Iskra, placing a hand on Tiron's arm.

"The Prime Mother, the original medusa, whose burning blood runs through our emperor's veins." Orishin spoke this in a rhythmic manner as if it were a catechism.

"Medusa?" Iskra grip on Tiron's arm tightened. 

"Why yes," said Orishin, smiling blandly. "We here in Agerastos have returned to the ancient ways. The beliefs from before Ascension." He then pointed ahead, cutting off the conversation. "See? That gatehouse. That is where we go."

Tiron looked forward and saw that the great avenue opened up into a massive square that was dominated by a central plinth that rose some thirty yards into the sky, a vast snake carved in a spiral up its length. A bronze statue of an imposing young man clad in imperial robes and holding aloft a scepter crowned with a medusa's head was set at its peak. It was a breathtaking work of art in scope and style, and Tiron couldn't help but wonder how they'd raised the statue so high.

"The Emperor Thansos the First," said Orishin. "As he looked forty years ago."

Beyond the plinth rose a great white wall, easily ten yards tall but without crenellations. It probably wasn't thick enough to allow men to walk atop it, guessed Tiron. A gatehouse projected from its front, and a full complement of guards was keeping a crowd at bay before it. Beyond the wall Tiron saw what must have been the former temple to Ascension, shaped in the form of a pyramid and glowing rose under the sun. Its peak, Tiron saw with a shock, had been hacked off, leaving behind a rough platform. He snorted. If that didn't announce the Agerastian position, then nothing did. 

Captain Patash, who had been leading their group at a quick pace, dove into the crowd in front of the gatehouse without hesitation, barking out orders that caused people to skitter aside, some tripping in their haste to get out of his way. Again Tiron and his group were subjected to curious stares, some resentful, some guarded, and voices called out from the safety of the crowd in anger. Tiron half-expected fruit to be thrown.

The captain marched up to the guards and bowed with his fist over his heart. His counterpart did the same, and they then engaged in quick conversation. The gatehouse captain glanced coldly at Iskra several times, then nodded and gestured for them to proceed. Patash led them past the two dozen guards into the gatehouse, but instead of passing through into the grounds beyond, they turned left through a doorway and entered a high-ceilinged room. 

Tiron kept filing away pieces of information. Over twenty armed guards at the entrance to the palace spoke of unease on the part of the emperor. What did the crowd out front want? Were they protesters or petitioners? 

The room into which they marched was mostly bare, and they passed through it quickly into a second, where a man in white robes fringed with purple was sitting with a quill in hand, biting the corner of his mouth as he stared down at his parchment. He had a round face with the Agerastian copper skin, no beard or mustache, and great sloping shoulders like a bear's. He set his quill down as they all filed in and rose to his feet.

Captain Patash explained the situation concisely, and the man folded his hands over his stomach and considered the group. Orishin, Tiron noticed, had faded to the back. 

"You claim to be Ennoian nobility?" The man's voice was precise, his accent sharp, his Ennoian fluent. 

Iskra stepped forward, eyes glittering, elegant and effortlessly controlled. "No, I do not claim. I am Lady Iskra of Ennoia, along with my personal guard, come to see Emperor Thansos the First on a mission of diplomatic sensitivity."

The man - a charivari? wondered Tiron - did all but sneer. "You claim to have used a Lunar Gate to reach Agerastos. A clever claim. No ship has docked from Ennoia, yet your men are soaked. Clearly you came by water. A small ship, I would guess. Why the lies? What did you hope to achieve? You must know that you do yourself no favors with such easily detected falsehoods."

Iskra betrayed no impatience. "You know my name and title, ser. It would be considered courteous to offer me yours."

The man drew himself up, sucking in his gut and smoothing down his purple sash. "I am Councilor Asashas of the Fifth Rank, overseer of the First Gate and the humble servant of Emperor Thansos. Now, answer my questions. You tire my patience."

"Then know this, Councilor." Iskra's voice hardened to steel, and Tiron fought the urge to smile. "Your insults will come back to haunt you once I have spoken with the emperor. I speak no falsehoods. I came through a Portal that opens to a forgotten cistern beneath your city. I am a lady of high rank in Ennoia, the nation with which your army now struggles, and I come with terms that might change the very course of the war. Escort me at once into your emperor's presence, or find yourself summarily demoted from the fifth to the sixth or seventh rank when the emperor learns of my treatment."

Iskra's tone and self-assurance lent her words a whipcrack of authority. Tiron watched as Asashas withered beneath her glare, then felt a flicker of admiration as the man regrouped and adopted a scowl that was almost convincing. 

"The only thing keeping you from being thrown into a dungeon and interrogated at my pleasure is the very civility you insult! Now, I am a reasonable man. Tell me what these terms are, and I shall personally see to it that they are relayed to the emperor while you enjoy some refreshments here at the gatehouse."

"Insolence!" Iskra's voice was as sharp as Captain Patash's bark. "Is there a tenth rank? If not, you will be the first, unless you are cast out instead into the street as an example to all other arrogant and over-reaching councilors who fancy themselves diplomats when in truth they are nothing but fools."

The councilor's face drained of blood, his lips thinned, and he finally dropped his gaze, unable to hold Iskra's any longer. He glanced down at his robes and flicked away some dust, took up his quill, and then placed it back down on the table. 

He looked over at Patash, who managed to conceal a subtle smile just in time, and said something quickly in Agerastian. The captain bowed, nodded to Iskra, and then gestured that she should follow. Their group summarily filed out of the councilor's room.

"I'm surprised you didn't try to stab the man with his own quill," murmured Tiron to Iskra as they walked out.

Iskra smiled with quiet satisfaction. "The day I'm unable to handle a jumped-up gate guard like Asashas is the day I renounce my Sigean ancestry." She glanced back to Orishin, who had slipped unobtrusively alongside them. "What did he say to Patash?"

Orishin smoothed down his goatee, clearly nervous, keeping his eyes on the floor as they were led through the first room and back out into the gateway. "He order that you be taken to an advisor of the fourth rank in the Hall of Pigeons."

"Is this a suitable progression?"

Orishin arched an angular brow. "Yes, if you are relative of a condemned criminal."

Iskra's lips thinned. "Most amusing. To whom do you think I should go instead?"

Orishin narrowed his eyes in thought. "Captain Patash, he could take you direct to Councilor Juntosh of the Second Rank in the Hall of Peacocks. Juntosh report to Councilor of the First Rank, who can take you to Chamberlain, who can take you to Emperor."

Iskra nodded, and moments later they emerged into a broad expanse of garden, where the grass was trimmed short and divided by straight paths of crushed white stone. A small building with a domed roof stood in the center of the garden, while a longer edifice with a colonnaded facade ran the length of the wall to the left. The walls closed at the far end of the garden around a much grander second gatehouse.

"We are in First Garden, Lady Iskra," said Orishin, noting the direction of her gaze. "There are three before you reach palace."

"Captain Patash." 

Iskra's voice was clear and confident. She simply stopped walking, and everyone else staggered to a halt. The captain turned, brow furrowed, and Tiron decided that he liked this man with the deceptively soft face of a shopkeeper. 

"I know that I have no right to ask this of you," Iskra went on, "but I request that you take me to Councilor Juntosh of the Second Rank in the Peacock Hall. You are fully aware of the implications of my being taken to the Hall of Pigeons. I ask only that you use your own discernment and decide what is the most prudent course of action: blind obedience that will ultimately reflect badly on all involved, or discretion based on your own assessment of my character and intent."

Iskra looked to Orishin, who nervously smoothed his goatee with both hands before launching into a stream of Agerastian accompanied by vigorous gestures and nods.

Nearby, people streamed from the first gatehouse to the long building to the left. Occasionally, important-looking officials left the center building and marched toward the second gatehouse. There was a constant flow of traffic, yet Iskra and her group formed an island of stillness around which people moved warily.

Captain Patash smoothed the rounded tip of his nose again. He pursed his lips and considered the nine guards who surrounded their small group. Tiron realized that he was holding his breath. How they approached the emperor was of critical importance. Their own status would be directly affected, which in turn would boost or imperil the chances of their success. 

Finally the captain said one curt word and turned to continue walking. The whole group moved forward once more. 

Iskra looked to Orishin. "What did he say?"

Orishin gave her a sly smile. "He said 'all right'. He is a wise man, the captain. Like all wise men, he knows when to gamble. He is taking you to see Juntosh. He is taking you to see the emperor!"
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They found Bogusch's jaw lying on the ledge beside the platform. At first, Audsley wasn't able to understand what he was looking at; Bogusch's sparse beard and the bloody webbing of muscle and tendons made the jaw look like some small, nightmarish creature, but it the teeth quickly clued him in, yellowed and emerging from gums made pale by blood loss.

Temyl stood with his back against the glass wall, shivering violently and staring at the jaw. With a spasmodic movement he drew his blade, then slid along the glass to where it met the stone wall, and there dropped into a crouch, eyed bulging, sword wavering before him.

Audsley took a deep breath. Aedelbert's claws were digging in through his shoulder pad, and those sharp pinpricks of pain grounded him. He crouched by the jaw, lips pursed, and saw that blood was spattered across the ledge. Not much, but enough to indicate a rough trail. It led, predictably, over the edge into the chasm.

Heart thudding, knees weak, he lowered onto all fours and crawled forward until he could gaze down into the darkness. He almost expected to see Bogusch floating in the air, his eyes feverish and bright over the ruined lower half of his face. Instead, he saw the green halos of light that emerged faintly from each descending cell, fading away into the darkness. Frowning, he tried to focus, and thought that perhaps he could make out the floor. It was far, far below, and, feeling a sudden sense of vertigo, he crawled back and sat against the glass.

"We have to get out," said Temyl. He was still staring at the jaw. "Now. Take the platform to the Portals and get out while we still can."

Audsley swallowed, frowned, and fought to marshal his thoughts. "If we do that, sensible as that course of action may be, we strand Lady Kyferin and her retinue in Agerastos."

"If we stay here," rasped Temyl, waving his sword wildly at the darkness before them, "then there won't be any of us left to open that bloody Portal, will there?"

"Perhaps not." Audsley removed his spectacles and cleaned them on his shirt. "But I fear that isn't sufficient reason to abandon our posts."

Temyl's face was naked with fear and incredulity. "So, what? You're going to stay? How are you going to survive with that - whatever it is - hunting us down one by one? We left Bogusch alone for only a minute! And that's all we find of him?" Temyl sank back into his corner. "We have to get out." He sounded close to weeping.

Audsley knew that he was in a state of shock. He said those words quite clearly to himself: You are in a state of shock. That was why he was so calm, and why his mind felt like a serene pool of water. Of course he was terrified, and rightly so, but for the moment he felt detached, analytical. 

"What are the facts?" It was how his favorite instructor back in Nous would begin the review of any problem. "Meffrid and Bogusch have gone missing. Given the circumstances, I feel confident in saying they were forcibly abducted. Meffrid disappeared without a trace, while the only trace of Bogusch is his lower jaw, which indicates that he was most likely killed in the process." Audsley tapped his lips in thought. "It's possible another person came through one of the Lunar Gates in the recent past and decided to live here. There is food, shelter, and, if they were able to master the platform as I was, a means of locomotion."

"No person did that to Bogusch," said Temyl, shaking his head emphatically. "You know how strong the jaw muscles are? To tear the bone free like that? Without his having a chance to even scream?" 

"Agreed," said Audsley. He imagined fingers puncturing the skin under Bogusch's chin, curling up under his tongue to grasp his jaw, pulling, tearing the muscles and ligaments, Bogusch's pain and frenzied fear... Audsley coughed and stilled his mind. He could feel the fear seeking a way to break through and overwhelm him. "Let us suppose it is not a person. Then what? My next guess would be a demon -"

Temyl moaned and made the sign of the triangle before scurrying across the ledge to climb onto the platform. "Enough with your musings! Let's get to the Portal room!"

Audsley shook his head. "I've told you, I'm not abandoning Lady Kyferin."

Temyl stepped back off the platform and placed the edge of his blade against Audsley's neck. "I ain't asking you. I'm telling you."

Aedelbert hissed as Audsley reached up slowly and pushed the blade away. "A foolish bluff, Temyl. Without me, you can't even get off this ledge."

The guard's eyes darted from side to side and then fixed on Audsley again. "But you don't need that damn firecat of yours, do you?" His voice was low and ugly. "Get us moving or I cut it in two."

Audsley rose to his feet. A deep and savage anger was arising within him. "You threaten Aedelbert?"

Temyl licked his lips, momentarily unsure of himself, then nodded. "Only 'cause you ain't listening to reason. Don't make me do anything unpleasant. Just take us to the Portals and nobody has to get hurt."

Audsley reached up to stroke Aedelbert's head. "I will take us to the Portal room. Not for fear of my life or that of Aedelbert, but so as to be rid of your craven company." 

"Fine, whatever, just get us going." Temyl backed onto the platform. "And don't try to tip me off, either. I'll be watching you and your cat. Nothing funny."

"No," said Audsley, stepping up onto the platform. He considered wrapping Bogusch's jaw in his handkerchief so he could bury it somewhere, but chose to leave it behind. "In that we agree. There is nothing funny about this at all."

He took hold of the sword's hilt and commanded the platform to rise. They sped out into the chasm, flying between the two honeycombed walls, and slid smoothly back into the passageway that led out into the great central airshaft. The moaning howl of the wind caused the hair on the nape of Audsley's neck to stand on end, and he had to fight an urge to glance around wildly in search of an impending attack. Instead, he focused on the Portal tunnel below, descended, and took the platform all the way in to land beside one of the twisting columns.

Temyl nodded approvingly. "All right. Good. Now, open up a Portal to Ennoia somewhere. I know Ser Wyland won't understand this business any more than you do."

"Yes. Ennoia." 

Audsley stepped off the platform and began scanning the runes over the doors. He could send the man anywhere. Bythos, perhaps. His own quiet form of treachery. How would Temyl know until it was too late? But no, he wouldn't besmirch his own sense of honor for a petty redress. Temyl would reap the fruits of his betrayal when he died and was cast down by the Ascendant to some lower station.

"Here," he said, stopping beside a Portal. "This should suffice." 

He took a deep breath, studied the runes closely, and then coughed out the painful sounds -- but nothing happened. He felt Temyl shift impatiently by his side. 

Audsley studied the runes again, modulated how he would pronounce the second one, and again spat forth the agonized sounds. This time the runes flared to life, burning a vicious red, and the stone surface melted into liquid black ink.

"Very good," said Temyl, gliding forward. "Thank you for that, Magister. Most kind."

Aedelbert hissed and spat out a tongue of flame just as Temyl lunged forward, intending to skewer Audsley in the gut with his blade. Instead, the guard yelped and drew back, reflex causing him to throw his arms up in front of his face. His heels hit the bottom of the Portal, and he fell back ignominiously into the black ink and disappeared. 

Audsley gasped. He'd not seen that coming, not in a million years. "Oh, thank you Aedelbert. Oh, my precious friend, what would I do without you?" Aedelbert slipped down into his arms and accepted Audsley's caresses with dignity. "That cur! But why? I'd opened his Gate. Why...? Ah." 

Covering his trail. Preventing the truth from reaching whoever came after. The coward! 

Audsley held Aedelbert tight and backed away from the Portal as it once again reverted to stone. What a beast of a man.

"It's just you and me now, Aedelbert," said Audsley. "Well, and whatever is hunting us." He turned to survey the stark and fearsome expanse of the room, the hundreds of corpses, the ever-present mist. "Just the three of us in all of Starkadr." Four, he thought, if he included the blade.

Aedelbert thrust his head up to rub it against Audsley's cheek, purring deep in his chest as the magister scritched behind his wings. 

"Our foe has only struck when one of our number stood alone. Which means I must be on my guard henceforth, though what I could do if this fiend presents itself, I don't know. I don't even have a sword."

Aedelbert considered him, then gave a dismissive mrhao.

"Yes, well, I know that a sword wouldn't be of much use. But, still, as a prop it could instill a false sense of confidence." Audsley cradled Aedelbert close. The dark was pressing in all around him. He turned quickly, but nothing was there but corpses as far as the eye could see. "Don't you worry, Aedelbert. I'll take good care of you, I promise."

What now? Would a defensive measure suffice? Should he attempt to barricade himself in some defensive corner until it was time to venture back down here to open the Agerastian Portal? No, if he was truly facing a demon, any blockade that he could create would easily be swept aside. 

"Erenthil was loosing demons in hopes of turning back the Order of Purity," whispered Audsley. "Perhaps one such still roams these halls. That statue that Temyl spat upon in the uppermost room... Ah, Temyl, you have served us ill from the beginning! So, say that we face such a creature of untrammeled power and malice. How do we defeat it? The Sin Casters had means, I'm sure. After all, they imprisoned the demons to begin with. But to what end? I don't know. I don't know." 

Audsley backed against the pillar. It felt good to have stone behind him as he stared out into the gloom. What he wouldn't do to have Tiron here! Or Ser Wyland, or Asho and Kethe. But no, it was just him. 

Think, Audsley. Think!

"There has to be a solution. If this demon was released by Erenthil centuries ago, it was so that its power could be directed against the invaders of Starkadr. Does it see me as such? If so, there is precious little I can do to convince it otherwise. I am no Sin Caster, by any means." 

But there was something... Something he'd read. "Bound them into objects of war," he whispered. That was what that solitary librarian had written in her journal. 

Audsley's gaze settled on the blade imbedded in the platform. "Is that what you meant?"

He walked up onto the platform, knelt, and gingerly took hold of the hilt. Immediately the shadow presence leaped into being within Audsley's mind, only to be speared by a dozen lances of searing sunlight till it was transfixed in place. Audsley closed his eyes to focus more completely, and carefully withdrew a lance, allowing it to fade away into nothingness. 

Who are you?

I am nothing. Merely your abused slave, whipped and impaled upon -

You are a demon. Aren't you?

There was a long silence. Audsley could almost feel the presence - no, the demon - thinking. 

Is that your conjecture?

It is. You were bound by the Sin Casters, then freed and bound again into this sword. Why?

Audsley heard the demon snarl and plunged the lances of light deeper into its shadowy corpus. 

Ah! I will speak!

Feeling slightly nauseated, even though it was a demon he was tormenting, Audsley withdrew the lances of light a fraction.

Indeed, I am become what your kind names a demon, though your taxonomy is primitive and your understanding limited by your own perception of reality. I do not know how long I have been bound, but it is true, I was placed within this blade so as to lend the platform on which you stand the power of flight. 

A thousand questions bubbled up within Audsley, but he forced himself to remain focused. 

Why were you bound? And to what end?

Originally? I, along with my brothers, was harvested and bound into the bones of Starkadr to power its flight and other abilities. If Starkadr yet flies, then my brothers remain enslaved in the stonecloud's bowels.

Audsley released the hilt and staggered back, falling onto his rear. He stared blindly out at nothing as his mind spun. 

Starkadr was powered by captive demons. Was it too much of a leap to assume that Aletheia was as well? The very thought revolted him, shocked him, thrilled him. Was that how Nous had emerged so improbably from the depths of the Eternal Sea? How Bythos was carved from the depths of the earth? How the very Solar Gates themselves still operated, centuries after their creators had perished?

Demons. 

Audsley scrabbled forward and took hold of the hilt. 

One of your number hunts me. Can I defeat it?

You cannot, said the voice, and Audsley heard glee within its depths. Not alone, unless you can bind as the Flame Walkers once did?

No, said Audsley.

Then you are at its mercy. The voice turned pensive.  Unless you were to enlist the aid of others like myself. Compel us to fight our own brother. Not an impossible task, given your strength of will and determination...

Audsley snatched his hand back and cradled it to his chest. Was the demon telling him the truth? Perhaps. Perhaps not. Could he torture it until he was sure? Perhaps. But what assurance did he have that it would tell him truthfully how to defeat its brother, even under duress? 

None. 

Carefully he reached out and took hold of the hilt once more. How can you help me?

By making you the hunter, whispered the blade. 

Why should I trust you to help me with anything?

Just as you compel me to carry you, so can you compel me to aid you. There was something falsely innocent to the blade's voice. Do you not wish to wield the power of the ancients?

Audsley frowned and stared straight ahead. Could he do so? Hunt this demon with Erenthil's creations? The very thought excited him. Could he reach across the span of time and take the baton from Erenthil, continue is his noble steps, an heir to his intelligence and creations? 

Audsley bit his lower lip. He had to think. He had to puzzle this out using his one weapon: his mind. What to do? He could feasibly stick his head through the portal to the Hold and call for reinforcements. Ask Ser Wyland perhaps to join him, perhaps a squad of Hrethings. Strength in numbers. But no; he would simply be damning them to the same eventual death that had stalked poor Meffrid and Bogusch. 

No; he had to tackle this dilemma himself. Dared he trust this demon? Of course not. He was no fool! And yet. What choice did he have? No. There were other avenues to explore first. 

Grimacing, he took hold of the hilt once more and forced the demon to fly the platform up and out of the great Portal chamber, through the passage into the air shaft, then up, up, up until they reached the library level. He landed, stepped off with enormous relief, and hurried into the stacks.

Here he found an illusory sense of safety, but he didn't rest. He hurried into the hidden central chamber and lowered himself with great effort into the lowest level, Aedelbert gliding smoothly down beside him. Panting, he wiped the sweat off his reddened palms onto his tunic and considered the dead librarians. 

"Oh! If only you were alive to answer my questions!"

He needed answers. He needed information. Knowledge was his only weapon, his only shield. "Aedelbert, please keep a wary eye out for unwelcome visitors, would you?" If anybody could detect the approach of a demon, it was his firecat. 

Then he scanned the book spines once more, reading them out loud to himself as he walked the inner periphery of the tight circular level until he reached a set of books that seemed promising. He pulled six down in short order, considered dumping a corpse out of its chair so he could use the table, and instead sat on the floor and began to read.

 

The rasp of Aedelbert's tongue on his cheek awoke Audsley, who startled and knocked the heavy book from his lap as he reached up to fix his spectacles, half-expecting to see a demon looming before him. But he found no such thing. Instead, Aedelbert fluttered up to the high back of the closest chair and peered down at him. 

"Oh," said Audsley. His neck was cramped and his generous posterior was numb. "Had I - did I sleep?" 

His mouth was stale, his eyes felt sandy, and he winced as he shifted his weight. Spread out around him were a number of books, some open to key pages, others tottering in high piles. Audsley winced. His head hurt. He felt as if he had indulged in Sigean soulfire, but knew instead it was the strange and bewildering concepts that he'd absorbed over who knew how many feverish hours of reading. No, not reading – consuming. 

Audsley blinked and removed his spectacles. The new knowledge came flooding back. The nature of demons, and how they might be lured forth through the Black Gate and tricked into being bound inside false hosts. The various categories of Sin Casters - no, Flame Walkers, as he now thought of them - ranging from the Artificers to the rather horrific-sounding Flesh Burners. A smattering of history, though he'd forced himself not to indulge. He'd understood perhaps a tenth of what he'd read, but the little that he'd absorbed was fascinating, perilous in its implications, and shocking in its suppression.

"How? Why?" He looked up at Aedelbert. "Why erase such knowledge from the world? Leave it bottled up here, lost and forgotten, left to wander adrift in the bowels of this stonecloud?"

Aedelbert gave no answer.

"Still," said Audsley, gasping as he levered himself to his feet, "it's not lost any longer, is it? We've un-lost it, which I suppose means it's been found, but 'found' doesn't do it justice. Ah, Aedelbert. Does this discovery imperil my soul or cleanse it?" 

He turned with dolorous resignation to the rope. "I wish I could get that damned platform in here. If I continue climbing in and out of here, I'm going to lose my manly figure."

Twenty minutes later he clawed back out onto the top level, gasping and red-faced once more. He made his way somberly to the platform, ordered it aloft, and ascended to the sleeping quarters. There, he found a bathing room where a cunning series of sluices allowed warm water to pour down in copious amounts over his head, submerging him completely. He couldn't bear to wear his old clothing upon emerging, so instead he tentatively donned the dusty black robes of a Flame Walker. He cinched the belt around his tummy, slipped the sandals onto his feet, then repaired to the kitchen, where he fixed Aedelbert and himself a quick meal.

All the while, he kept listening. Turning at random moments to check the space behind him. He doubted there was anything he could do should the demon present itself, but he didn't want to be taken unaware. So it was an awkward and hurried meal that he took, then he descended to the Portal chamber to open the Portal to Agerastos. 

Nobody came through. Audsley formed a triangle with his hands and whispered a blessing for Iskra's success, then mounted the platform and bid it rise.

"I am not, I will have you know, dear Aedelbert, accepting the demon's offer. I am merely investigating further. We're returning to the laboratories," said Audsley as they sailed through the murk. "To learn what we can of Erenthil's successes. He must have been fearsomely brilliant to have wrested control over the demons without his power. Or terrifyingly brave. Or both. Perhaps there is something there that will benefit us."

He could sense the demon's satisfaction oozing through its prison of light. Audsley steadfastly ignored it.

Once again they sailed between the honeycombed walls, through the isolated hexagons of luminous green, to the end where the largest labs lay. He parked the platform on the ledge, averted his eyes from Bogusch's jaw, and hurried inside. 

All was quiet. The corpses still lay before the breached block of lead. It was telling, thought Audsley, that all three were missing their jaws. Had they unleashed the same demon that was hunting him now? Shaking his head, fighting the urge to constantly check the entrance, he moved amongst the tables, picking up sheaves of paper to read the notes, squinting to make out the ancient script. It was hard to understand, so he set the papers down and took up the metal gauntlet that he'd seen during his first visit.

"Most strange," he said quietly, turning the massive thing over in his hand. There were no segments to the metal, in the manner of common steel gauntlets; this one was continuous, as if had been cut from lambskin, and the metal was eerily supple. Upon inspecting it more closely, he saw runes carved around its hem, where it would end just before the elbow.

Demon runes.

Audsley gulped, took a breath, and then slid his hand into the depths of the gauntlet. Immediately a demonic presence filled his mind, roaring with rage and thrashing inside the confines of his skull. Audsley had grown accustomed to the near acquiescence of the platform demon and cried out, stumbled back, and immediately felt the demon begin to pry his mind apart. Summoning his will, terror stabbing through his gut, he threw lances of light at the darkness, multiplied them by a dozen, then a hundred, and in a matter of moments had the demon impaled.

You are in MY mind, and you will do as I bid! Never dare again to assault me, or I shall cut you into slivers of shadow with a sword wrenched from the heart of the sun itself. Do you understand?

The demon snarled and stirred, but then fell silent. It has been too long since a mortal tempted me.

Yes, well, that's no excuse to attack me. Audsley felt that last was a bit lacking in gravitas, but there was no time to dwell on that now. What is it that this glove does?

He got no answer. He stared down at the gauntlet and saw that the runes were now burning with fiery light along the hem. He flared his fingers and found the metallic glove a perfect fit. There was a nice heft to it, like that of a reassuringly dense dictionary. 

Audsley frowned. It was awesomely impressive, but what did it do?

It was surprisingly difficult to read the incandescent runes, but the gist of them seemed to be something to do with binding. No help there. Carefully, he reached out and touched the table. Nothing happened, which was a bit of a relief. He'd been worried it might set the table on fire. He tapped the table harder, and the stone crunched beneath his palm. 

That was... odd.

Audsley balled his hand into a fist and brought it down hard. His fist plowed through the table, dislodging a chunk of rock with a cacophonous crunch. With a cry Audsley danced back, narrowly avoiding his feet being crushed beneath the rubble. He stared at the glove, eyes wide. Oh, my. 

Casting about, he found a number of steel rods that were bound together with black rope. He drew one out, clasped it in his gloved hand, and squeezed his fist closed. The rod squirmed and bent to a roughly ninety-degree angle. Astounding.

He dropped the rod on the table and saw that, where it had bent, the metal was glowing cherry red. Frowning, he stared down at his gloved palm and saw a thin, fiery red line inscribing a rune nearly invisibly there. He peered down at it. It was the same kind of rune that was inscribed over the Portals, that awful amalgam of ancient Sigean and Aletheian. He cleared his throat and croaked out the word.

Fire rushed through him, and a rushing roar of crimson burst out of his palm and nearly took off his face. Audsley screamed and fell over, flailing his hand as he did so and causing a torrent of flame to sweep out over the lab. He screamed again, tried to rise, and pressed both hands to the ground. Immediately the fire spread out in a sheet along the stone floor, pouring over his boots.

Audsley screamed out the rune once more... and this time, the fire ceased. The darkness that rushed in to take its place was blinding. He fell onto his ass and kicked off his burning boots, panic filling his heart. 

"Aedelbert? Aedelbert! Oh, Ascendant, please! Aedelbert?"

There was a terrified mrao from high up on one of the shelves, and Audsley's heart skipped a beat as he felt a pang of relief. He nearly wept. "Oh, oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you." He simply sat there for a long while, sobbing for breath, then finally opened his eyes and looked around the lab. Papers were charred, chairs were burning, shelving and books were crackling, and ashes were floating down from the ceiling.

Yes, said the demon's voice in his mind. That is but a taste. Ask for my help, and I shall grant you more.

Audsley snapped his hand into a fist and banished the presence deep into a prison of light. 

Was it his imagination, or did the demon respond with less alacrity than before? 

Rising to his feet, he cast around. There had to be other items here that could help him, other objects of power. Even if it meant imperiling his soul, he would find them, learn to use them, and then, with their help, he would hunt that demon. He would scour Starkadr until there was nowhere left for it to hide, and then he would destroy it.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY
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Kethe raced after Asho, sword in hand, wanting to scream in frustration and fury. What was wrong with him? She followed him through a massive archway and then stumbled to a stop beside him, wanting to hunch over, sucking in such a stream of power from the young Bythian that she saw spots dancing before her eyes. Instead, she gritted her teeth and dug deep for the strength to focus on the room, to take it in, to make sense of those words that had tolled like a bell. But it was hard. Things at the corners of her vision kept distorting, spinning and stretching away and turning her stomach. She wiped the back of her wrist across her eyes and then shook her head, trying to clear it.

She succeeded enough to see that they were standing on the uppermost of a set of broad steps that fanned down into the room below. Down there, a severe man with silver hair was sitting in a throne made of lead, high-backed and sharp-angled, its uppermost section wrought in the shape of an unreadable rune. At first glance the man seemed normal if dour, with a slit of a mouth and deeply sunken eyes, his receding iron-colored hair shorn close to his scalp. He was wearing clothing so black she couldn't make out its cut, but there was something to him – a grievous presence that reminded her of Ser Haug, her father's most loyal Black Knight and, when duty required it, his executioner. She shuddered. The way the man was gazing up at them made her want to take a step back, and he had yet to lift a finger.

"Who are you?" Asho stepped forward, his sword held out and to the side. His voice was strained, and Kethe seemed to hear it as if from a great distance.

The man on the throne lowered his chin to his chest and watched them from under his brows. 

Her mouth still parched, she scanned the cavern but found no one else. Just the raw stone walls and the brilliant aurora flickering below the ceiling, oscillating through hues of sapphire and emerald. 

Ashurina landed beside Mæva, large enough that the witch could have ridden her if she desired. She was rumbling deep in her chest – growling, Kethe realized, staring fixedly at the man on the throne. 

"Who are you?" Asho's cry was a challenge, and he took a second step down. 

No, thought Kethe. We have to run. She felt the walls pressing in on her. They had to flee, but she knew it was already too late.

The man on the throne rose to his feet, each motion exquisitely controlled. Kethe could feel him, as if his very presence was pushing against her soul. Cracks appeared across the man's face and body: fiery, slender crevices from whose depths rushed vermillion flame, sheeting up and around him, cocooning him in living fire. 

Then Kethe blinked, and the fire was gone. The cracks were gone. The man stood as before, but she knew what she had seen. She tried to swallow and failed.

It has been too long since a Flame Walker graced my halls. The man's voice resonated in her mind and left her feeling polluted. And you bring with you an Alabaster of rare power. I am pleased.

Mæva hissed. "Run! Asho, Kethe - this is our death - run!" 

No one will leave without my permission, said the man. And when I am done, you will never desire to leave my side again.

Asho spun his blade in a series of arcs before him as he took another step down. The air had thickened so that Kethe felt as if everything were underwater. She inhaled deeply, gulping at the syrupy air, and she could feel Asho drinking in more power. Sweat was running down her brow. It was too much. She couldn't handle it; it was far too much -

No. 

She forced herself to stand straight. No matter that she felt like she was running a killing fever. She would not hang back, would not let Asho face this thing alone. Sword in hand, she stepped down beside him.

Sweat was running down his pallid skin, dripping off the point of his chin. His pale hair was wet and matted to his scalp. He was burning up too.

"What are you?" His voice, however, was calm. Stern. Demanding.

I am the master of this realm. The man spread his arms and stepped off his throne's dais. I am the lord and ruler of this perforation, the adjucator and overlord of this breach. It is mine, as are all who come through it.

Kethe heard Mæva hissing to Ashurina, something akin to threats and pleas. "You're a demon, then," she said, trying to keep her voice as calm as Asho's. "Nothing more."

The man smiled. That I am. Do you know what I did with the last Alabaster who came down into these depths to challenge me?

Had he grown taller? Broader at the shoulder? 

I bolted her to the wall. Drove spikes through wrist, pelvis, and knees. Then I mated with her. Poured my essence into her soul so that she could heal every wound I dealt. Over. And over. And over again. She was strong, but of course, not strong enough. Her mind broke. I think she still lives somewhere in these halls. You might meet her. You might be like her when you do.

"Asho," whispered Kethe, tears coming to her eyes. 

It wasn't the threat, the words. It was the sheer wrongness of the air, how it cloyed at her throat. She had never been more aware of her spirit, of her soul, the intangible part of her that was uniquely Kethe, and how much danger it was in now. 

Asho inhaled deeply. "Enough." He pointed his blade at the demon. "Enough."

The man again spread his arms. Here I am, Flame Walker. Come at me.

Asho screamed and leaped. 

Kethe's knees buckled, but she caught herself, then charged down the steps after him, screaming at the top of her lungs. Asho sailed through the air, sword raised in both hands, rising almost into the aurora's light before descending upon the man, who extended his hand up to Asho, utterly and lethally calm.

Shadows whipped into a frenzy, exploded out from behind the demon in a seething cloak of nightmare, then enveloped him, hid him from sight, devoured him, and he was gone.

Asho smashed down where the demon had been standing, his blade ringing loudly as he struck the throne. Kethe stumbled down the last few steps, turning, searching the cavern's corners, and immediately spotted the demon floating high in the air, waves of fire undulating from behind him, forming a curtain of flame that hid the cavern wall and mesmerized the eye.

The direct approach. I am circuitous. Earn your keep. 

The man uttered a harsh, nonsensical word, and moans filled the air. Kethe whipped around in a circle. Dozens of shadow corpses were crawling down the walls like flies, their skulls almost luminous in comparison to their writhing, shadow-shrouded bones. Kethe backed up to where Asho was standing as the shadow corpses reached the cavern floor and flowed toward them without pause, rising to their feet, tails whipping behind them, hooked claws extended in a manner akin to pleading.

"Asho!" Mæva's cry cut through the demons' moans. "Take Ashurina! It's your last chance! You cannot survive this alone!"

"You ready?" Asho's voice was tight.

"No." Kethe slowly turned, blade held in both hands. "You?"

"No." There was a smile in his voice, however, and Kethe could feel the manic despair that he was riding. "I guess you were right. We're both going to die."

Tears flooded her eyes. She wiped them away angrily. "No." The demons were skittering ever closer, the sound of their moans mounting. "You were right. And I'm sorry - you are a true knight." She felt foolish, almost pathetic, but the sudden gleam in Asho's eye gave her a burst of strength. 

Then the shadow corpses were upon them. 

Hooked claws scythed toward their faces, skulls leered, shadows writhed. 

Kethe stopped thinking. She let her terror flow into her limbs, let it become fury. She felt that impossible rush build within her, the sensation of being an incarnation of war, of being impossible to defeat, to stop, to even touch.

The demons didn't have a chance. Her sword flickered like silver lighting amongst them, and each hit did more than just slice them; it drained them of their essence, sucked shadows away and left them bleached and gray. She ducked, spun, threw herself into a forward roll, came up swinging. 

Wave after wave of taint came from Asho. If anything, it was that buffeting that proved her greatest challenge; her focus would slip and her gorge would rise, then she would inhale sharply and regain control of her senses.

A line of fire scored across her thigh. The demons were an ocean around them, their number growing even as they were cut down. Her fury grew pitched. She shattered a skull with a horizontal strike, reversed her blade and plunged it behind her, wrenched it free and fell forward into a tight roll, lashing out on both sides to sever legs. A blow caught her shoulder, hooked under her armor and tore it free. She came up and took a blow across the chin. Her vision blanked out and she spun, fell heavily on the floor, rolled, swiped, screamed, came up swinging. 

Asho leaped high into the air, spinning as he went, blade trailing shadow as he tore the demons apart. He fell back into the crowd and was lost from sight. Kethe heard Mæva screaming defiance, felt flashes of magic coming from the witch in great scything blasts. She hadn't abandoned them. The witch had chosen to stand and fight.

Kethe blocked a swiping claw, cutting it off in the process. Her blade was everywhere, but that was still not enough. The shadow corpses cared nothing for their wellbeing, made no attempt to block her blows, simply crowded in, swinging those wicked hooks in an attempt to dismember her. More were coming down the walls, dozens and dozens more. There was no end to them. 

Her breath burned in her throat, her vision swam, and still she fought on, cursing them in every way she could till she couldn't spare the breath.

She heard Asho roar, and then black fire washed out over the massed ranks. The recoil from the taint slammed into her like a warhammer to the back of the head. She fell to her knees and dropped her sword, and blood splattered onto the ground beneath her. Her blood. Her head rang. Get up, get up. But she couldn't move. She heaved for breath, but it wouldn't come. She wanted to collapse. Instead, she let loose a dull moan, the only sound her frozen lungs could make, and lurched up. It was the hardest thing she had ever done. She couldn't see her blade. 

Instead, she saw Asho. He too was heaving for breath as well, his armor torn and ruined, his face bloodied. He'd cleared a space around them and the shadow corpses were hanging back now. 

Kethe's heart sank. There were hundreds of them, a wicked sea of skulls and ribs and spines encased in black tar and hissing shadow. The floor around them was littered with bleached bones from their discarded hosts. 

Suddenly, her lungs unlocked, and she sucked in a deep, gasping breath. As Asho staggered over to her, she looked around for her blade, then felt her gaze being pulled up to the demon. He was still hanging in the air far above them, and she saw now that the sheets of flame that were rolling out from behind him were shaped like vast and glorious wings. He exuded power. Gone was his black clothing; he hung naked in the air before her, his ashen body without an ounce of fat, each muscle clearly delineated, his veins prominent like earthworms, his hands distended into claws. 

But it was his eyes that drew her attention. They had disappeared altogether, and in their place were twin holes that seemed to lead to a different place, a glimpse into a canyon of flame that could never be contained within his skull. He smiled, and she shrank against Asho. The thought of being left alone with him made her soul quail. She'd die before she let herself be captured.

Impressive. He sounded amused. Raw power without finesse or control. I am surprised you have lived this long. Let us give you a challenge.

The demon extended both hands toward the Black Gate. He began to gesture and chant, speaking in a language that felt like nails being hammered into her skull. The black prism began to throb, ripples emanating out from its center. 

"Asho," said Kethe.

"I know," he said. "Get your sword."

She crouched and nearly fell over. The air was sickly with magic. She was drowning. 

Asho helped her stand. "Follow me," he said. "Come!"

He took her arm and leaped. For a moment she thought Asho had launched them at the demon, but she saw instead that they were flying over the shadow corpses toward the steps. She stumbled as they landed, caught herself, looked up and saw Mæva.

She was bloodied, her back toward them, facing Ashurina who had positioned herself in the center of the archway.

You do not have my permission to leave," came the demon's voice. "Ashurina. Stop them.

Ashurina yowled. It was an unearthly sound, more akin to metal being tortured than anything else. She hunched, convulsed, grew in size. Warped completely, her talons extending horrifically, her wings shriveling and dissolving into shadow. Her brindled fur darkened to mottled black, and she swelled to the size of a bear such that she blocked their sole means of escape.

Asho stepped forth, sword at the ready, but Mæva extended her arm, blocking his path. "No." Her voice was choked with fear, her breath coming in fast gasps. "This is my curse. My burden to bear." She looked over at Asho. "I'm glad you refused my gift." Her smile was heartbreaking. "It means I can die in peace."

So saying, she drew her knife and plunged it into her chest. Kethe felt her whole body clench in horror. Ashurina yowled in an ecstasy of excitement and pounced onto Mæva, bearing her down to the ground.

Kethe went to swing at the former firecat, but Asho caught her arm. "Go! Now!"

The demon was laughing, the sound echoing off the walls. And to where will you run? Your ruined hold? I shall come for you, my Flame Walker, my Alabaster. Run, then. This year the Black Shriving will come early. This year the Black Shriving will spill over your ruined hold and continue across the land, drowning your world in flame and shadow!

Asho and Kethe fled the chamber and out the tunnel into the open. He hauled her along by the arm, till finally her legs gave out and she collapsed to the ground. 

Kethe lay still, panting, unable to catch her breath, wanting to cry. Her soul was lacerated, the pain deeper than any heartbreak, any loss, any anguish. 

Howls floated up from below, interlaced with laughter. Mæva. 

Asho stood. His skin shone, slick with sweat. He reached down and scooped her up into his arms. Her head lolled back. She couldn't focus her eyes. 

Their escape was a delirium, a fever dream, a series of never-ending turns and forks through which  Asho carried her, his strength unflagging, his will unbreakable. Kethe floated in and out of consciousness. Several times she heaved and vomited.

They climbed. She felt the rough scrape of stone against her cheek. She fell, hit the floor hard, closed her eyes. Was picked up. She heard shouts, the clamor of battle. She should help, should fight. Then she felt hands. She moaned, pushed them away. Was again picked up. She felt a leap, then a jolt as they landed. Asho was speaking to her, his voice urgent, but she couldn't make out what he was saying.

Fresh air. A different kind of darkness, softer, natural, soothing. She inhaled it deeply as Asho set her down. He spoke to her again, then held a water skin to her lips. She drank. The water washed away the oily layer that had cloaked her mouth. She choked, spat, opened her eyes.

They were outside, resting at the bottom of a deep crevice. Asho was crouching alongside her. He was shivering continuously, his whole body shaking as if he was freezing to death, but didn't seem to pay it any mind. "Kethe?"

"We're out?" She looked around. Relief swamped her, and she lurched forward to hug him tight, pressing her forehead against his shoulder, tears squeezing out of her closed eyes. He hesitated, then hugged her back. She took a deep, whistling breath, got herself under control and pulled away. Wiped at her cheeks. Felt cuts open, saw blood on the back of her hand.

"We've got to keep moving." 

"Mæva," she said, fresh horror arising within her. "How could she..?"

"She saved us." Asho shook his head in wonder. "She saved us."

"Where are we?" She struggled to rise and failed. "How do we get back down?"

"I - I don't know if I can," he said. He gave her an apologetic smile, shivering all the harder. "I'm - I'm burning up. I can't pour any more into you. I know you can't take it. But I can't hold it. I took in too much. It wasn't even a choice -"

"Asho." She took his hands in hers. His skin was scalding hot. "Let it go. I can take it."

He almost leaped to his feet. "No. No, you can't. You were vomiting blood!"

"We have to get away," she said. "We'll both feel better the farther away we get from the Gate." But she felt exhausted. Could barely countenance the idea of climbing down the mountain.

"I - yes." He nodded. "Maybe movement will help me burn off - some of - ah!" He shook his head and closed his eyes tightly. "I feel like I'm going to burst. I can't - I -"

"Asho." Kethe fought her way to her feet. Despite the dark she could make out Asho's pale features with terrible clarity. "We're going to make it. Just stay focused. Come on -"

A sound came from behind Asho. A slight shift in the rocks. They both looked up from the gulley in which they were standing and saw the four-legged demon standing over them, its body a deeper black against the night sky, the refulgent light of the rising moon gleaming darkly on the blades of its monstrous flail.

Kethe staggered back. She couldn't tear her eyes from the unnatural yet weirdly organic folds of its head. No eyes. No mouth. No features of any kind, just a delicate elegance, a rose of stone, an orchid -

Asho drew his blade and laughed. "Didn't you hear from your master? We are to descend unmolested."

The demon towered high into the night. It was easily the height of four men, its torso whip-thin, its arms spiderlike in their length, its strength awesome as it held its double-headed flail with ease. It flexed its four legs and leaped down, landing just beyond them with a heavy crunch on the loose stones.

"Very well," said Asho. He sounded manic, almost joyous. "You want to dance? I'm in need of a partner." He laughed again, the sound just shy of madness. "Let us dance!"

The demon whipped its arms up and around, sending both flails spinning through the air with such speed that they blurred. Kethe felt the wind across her face, heard the dull keening. Asho walked off to the left, picking up speed, jogging then breaking out into a sprint, then leaped up onto the wall and ran along its length, perpendicular to the ground.

The demon sent a flail flying through the air at Asho. It smashed into the wall with a deep, wrenching crunch, sending huge splinters of rock flying in every direction - but it missed the Bythian. He ran along the wall and then leaped again, this time diving along the ground, a foot above it, his sword a sliver of moonlight in between the demon's legs.

Kethe couldn't keep track of what happened next. The demon's insectile speed caused it to sidestep, but then it screeched and stumbled and Asho was somehow behind it, spinning his blade.

It didn't turn, but instead brought its thrown flail back to its side, set it to spinning in a tight arc over its head, and then began to launch both heads in a series of brutal sweeps at Asho, one barely clearing the other in horizontal swipes, then both cascading down in diagonals, bouncing off the rock floor to be swept up again into another attack. 

Kethe put her hand over her mouth. But Asho laughed and threw himself over the monstrous flails' heads, dove underneath, rolled aside, was back up, a ghost amongst the attacks that the demon couldn't touch. 

Until it did. 

Asho was ejected from the fight as if he'd fallen off the face of a cliff, spinning through the air to hit the rock wall and bounce off it. Kethe hadn't even seen what had hit him. 

He lay still. 

No. No.

The demon canted its head to one side like a bird, then issued a series of interrogatory clicks. It was ignoring her. Where was her blade? There – it lay but a few feet from her where Asho had set it down. She could barely stand, but she had to attack the demon now, while its back was turned.

Asho pushed himself to his feet. Kethe groaned as taint flooded out of his ruined shoulder and shattered arm, knitting them whole and seeping into her. She sank back into a crouch and steadied herself with an outflung hand. Asho shook out his arm, picked up his blade and threw it like a spear, straight at the demon's head.

Swords were not made to be thrown in such a manner, but Asho's blade slid almost to the hilt into the demon's alien skull. It screeched, reared back, chains jangling as the flail heads danced, legs tripping as it turned from side to side. Asho sprinted forward, leaped, touched one foot down on the demon's thigh, pushed off, and spun in midair to grasp the sword hilt. Momentum carried him over the demon, and in doing so caused the sword to cut up and around and split the demon's head in half. 

It shrieked again, spasmed and collapsed. Asho fell onto the rocks and lay still. The demon rattled its limbs again and again, slapping at the ground, whipping its head from side to side. Eventually it too lay still.

Kethe crawled over to Asho. He still wasn't moving. She touched his cheek. His skin was cool. 

His eyes flickered, then opened. "What happened?"

"You..." Kethe shook her head. "I don't know. I saw it, but I don't know how to describe it."

Asho groaned and rolled onto his side. He winced, touched his healed shoulder and gasped in pain. Blood was leaking from the corner of his mouth, dripping from his nose and ears. "I don't..." He closed his eyes and went still. 

"Asho?" Panic. She reached out and touched the side of his neck. His pulse was weak and irregular. What had he done? He'd Sin Cast without her help, burned through an enormous amount of magic in moments. 

"Asho!" Her terror mounted, gave her strength. She knew she shouldn't draw power from the world around her, drain the magic and in doing so find strength. But she had no choice. 

Kethe inhaled deeply, and felt a swirling rush of magic sinking into her soul. With a grunt, she slid her arms beneath Asho's body and rose to her feet. Her skin felt too tight. Her eyes were dry, her tongue swollen in her mouth. They had to make it down. They had to warn the others. Kethe turned and began to stagger down the length of the crevice. Patterns of light danced before her, swirls and dots as if she had just been staring at the sun.

She had to make it down. She had to warn Ser Wyland. She had to tell him that the Black Shriving followed at her heels. 
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The log burst into coals and sparks as it split in half across the stone troll's face, and an instant later Grax rose to his feet with a roar of fury. Immediately Gregory was on his feet too, but Tharok gave a brutal roar all of his own and stepped forward, shoving Gregory to the ground. 

Grax loomed over Tharok, twice his height, some fourteen feet in all, gangly and stooped but all whipcord muscle under his stony hide. The troll shook his head, took up his great hammer, and swung it toward Tharok with terrible strength. 

Time slowed. Tharok brought all his thoughts to bear on a single point: Grax's left eye. The hammer moved toward him as if through honey. He had to think like the troll. He had to be a stone troll. He had to convince himself so thoroughly, then and there, that Grax would believe it too.

The circlet became searing hot, and Tharok almost cried out as alien thoughts and images and sounds poured into his mind. Darkness black and thick like oil and the night a tender lover touching him in all his monstrosity, sinking into the cracks in his great stone iron carapace, wrapped around him in the bowels of a cave or sweeping about him like a great ragged cloak when he stood on the top of peak. Hands so powerful they could crush rock and carve grooves into the very stone, the world a strange and frenzied place, frantic and rapid, his own mind a center of instinct and hunger around which the madness of reality whirled. The calm beauty of the stars, the fresh enchantment of true blood-freezing cold, his body growing ever more powerful and large but slower and deliberate till one day it would merge with the mountainside and he would bleed his sense of self into the peaks and valleys and become one with the world, true death, true dying being that absorption, that dissolution. Power and strength and the calm of trees growing and the fundamental rightness of eating another and darkness about him, but everywhere and true was the stone and mountain, the boulder and block, the living rock of which he was but only a slightly more aware part of. Mountain and rock, shale and stone, the deep organ grinds of boulders shifting in the heart of chasms and gorges. Time changing the face of the world. The sigh of wind through the valleys. The crack of ice parting slivers. Time and bone, darkness and blood.

The club hit him across the chest with the power of an avalanche. It snapped him out of his dark thoughts with a rush and a roar of explosive pain, and he was lifted off the ground and sent hurtling back through the air. He hit the ground and rolled, came up by reflex onto his knees and hands, and fought for his feet snarling and coughing for a moment before his body crumpled once more. Pain spiderwebbed across his chest, caused his heart to shudder, and with effort he rolled onto his back, looking up unseeing at the stars. He raises his hands, touched his chest, sought to suck in air, but his lungs weren't working. Gasping, retching, he shook his head, and through the pain and confusion he forced himself to roll onto his side. 

Weapon...? He forced himself up into a sitting position. He had no time; the troll would be upon him. He heard yells, the sound of boots pounding the rock, dull roars like cave-ins coming from all around. Gregory's voice was raised in command, shot through with fear and rage. Then there were hands under his arms, and Tharok was hauled to his feet. His legs refused to steady beneath him, though, and he growled and shook his head, his tusks almost goring the kragh to his side. Finally, something unlocked in his chest and he took a massive breath of fresh mountain air, the cold purity of it doing much to quell the fire that was raging through his body.

Blinking away the tears, Tharok shrugged the hands away from him. He stepped forward and saw that an ever-growing tide of kragh was gathering around them, weapons drawn. Gregory was standing in front of Grax, facing out, looking at the assembling horde that was quickly growing from the tens to the hundreds. The stone troll was in full rage, its club raised above Gregory's head protectively, its massive bat wing ears twitching and swirling from side to side as it shifted its weight from foot to foot, turning to try to keep the kragh in view. 

Tharok stepped forward and roared from the depths of his belly, "Enough!" 

The kragh who had been inching forward stopped. Only then did the pangs of failure hit him. The moment had come, the moment of truth, of mastery, and he had failed. He had gambled and lost. 

"Weapons down! Now!" He strode forward, trying not to limp, refusing to bend over, to continue sucking in air, to close his eyes and wait for the pain to subside. He didn't know how many ribs might be snapped. The pain was terrific, and a burning was rising in his core, but he forced it aside. "You, all of you, weapons down!" 

Slowly the kragh did as he ordered, lowering their spears and sword points but not putting them away. Tharok turned to stare at them all, moving in a slow circle. "There is no problem here. None! This human is under my protection, and his troll is innocent. Everything is alright. Go back to your fires. Sleep! Tomorrow we march for the Dragon's Tear, and I need you strong. Go! There is no danger. Go!"

Reluctantly, the bloodlust still upon them, the kragh retreated. When they were gone, Tharok looked to Gregory. "Apologies. I thought I could dominate your troll, and I failed. My mistake nearly cost us everything. I'll leave you now."

Grax was subsiding, its ears beginning to droop, lowering the hammer so that the great stone head rested gently against the ground. 

"Wait," said Gregory, stepping forward, reaching out to touch Tharok's shoulder before dropping his hand. " Fail? If you had failed, you would be dead. If you had failed, Grax would have stove in your chest and splattered your bones across the entire valley. I don't know how you did it, but you passed. Damn you, you did it."

Tharok frowned, the thought taking a moment to sink into his head, and then he laughed. The sound was weak and pained. He fought back the bitterness that arose within him, and almost he chose to confess to Gregory: it wasn't me that passed your test. I don't have your power.  

"Good," he said, voice low and rough. "You will teach me?"

"Yes, damn it, yes. I've only met three others since Egard who could do what we do, and they had to begin with robins and goldfish. You've begun with stone trolls. That is... that is frightening."

Tharok reached up and took off the circlet. The world howled and shrank from an expanse of light to his own limited viewpoint. The skin around his temples felt blistered. He turned the slender band of metal over in his hands, examining it carefully in the firelight. Gregory watched, nonplussed. This band. This crown of Ogri's. What was its limit? From where came its power?

The circlet glimmered. Tharok grunted and slipped it back over his brow, and immediately a wave of confidence and aggression passed through him like a wall of fire. He grinned and Gregory backed away half a step. "Don't worry, human," Tharok said. "You will get your gold. You will get your treasure. You will stalk the battlefield like a hungry crow, and wherever you gaze you will see riches. Stay with me, align your fate with mine, and we will see you richer than even your Ascendant."

Gregory held still, staring at Tharok, and then he nodded. "By the Black Gate, I believe you. I would have laughed but a moment ago, but now I believe it. So be it! I shall cast my lot with you. Deliver what you have promised, fill my hands with more riches than I can spend, and I will teach you all that I know. All that Egard taught me in those high mountain meadows."

"Good," said Tharok. "Now sleep. I have matters to attend to. Follow the Red River tribe tomorrow, and when we strike from the Chasm Walk, I shall ensure that you are able to follow." 

Tharok strode away into the dark, his mind aflame with excitement. He would perfect the ability to control the trolls, would summon and bring them all down from their rocky crags. He would enlist their aid, as many as he could find, and with a score of them, he would descend to the Dragon's Tear and silence all his critics. He would present the kragh with their greatest weapon. In one move he would unite the highland kragh, and word of his coming would strike fear into the hearts of the Tragon. All would fear him, all would flee, only to be swept up and brought into his tribe, unifying all beneath his banner.

Through the different small camps he walked, hand massaging his chest. He slowed when he saw Golden Crow waiting for him outside his hut, hands laced over his walking stick, his blind face inscrutable.

"Shaman," he said.

"Warlord," Golden Crow said gravely. "I thought we had spoken. I thought we had reached an understanding."

"We did, and we have," said Tharok, stopping. "What is amiss?"

"I am blind, but I see more than any. The spirits have been screaming in my ear, shrieking their warnings. They say that you learn black magicks from the human. That you seek to control that which should be left alone. What is this that you do? Explain it to me, young kragh."

Tharok controlled the urge to growl. His every move was checked by this old shaman. "Golden Crow, in a few days we will reach the Dragon's Tear. I will stand on the broken altar of the Shattered Temple and issue a call for a Grand Convocation. I need to prepare for that, or fail and lose all. I am doing what I must. I am going to summon the stone trolls and make them part of our forces."

"Impressive," Golden Crow said dryly. "And wholly unnatural. The spirits are not pleased. Why do you think this human travels alone, with only a stone troll for company? Why do you think he is not down in the cities of men, hip deep in wine and naked human women?"

"I don't know," said Tharok, lowering his chin. "And I don't care."

"Well, you should, fool," said Golden Crow. "What he has gained has come at great cost. Do you think this human the only one with this power? There have been others, but they never last long. They always disappear. They are cast out from their societies, banned and shunned. Why, oh great and wise warlord, do you think that is?"

"Because they have power!" roared Tharok, drawing the attention of many camped close by, his patience snapping. "Because they have power unlike any other, and draw the resentment of old meddling fools!"

"No, Tharok!" Golden Crow swung his walking stick and rapped Tharok on the shoulder. "Because they lose their sense of self! If you would be a troll, be a sheep, be a fish or a hawk, then you cannot be a kragh or a human! He who seeks to control others loses himself, and in so doing becomes at once less than he was and more. Yes, there is power; yes, there is the ability to control. But at what price, fool? What price? Why do you think we are not ruled by these men and women? Why do you think they are not in control of the cities, of the world? With such power, they should be!"

"I don't know," admitted Tharok. "It's a fair question."

"Because," hissed Golden Crow, "they do not last. They lose the ability to live with their own kind. They become predators. They become alien. Did this human tell you of the charwolf?"

"Yes," said Tharok, his eyes narrowing.

"Did he tell you from where the charwolf comes? Its origin?"

"No."

"Then think, idiot! Think of the path you are stepping onto. Think, and turn back! If you walk this path, you will lose more than you can imagine. You stand to lose your soul! Your very spirit!"

Tharok stood still as realization washed over him. To lose his spirit... Golden Crow was speaking the truth, the fervor and anger in his voice real and raw. Tharok took a deep breath and thought of Grax, the great stone troll, standing over Gregory as the man hissed and wheeled to stare at the assembling kragh. Thought of his tale, of the firehawks and goats, of Egard alone in the high meadow. Of the charwolf with its yellow eyes leading sheep into the woods. 

He growled then, wheeled away and began to run past the campfires, the suspicious faces. Through the dark, back to Gregory's camp. 

Gregory heard him coming and rose to his feet. Tharok burst into his small circle of light and strode right up to him. 

"Egard. What happened to him? Why?"

"It doesn't concern you."

"Tell me, human, or I will summon all six hundred of my kragh and have them destroy you, troll or no."

"What do you want to know, kragh? You want to know why I killed Egard? Why I killed the man who taught me to become what I am?" Gregory laughed, the sound high and alien, a skittering titter. "You want the truth, the reality? I can give it to you. But you know it won't change anything. Oh, no. You have tasted power. You have merged with the earth and stone and touched the mind of a troll. You know that nothing I can say now will change what you want. I was where you now are, teetering on the brink of the chasm, looking down into the realms of power, but trying to convince myself that I wanted to draw back, that I still wanted to save myself."

Gregory stepped forward so that his face was inches from Tharok's and looked up at him, completely unafraid. "I thought that I would save myself, so I killed Egard when I discovered what he was. I killed him, or tried to, for I don't know if he truly died that night. And I swore to never touch the mind of another from that day forward. Do you know how long that vow lasted? A year. Now, here I am, alone in these high mountain passes talking with a kragh, living with a troll, alone. But, oh, the power I wield! Why would I want human cities and human conversation when I can commune with the sky and listen to the wind? I can fly with the hawk and burrow with the starmole! I can be one with the world! Your Sky Father must feel like this, looking at all and knowing their minds. Power, kragh, power. You want it. You need it. That is what you are about: power and control. So, don't come here barking and yelling about Egard, thinking that it matters. It doesn't. Tomorrow I will go with you to the Dragon's Tear. I will go with you and teach you how to control that which you desire, and you will give me riches. We will grow together, into power greater than of which we can dream of. Am I not right?"

Tharok was shivering, his mind spinning, thinking of the charwolf – the brief glimpse that Gregory had seen in that mountain meadow. Leading human men and women, children and beasts into the darkness. Power. The deep stone thoughts he had touched. The Dragon's Tear. Nakrok. Porloc and the Orlokor, the human empires, the mass of kragh seething and swirling and killing each other forever. 

Then he thought of the great Uniter, Ogri, and how he had died alone in that high Valley of the Dead. How he had been the only kragh in memory or legend to ever ride a true dragon. The only kragh to unite them all, a kragh who had no spirit. Who had fled the world before it was too late. 

Tharok groaned and covered his face with his hands. The world was spinning around him, and through it he could sense the power within his grasp, the power he need but reach out and take. Armies marching at his command, the world aflame, nights of power and delirium, blood and fire. He could control it, he heard himself whisper in the depths of his mind. He could control himself. It was only a question of willpower, of determination. 

Nothing was beyond his reach. Nothing. 

With a cry he tore the circlet from his brow, and blessed silence came roaring down upon him, swept the thoughts and pain and dreams from his fevered mind and left him reeling and alone in front of the human. 

Gregory was staring at him, his eyes gleaming. Tharok met his gaze and then spat full in his face. The man fell back, shocked, and Tharok grinned at him, all tusks and fangs. 

"Follow us tomorrow, and I'll order you dead."

He turned then and marched away into the darkness, his head now devoid of thoughts of conquest. He looked down at the slender band of iron and resisted the urge to hurl it away into the night. He was done with its power. He would follow his own fate without it.
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Iskra stepped up to the great double doors of the Emperor's Hall and took a deep breath. She resisted the urge to smooth her skirt, to touch her hair, to finesse the irreparable. The chamberlain had offered her the privacy of a chamber in which to refresh herself, but she'd politely turned him down; part of her worried that that have proven a delaying tactic or a subtle trap, while another deemed it worth the gamble of presenting herself in such rough condition. It would speak volumes as to the risks and determination she had shown in reaching the emperor's presence.

Two guards stepped forward to push the doors open. They were massive, fit for mounted knights to pass through without ducking their heads, made of gilded and beautifully worked bronze. The chamberlain, a broad-shouldered and potbellied boar of a man with a glistening bald pate, clad in robes more beautiful than any she owned, led her party inside. 

The Emperor's Hall was filled with people. Tall columns rose up from amongst the crowd to support the vaulted roof, and the air was thick with perfume and humanity. There was no throne at the far end of the room, but rather a chaise longue on a raised dais, a beautifully carved affair of ivory and white silk on which rested the man she presumed to be the emperor. He was lying on his side, his body lost amongst the silks, a scepter topped with a gold medusa's head almost lost amongst the folds, his face covered with an ivory mask inlaid with silver. Even at this distance she could make out the gleam of his eyes as they locked on her.

"The Lady Iskra of Ennoia," called out the chamberlain in Ennoian, and then he repeated it in Agerastian, his voice a hollow boom that silenced the crowd like a great hand pressing down ridges of clay. "Accompanied by her delegation, come to speak with the emperor of Agerastos."

Iskra stepped forward, summoning every ounce of training and refinement that she could from her childhood in Sige. She glided forward, glancing neither left nor right, ignoring the fascinating panoply of dignitaries, nobles, musicians, advisors, and charivari as she walked over the marble floor toward the distant dais. Behind her, she could hear the soft footfalls of Tiron, followed by Hannus, Ord, and the Agerastian translator, Orishin. Captain Patash brought up the rear, seeing his duty through to the last.

Murmurs followed in her wake. The emperor never stirred, didn't sit up to get a better view of her. She gazed upon his reclining form and tried to match him to the virile, heroic figure that dominated the square outside thanks to the height of his great column. That young man had been muscled, almost statuesque; the man before her was almost a child, his body slender and frail. The forty years since he'd led the Agerastians in revolt had taken their toll.

"Emperor Thansos," she said upon reaching the appropriate distance, dropping into a curtsey. "Thank you for this audience. I traveled far and risked many dangers so that I might have the honor of addressing you."

Her words were carefully chosen and had their desired effect; the whispers stirred up again behind her. For an Ennoian - they didn't yet know of her Sigean blood - to claim it an honor to speak with an Agerastian was unheard of. 

The ivory mask tilted a little more in her direction. The eyes behind it were sharp and alert. She met their gaze directly. What a beautiful mask, she thought. What did it hide?

"Lady Iskra," came his voice, whispery and quiet. "An Ennoian in my court. How the times have changed. Would you share your family name?"

Her heart fluttered. It was time to roll the dice. "Of course. I am Lady Iskra Kyferin, of Castle Kyferin, widow of Lord Enderl Kyferin." She had to raise her voice at the last, as the crowd's shocked pause erupted into anger. She almost smiled coldly, but instead she schooled her features and kept her expression neutral. Instead, she watched the emperor. He was the only one who mattered.

"So, it is true," he said. "The Scourge of Agerastos is dead." The hall quieted as everybody leaned forward to hear the emperor's quiet words. "You are surpassingly bold, Lady Kyferin." 

With each word she gained his measure, or sought to do so. His reaction spoke volumes. She knew well just what tragedies her husband had visited upon these shores, had heard him regale countless visitors over the years with detailed accounts of the navy battles. The assaults on the shore. The burning of villages. The salting and burning of the sparse soil. The siege of the capital. The butchering, the widespread horrors that had been visited upon the people. How the sky had grown dark for days with smoke. How he had sought to convert them all to Ascendancy at the point of the blade and the twist of the skewer. That the emperor didn't order her arrested and held for public execution immediately was impressive, and saved her having to blurt out the cause of her visit as guards wrestled her away.

For which she was grateful.

"Are you come from Ennoia, Lady Kyferin? Did the Ascendant or his Grace send you as an envoy?"

"No, Your Imperial Highness. Neither of them knows that I am here. I come of my own accord, with a proposition that I believe to be of benefit to us both."

The emperor studied her, then raised a gloved hand. "Clear the hall."

It was a whispered command, but the reaction was startling. Without complaint or rancor the crowd backed away, turned, and began to stream out the great double doors. Iskra resisted the urge to turn and watch them go. 

As the crowd thinned and disappeared, Iskra caught sight out of the corner of her eye of the guards lining the walls, along with six more standing to each side of the dais. Perhaps thirty armed guards or more, she estimated. An impressive show of force. The chamberlain was standing to the right side of the dais, large and inscrutable, and a woman Iskra's age was standing on the dais proper to one side of the chaise, wearing stunningly beautiful robes of emerald, her hair intricately braided, her expression cool and calculating.

After everyone had left, Iskra realized that a good twenty other individuals had remained behind, not standing on the dais or immediately before it, but arrayed around the sides and behind her, listening with intense gravity. A quick, speculative glance took them in, and she guessed about half of them were charivari of some high rank or other, a quarter of military standing, and the final quarter composed of those members of court whose function was of sufficient importance that they could assume the emperor had not addressed them when he ordered the court cleared. In all, it seemed that a private audience with the emperor included almost twenty-five other people.

"Lady Kyferin," said the emperor, stirring on his chaise. "Know that only my curiosity prevents your immediate and painful death. There is no other name more hated across all of this isle then your husband's. Speak your proposition."

Never had Iskra been so glad for her childhood court training. She remained relaxed, confident, diffident to just the right degree and not a shade more.

"Your army won a striking victory in Ennoia more than a month ago," she began. "I have amongst my retinue those who saw your Sin Casters work their magic. He saw them slice down hundreds of the empire's greatest knights." 

There was a pleased stirring amongst certain members of the crowd - the military types especially, she noted. However, features of the woman behind the chaise seemed only to tighten, while the emperor remained inscrutable.

"Yet those same sources saw your Sin Casters fall after wielding their magic, vomiting blood and unable to stand. Did they think to consume Gate Stone and wield tainted magic with impunity? I doubt it. Surely you have many more Sin Casters prepared to take their place, along with plenty of Gate Stone to fuel their powers."

She might as well have drawn a sword. The emperor sat up, hissing in either anger or pain, while startled expressions flashed across numerous faces.

"How do you know this?" The emperor's voice was a whipcrack. "Who has spoken to you of these secrets?"

"Secrets?" Iskra smiled. "Hardly. I know more than you think. I know that your army is in woeful condition, despite its crushing victory. Without supplies, reinforcements, or fresh Sin Casters, they have retreated to the coast. They are laying siege to a coastal city, but in truth I believe they are awaiting succor. How much Gate Stone did they carry? Plentiful amounts? I doubt it. Low on Casters, low on Gate Stone, low on everything – I imagine your invasion teeters on the brink of ruin. The real question is, how much of this do your own citizens know?"

The emperor said nothing. 

She sensed more than heard Tiron's subtle preparation for violence. The imperial guards were all glaring at her, eyes wide, ready to attack at the slightest indication from the emperor. 

"I do not enjoy repeating myself," whispered the emperor. "How do you know this?"

"I have a Sin Caster amongst my own number. He deduced the usage of Gate Stone, and saw the deleterious effect it had on your Casters. We know from where Gate Stone comes, and I know you have precious little of it here on Agerastos. Without it, your Casters are helpless. Without it, you will be crushed by the next army the Ascendant's Grace throws against your forces. An army which is gathering even now, ready to wipe your insurrection off the map and then follow in my husband's footsteps to your shores."

The woman stepped forth, a strange light in her eyes. "It is as you say. You have come to demand our surrender?"

"No." Iskra turned back to the emperor. "Your Imperial Majesty, I too am the enemy of the Ascendant Empire. I have been cast out of my home and hunted by forces loyal to the Ascendant's Grace. I have come to your shores by secret means to offer an alliance. I have plentiful amounts of Gate Stone. I can transport it directly to your capital, or even to your forces directly."

Iskra could feel the tension around her like a taut web. Her every statement was like a finger plucking at a strand, causing it to vibrate and send hidden signals amongst those gathered. She stood in a storm of conflicting opinions. There were factions here, she now saw, groups in opposition to each other and the emperor. He didn't wield absolute control. His invasion wasn't unanimously supported. There was so much she didn't know, so many factors involved in this situation. All she could do was gaze at the emperor, match his feverish stare, and seek to convince him of the authenticity of her claims.

A hollow-cheeked, gray-bearded man in elegant white and blue robes stepped forward and bowed to the emperor, who acknowledged him with a nod. Then the man turned to Iskra, and she saw in his face a severity and rigidity that immediately led her to steel herself. 

"You display an alarming amount of knowledge on matters occult, matters that are hidden even from some of those present here today. You make ostentatious promises, yet all I see before me is the bedraggled widow of our greatest enemy, accompanied by three soldiers and without chests filled with Gate Stone with which to prove her words." The man's calm, derisive words smoothed down the alarm that had gripped the crowd. "Where is your proof, Lady Kyferin? How are we to know this is not an Ennoian ploy?"

"Knowledge is power," said Iskra. "The Ascendant's Grace does not know how weak your Sin Casters are. If he did, no doubt he would strike immediately." Iskra knew that she was walking a tightrope by making these educated guesses. One slip, and she would tumble into the abyss. "There is no logic behind my coming to your court to reveal these facts if I were seeking to trick you. Instead, I would simply inform His Grace and watch as he crushed your beleaguered forces."

The emperor raised a hand, forestalling any further response. "You spoke of Gate Stone. You say that you have large quantities of it. How can that be if you have been exiled from your home?"

"Do you know the origins of Gate Stone?" Iskra waited, looking around at the crowd. Nobody made to answer. "The magic that flows into our world through the Black Gate can suffuse the ground, enrich rock with its properties and there petrify, becoming as you have seen a reservoir of power that can be unleashed when eaten."

The emperor nodded. "I have surmised as much, but without a means to test it, that is all we have been able to do: surmise. How can you speak so confidently?"

"Because there is a second Black Gate," said Iskra. "A smaller, hidden Portal in the mountains above the castle to which I have been banished, and its -"

She was drowned out. Several courtiers raised their voices in anger and fear, and the woman stepped up angrily beside the chaise, her eyes wide. "Preposterous. There is only one Black Gate. Even children know as much."

Iskra met her anger full on, not flinching in the least. "Then you display your ignorance! My family mined that Gate Stone centuries ago, until the rise of Ascendancy, at which point their operations were ordered to stop. That Black Gate, remote and small, was forgotten. I swear it by my hope for Ascendancy and the White Gate that it exists, and even as we speak, my forces are scouting its location and determining how best to resume those mining operations."

"Lies!" The woman turned to the emperor. "Father, enough. This Kyferin is no better than her husband, seeking to spin tales fit for children so as to ruin us. A second Black Gate? She may as well claim there are two Ascendants, two White Gates, that -"

"Daughter," whispered the emperor, and the woman's jaw snapped shut. "Since we do not believe in Ascendancy, why is it impossible for there to be two Black Gates? If they are merely conduits of magical energy, then there can be one, two, or ten." 

The tension in the air grew so rigid that Iskra could almost hear it crackling. 

His daughter took a deep breath and bowed her head. "Of course, Father."

She believes in Ascendancy, realized Iskra with a shock. And everybody here knows it. Even the emperor. 

"Patrician Athash speaks wisely, however," said the emperor, turning back to Iskra. "Your claims have the ring of truth, but without evidence they are hollow. Can you prove anything of which you speak?"

"No, Your Imperial Majesty. I currently have no proof. Think of this as an overture, if you will. I have come to open negotiations. When my forces secure the Gate Stone, we shall gladly trade it with you in whatever quantities you could desire."

The chamberlain shifted his weight, his broad, placid face betraying nothing of his emotions. "You speak of trade. What would you desire in exchange?"

The chamberlain has political power, thought Iskra. "Protection. The forces that cast me and mine into exile wish to see us dead, and though we have defeated the first army they sent against us, we shall not be able to hold out against a second. When the time comes, I would ask that you send men and Sin Casters through my Lunar Portal to help us defeat this enemy."

An intensely textured silence followed this statement. For those with an understanding of court, it must have spoken volumes. 

A gaunt lady dressed in purple and yellow silks took a step forward. Her skin was ashen, her hair gray, though she couldn't have been more than forty or more. Was she suffering from some illness? "Lady Kyferin, how long do you believe it will take you to begin your mining operations?"

"It is hard to say. The area around the Black Gate is infested with demons. We will need to clear them out and find a means of controlling the Gate before we can safely begin to extract the stone." Curse this woman. She had struck at the center of Iskra's greatest difficulty. 

A black-bearded man in brown robes who had clearly been a warrior in his youth shook his head. "We don't have months. Our fleet needs to set sail immediately with reinforcements."

The emperor raised his hand. "That will suffice for now. Lady Kyferin, your proposition merits greater scrutiny. You are welcome as a guest at the palace. We shall speak more on this shortly."

Iskra bowed low. "Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty."

The chamberlain stepped forth and led the way down the center of the hall, back to the large double doors, which were opened by servants as they reached them. The chamberlain led them through the crowd that waited just outside, and Iskra ignored the stares and measured looks. On they walked through the palace, which proved to be an extensive and rambling edifice, till finally they were led to a suite of rooms with a broad balcony that overlooked the harbor. 

A dozen servants brought in food and placed it on a central table, while maids rushed in and out bearing large pitchers of steaming water with which they filled a copper tub that stood in the center of the bedroom itself. 

The chamberlain stood still amidst all this activity, his eyes alight with intelligence, his expression bemused and calm. "These are to be your rooms while you remain at the palace, my lady. For your safety, I shall post guards at the door and below the balcony. There are those in Agerastos who will not welcome your presence here, and may seek to violate all etiquette by making that expressly known to you."

"Thank you, Chamberlain." A wave of exhaustion passed through her. She fought to hide it. "These rooms will suffice."

"Very well." He gave a shallow bow, gestured to the servants to follow, and withdrew.

Iskra allowed herself a deep sigh of relief and sat down on the edge of an ornate and distinctly uncomfortable chair.

Tiron quickly explored the suite of rooms and then posted Hannus on the balcony and Ord by the front door. Orishin bowed low, unsure if he should leave, but Iskra stopped him with a gesture. "Now, my friend. Please, tell me your interpretation of what just transpired."

Orishin tugged at his beard and hesitantly pulled a stool out from the corner. He perched much like a bird, ready to take flight at a moment's notice. "You have entered the eye of the storm, Lady Iskra." He paused, then grimaced. "Lady Kyferin. You did well to hide your name until the last moment. Had your identity been discovered in the street, well... "

Tiron rocked back on his heels. "Your Ennoian has greatly improved since we first met you."

"Yes." Orishin smiled apologetically. "It is always worthwhile to pretend to know less than you actually do, so as to learn more than you normally might. Now that I see the direction in which the wind is blowing, I have decided to raise my sails." He paused. "You are a fiercely intelligent woman, my lady, so I shall be direct and honest to save us both time. My presence in your retinue was overlooked, for which we can both be thankful. I had not expected to accompany you directly into the emperor's presence. Had I known, I don't know what I would have done. I like to think I would have done the same, but I am not the man I once was."

"Your point?"

"My presence will prove a liability. I told you as we walked here that I fell from the court's favor due to a disgraceful act of curiosity, which I framed in innocuous tones." His smile became nervous. "That wasn't the entire truth."

Tiron practically loomed over the man. "What, then, was the nature of your transgression?"

"There is a ready market for a certain kind of literature, shall we say." Orishin squeezed his hands together. "Especially when it involves the highest ladies of the court. I made a tidy sum to boost my scant income as a scribe by penning and releasing these pamphlets. I was good! Too good. I knew when I saw my pamphlets being read at court that I had to stop, but by then it was too late. I was caught, whipped, and cast out into the street."

Tiron turned to Iskra, one eyebrow raised. Orishin glanced at her as well from under his brows, his expression at once hopeful and afraid. 

Finally, she smiled. "Very well. Once, perhaps, I would have judged you harshly, but that time has passed. We shall be discrete about your assistance. Now, to my original question. Your thoughts?"

Orishin hopped off his stool and dropped to one knee. "Thank you, great lady! Ah, to be back in the heady swirl of court life. How I have missed it. Now..." He stood and began to pace. "Much has developed that I could only guess at from my stall under the plane tree. Of course, many of my clients remain faithful and come by for my latest work in exchange for gossip – oh, yes, I still have to earn a living - but it was fascinating to see the truth with my own eyes. You were most bold, my lady, with your assertions! And entirely accurate." Orishin stopped to give her a respectful bow. "You said in a few sentences more than most courtiers will dance around for months. Marvelous! And dangerous."

A refreshing breeze blew in through the open doors that led to the balcony, the air smelling of brine. 

"How strong is the emperor's opposition?" Iskra asked.

"Ah, that is hard to discern. It takes a brave man - or woman - to oppose the will of the great Thansos. I was but a child when he overthrew the empire, destroyed the Solar Portal and rode a wave of acclaim into the palace. He was loved! That statue in the great square truly depicts the man he once was. Even I can remember the hope, the energy, and the enthusiasm that filled our land. Men embraced as brothers, oppression was cast down, and so forth and so on." Orishin sat once more. "Then your husband's ships arrived, and everything changed."

Iskra nodded. "Twenty years ago, that would have been."

"Yes. Terrible times. The ocean waves that lapped our shores left behind crimson foam. Much that we had built since throwing off the yoke of the empire was destroyed. The emperor himself went into hiding when Agerastos was conquered, and the empire's officials were installed once more in the palace. In time, your husband left, and the emperor led a rebellion from the streets. Within two years Agerastos was freed again, but the tenor of the times had changed. Thansos himself, I dare say, had changed."

Tiron rubbed his jaw. "Is that when he started using that mask?"

"No, that came a little later. But the magic had already started to warp him, to rob his frame of its strength and vitality. Why, yes, he is a wielder of magic, the most powerful we have ever seen. It was he who discovered the use of Gate Stone, who discovered how to destroy the Solar Portal, and banished the spirit that emerged from the ruined stones. But after he regained control, he was changed. He had lost much, and was no longer loved. The suffering had been great. That was when he returned the worship of the medusas to Agerastos. I was young then, and remember well the bitterness of that time. There was much talk of returning to the empire, much fear of your husband's return. The emperor's closest friends turned against him, and he had them killed. Fear stalked the streets. He would not tolerate dissension. Within a few years of regaining control, he was ruling alone with an iron fist."

Iskra leaned forward. "If he is so powerful, how does he now have opponents?"

Orishin sighed. "Do you know what it takes for an impoverished and weak nation like our own to mount an invasion like we have done? The taxes, the confiscation of ships, the marshalling of every resource across the island, the imperial decrees – a total war effort that has resulted in a great victory, but at terrible cost. We cannot sustain this war. We cannot send enough reinforcements to Ennoia. We cannot continue beggaring our people in an attempt to do what? Destroy the Ascendant Empire?" Orishin laughed darkly. "Hence the opposition. The emperor can kill a political opponent, but not his entire people. Dissatisfaction runs high. There have been numerous riots prompted by hunger. The military is firmly with him, but the charivari are increasingly opposed. And worse. There are other factions that even our emperor does not dare oppose."

"His daughter," said Iskra.

"Yes, the striking, beloved Ylisa. His darling daughter. Are you prepared to be shocked, my lady? She leads a growing faction of Ascensionists! Here in Agerastos. A growing faction that wishes to surrender and return to the empire, to a false golden age that never existed."

Tiron fumbled at his belt, clearly looking for his missing sword, then crossed his arms. "And he can't crush this movement because it's led by his blood?"

Orishin nodded and said to Iskra, "When your husband executed the emperor's wife so horrifically - ah. You did not know? It was a public spectacle that was meant to draw him out of hiding. It didn't work, and her death took a week. When she died, it is said the emperor swore both his eternal revenge and to love and cherish his daughter forevermore. Some say he cannot turn against her because of that very vow. But she plots against him, ever more openly, and in doing so encourages others to do the same."

Iskra nodded slowly, tapping her lips in thought. "Ylisa must not be pleased with my arrival."

"I would guess not," said Orishin. "Many who thought this invasion doomed may now reconsider if you truly deliver your Gate Stone. That is a reversal that she will not welcome."

Tiron eyed Hannus, alone on the balcony. Iskra could almost read his thoughts. "Thank you, Orishin. We shall send for you when we have need. Know that your assistance will not be forgotten."

Orishin rose smoothly to his feet and then bowed low. "My thanks, Lady Kyferin." With that he walked briskly from the room.

"We are in danger," said Tiron.

"Yes. But there are opportunities here that I had not hoped for." Iskra walked to a side table where a decanter and elegant wooden cups were set. 

"Best not," said Tiron, stepping up and placing his hand over the decanter. 

Iskra hesitated then nodded. "Very well. But as I was saying. Ylisa wants to end her father's war effort. What if ally with her? We need not turn irrevocably against the empire. If we could convince the emperor to recall his forces, then we could return to Ennoia on a wave of good will and petition the Ascendant's Grace to redress the wrongs done to us."

Tiron's eyes widened in surprise. He clearly hadn't anticipated that line of thought. "But he sent a Virtue against us. Why would he forgive Makaria's death?"

"Because we could save the lives of countless others," said Iskra, a small thrill running through her. "Imagine: we could end the war if we but ally with Ylisa. We need not imperil our souls. We need not court damnation. There is a path home that leads from the emperor's chambers to my son."

Tiron rubbed at his jaw and stepped away. "Perhaps. But you heard of the oath the emperor swore. How would you convince him to recant it?"

"I don't know. I'll have to discuss that step with Ylisa. Soon." 

Tiron grimaced. "The sooner the better. I thought at first the guards in the hall and below the balcony were to keep us in. Now I see they might genuinely be there to protect us."

Iskra nodded and stretched, a wave of exhaustion passing through her. "We need to be wise with our resources, including ourselves. I am going to bathe and rest. With luck, the emperor will summon us this evening to either meet or dine. If we can survive until then and find a moment to converse with Ylisa, we have a chance."

Tiron bowed. "I shall do everything in my power to ensure that, my lady."

Iskra smiled at him. She felt a sense of loss that events had prevented her from having even a moment alone with Tiron, to address his strange formality, his stiff propriety. Their eyes met, and she saw an awareness in their dark depths, a response. She smiled. 

"I know, ser knight," she told him quietly. "It is why I chose you above all others to accompany me on this venture." 

Tiron's head jerked back as if she'd slapped him. He stood smartly at attention then gave her a stiff bow. "Any knight of yours would do the same. Good evening, my lady." So saying, he turned and marched out onto the balcony.

Iskra stared after him. What had she said? Had she given offense? Perhaps she had misread him, had mistaken his loyalty for affection. Was she a fool to think he could forget his wife and son? The grief that had sustained him over the long years in that cell beneath Kyferin Castle? 

Iskra retired to her chamber and closed the door gently. Now was not the time to divine the truth behind Tiron's coldness, but if he wished for formality then she could provide that in ample quantities. She turned to face the steaming bath and with an effort put all thought of Se Tiron from her mind. If given the chance, the emperor would see her this evening. She would not present herself as a determined adventurer but as the most elegant and poised of Sigean ladies. This was a battle she knew how to fight, and though her skills hadn't been used in decades, she had been raised from birth for just such a contest. 

Iskra let her clothing slip from her shoulders and sighed as she stepped into the hot water. This contest was just beginning. 
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Audsley took a deep breath and stepped to the edge of the ledge. The twin honeycomb walls extended back toward the airshaft's tunnel that lay before him, marsh-fire green and ghostly. The air was heavy and still. Aedelbert was sitting to one side, shaking his wings out nervously. Audsley didn't blame him. This was the height of foolishness. Who was he to go to war? Who was he to pick up the instruments of battle, infernal as they might be, and hunt down a demon in the depths of its own home?

Madness! But such were the times. He wished he could retreat back into the lab for a glass of honeyed milk and some biscuits, to think this over, perhaps read a little more of the manuals he had discovered, but alas, the time for indecision was long gone. Now was the time for fell-handed action. 

"I go, Aedelbert." Audsley gazed out into the darkness. "I go in search, most likely, of my death. But this is the service I have sworn!"

Aedelbert canted his head to one side and chirped nervously. 

"I know, I know, I must look a fool. But judge a book not by its gorgeous leather-bound cover, I've always said. Now, no more prevarications. There is an entire stonecloud to scour. Wish me luck."

Audsley reached up and lowered the goggles that had been sitting on his forehead over his eyes. They were bulky and covered the upper half of his face in a manner that made him feel almost claustrophobic; the polished black lenses were encased within a framework of thick metal wires and black leather, and their power was astounding. 

Audsley blinked, and the darkness before him drained to gray. The depths became apparent, and he could see the thin strip of ground far below, where the two walls narrowed almost to touching. 

A heavy presence in his mind stirred, coming to life, awareness filling its dark corpus as it noticed Audsley. The demon in the goggles. Audsley had been fascinated to discover that they were not all alike; some were lively and sharp, others ponderous, like an incipient landslide. He quickly dropped bars of light around the demon, encaged it completely and set it aside.

That done, he bent down and picked up the gauntlet. He did so carefully, wincing as he slipped his hand inside its bulky shape. The metal glove molded to his hand, and immediately the runes began to burn and smolder along its edge. Audsley gulped and raised his hand, palm extended into the void, and cried out the name of the rune. 

Flame roared out in a terrifying gout, blank white in his vision, scalding his eyes and splitting the night, extending to a reach of ten yards before he clenched his fist and cut it off. 

Enjoy my power, whispered the second demon to enter his mind. It is yours. 

What worried Audsley was that the gauntlet's demon was no longer making any attempt to attack him, to take control of his mind. It had become biddable, pleased to be of service, a servility that Audsley trusted not at all. He dropped a cage of light around it as well, sensing the demon's amusement as he did so, and shoved it next to the first in the corner of his mind. 

There is no need, but I understand your caution, said the demon. In time, you will find me your greatest ally. In time, you will learn to trust me above all others.

Audsley didn't bother answering. 

He'd never attempted what he was about to do next, had never pushed himself so far. Turning, he reached for his last tool, his final weapon. It was embedded at the helm of the platform: the black blade itself. He gripped it with his left hand and welcomed the presence trapped within its depths. 

Where do you wish to go?

A third and final set of luminous bars formed around the third demon. Audsley took a moment to simply focus, to maintain his concentration. Within his mind now he visualized three distinct cages of light. He allowed the image to imprint itself on his consciousness. Could he maintain them while engaged with the world? He was about to find out.

He addressed the third demon. Nowhere, yet. I claim you as mine. Release this platform. 

There was a startled silence, and then Audsley gritted his jaw and pulled the blade free. It slid out reluctantly at first, then faster, till it slipped free smoothly at the last and Audsley staggered and almost fell. 

He held the blade before him. Runes of fire burned down the sword's length, demonic twins to those that smoldered along the gauntlet's edge. He knew nothing about swordplay. He would be likely to cut off his own leg should he swing the wicked thing, but that was not his goal, not his purpose.

Fly, he commanded the demon, and felt its power envelop him like a cocoon. His feet left the ledge as he rose into the air. Heart pounding, sweating liberally, he clutched at the sword like a drowning man might a branch. Aedelbert leaped into the air as well and began to circle him with powerful beats of his wings, clearly astounded.

A fierce joy arose within Audsley. This was the stuff of his childhood dreams. He gazed at the wonders that surrounded him, the impossibilities that he held, and gazed out over the edge and down at the distant ground. Did he dare? Grinning like a fool, terrified and exhilarated, he pointed the sword and flew out into nothingness.

It was like nothing he could have dreamed. He flew slowly, in fits and starts, recalling that as a child he'd grown adept at reading books while walking to classes or back home, navigating streets with his nose between pages, stepping adroitly over obstacles and climbing up stairs without looking. This felt similar. Each time the bars of light around a demon began to grow vague, he would turn his attention to it and snap the bars back into vivid clarity. His hope was that with time and practice this would become an autonomous process, but for now, during his virgin voyage, he wasn't taking any chances.

Aedelbert swooped past him, flew below, then came up on the other side, clearly enjoying himself tremendously. Audsley grinned again. The insanity of what he was doing kept broadsiding him. He was flying with his firecat – a dream come true. 

"Now I know why you've always felt so superior!" he called out. "At long last!"

Aedelbert flew in a tight corkscrew, spinning as he tumbled down twenty yards, then flared his wings out to catch himself in a glide. Throat constricting, Audsley pointed the blade down and immediately dropped. His stomach lurched, his gorge rose, and he swung the blade back up, fighting back a scream. The bars of the cages nearly vanished, and he stopped flying, came to a hover, and established them once more. Breathing deeply, he hung in the void, terribly aware of the space beneath him. 

All Noussians learned to swim before they could walk, diving off balconies into the surging waves, exploring the sunken rooms, leaping off the sides of boats. The ocean was as much their element as the white towers. And yet Audsley had always felt a sense of awe and fear at the hidden depths that lurked beneath the waves. One of his favorite pastimes had been to swim down and then simply drift, gazing into the blackness that hid who knew what monsters and wonders in its depths. Champion divers would swim and crawl down the outside of the towers, descending hundreds of feet into the gloom, but Audsley had never dared. That darkness had seemed sanctified by mystery, inviolate. He would gaze into the abyss, but never venture down.

Flying high above the floor below, he felt again that tightening of his stomach, that sense of being a speck of dust above the vastness of creation. It didn't matter that he could descend to the bottom now without fear. There was something still about the distances involved, the nature of flight and the magic of his ability to do so that imbued a sense of reverence in him... and fear. Pointing the sword at the far entrance tunnel, he resumed his flight. He would leave the corkscrew dives to Aedelbert.

He had spent hours pondering how best to hunt a demon. If that calcified statue had been the demon in some state of slumber, then it stood to reason that it had chosen the top floor as its place to rest for a reason. The visuals, perhaps? The sense of superiority that came from being where it had never been allowed before to rest? But something told Audsley that the demon would not return to that great chamber of windows and rushing streams, not while it still had prey to hunt. It was possible that the demon was shadowing him, that it had remained close to their group all this time, but that didn't seem likely to Audsley; these demons were sentient, intelligent and cruel. How interested could they be in their prey while they read books for hours or slept?

No, most likely the demon had indulged itself in other pastimes and had returned to terrorize their group when the fancy had seized it. Thus it was mostly likely out there somewhere in the remote vastness of Starkadr, engaged in demonic activity of some kind. 

What did demons do with their free time? Audsley thought of asking the three demons trapped within his mind, but shied away from engaging them in conversation; familiarity led to a lessening of fear, which in turn would lead to disaster. He would ask them when he was out of alternatives.

Instead, he decided to visit the bowels of Starkadr, where he had read the demons were imprisoned, the engines that flew the stonecloud. If this demon had been trapped below for who knew how long before being freed, and if legions of its brothers were still trapped down there, then perhaps it would seek their company, or the company of its bitterness over how it had been treated by the Sin Casters. That, and Audsley was curious. Just what, exactly, was down there?

He flew into the tunnel, the moaning cry of the airshaft growing stronger, and with trepidation proceeded out into its great verticality. The winds buffeted him, smacked him from side to side, and he almost panicked, almost fled back into the safety of the passage. Instead he pointed the sword down, gripping it with the gauntlet as well now, and dropped. Down he flew, feet-first, eyes wide as he swayed and buoyed from side to side, past one great side tunnel and then another. The goggles revealed the details that had been hidden before: he saw that there were massive carved bands along the walls of the airshaft beside each tunnel entrance, something between a mural and language. 

Below, he could make out the bed of cadavers. His mouth filled with a sour taste as he gazed upon them, the bodies growing larger by the second. The memory of sorting through those dead in search of Meffrid caused his gorge to rise again, but he wasted no time in swooping down over them and through the massive tunnel that led away from the air shaft. 

This passage was easily three times larger than the others, hexagonal and vast. Down here he could now hear a deep humming, as if a hundred Sigean monks were praying on the other side of a stone wall. It was a powerful, throbbing sound, textured and almost human, and it grew, if not louder, then more percussive in his chest as he followed the tunnel.

Aedelbert glided alongside him, and Audsley felt a pang of gratitude for his presence. He'd debated insisting that Aedelbert stay behind, but in the end his own cowardice had won out. 

They flew on through the center of the huge tunnel, and Audsley's goggles allowed him to see another of Starkadr's cavernous rooms up ahead. There were no lights, which made Audsley grateful for his improved vision. Everything was lead-hued, the lack of shadows making everything appear to be without depth. Heart in this throat, he flew right up to the mouth of the tunnel and gazed out.

Cold, metallic-tasting air swirled within the huge chamber. It was the biggest room Audsley had seen yet, big enough to dwarf all the others. Was it a mile across? Audsley couldn't tell. All of Kyferin Castle could have been housed within its expanse, with room to spare above and beyond it. It was no natural cavern, but carved and geometric, rectangular in shape, its walls segmented by the protrusion of huge columns whose bases extended out into the room like the buttresses of a cathedral. Cubes of stone the size of houses emerged from the cavern's floor in the space between these extensions, blocks of stone without windows, doors, or features. 

Audsley felt as if he'd been punched in the chest. The scope and scale boggled the mind. The moaning hum that he'd heard before was a dirge here, a continuous and plaintive call without words, steeped in sorrow and anger. It was akin to hearing a chorus of giants lamenting the death of a mythical age. 

Aedelbert chirped and landed on Audsley's shoulder, huddling close to his head as Audsley hovered, overcome. Again he found himself asking, what manner of men and women had these Sin Casters been to craft on such a scale? They must have been close to omnipotent to carve rock like this; the Ascendant's decision to close the Black Gate so as to cut off their source of power had not been a cunning stratagem, but the only means to even allow him to dream of taking them on. 

Audsley gulped and floated forward. The floor was perhaps a hundred yards beneath him. The stone cubes were perhaps fifty yards tall, the buttresses rising fifty yards above him. The cavern roof must have been two hundred yards above his head. How was he to find a demon in this vastness? 

He directed his flight toward the closest buttress. It was composed of the stonecloud's black rock, ten yards thick, its surface hoary with age, rippled and carved with runes. Audsley flew down and alighted on the slope. It was steep, rising at a forty-five degree angle till it met the column that protruded from the wall. The stone was damp, he saw, the footing treacherous, and he kept a firm grip on the blade in case he should fall. 

Crouching, he stared at the stones. The runes were incised deeply into the rock, the same demonic runes that had been carved above the lintels of the Portals and which decorated the objects he was wearing. Runes of confinement, runes of control. On a hunch, Audsley flew over to the edge and then down the buttress's side. Huge hexagons were carved down the rocky expanse, a honeycomb similar to the labs, but in the center of each hexagon was a lead plug. Audsley hovered in front of one, frowning at the runes carved into the lead. Then it hit him. Inside that lead plug was a demon. 

Audsley blinked and flew backwards rapidly, giving himself enough space to see the entirety of the side of the buttress. There had to be fifty massive hexagons carved into its side. Fifty demons. Heart beginning to race, he flew over and down the far side. Another fifty hexagons or so. A hundred demons per buttress. He rose up in the air and stared down the length of the huge room. Twenty buttresses per side, forty in all. 

Four thousand demons. 

Audsley's throat was parched, and he could barely breathe. The droning lament bruising the air made him want to panic. Were the demons making that sound as they powered the flight of Starkadr? 

How long Audsley hovered there, he didn't know. What a legion of demons! He recalled the journal penned by that dying librarian, the temptation she had mentioned of unleashing every demon in Starkadr so as to sweep the Ascendant's invading forces away in a tide of flame and destruction. Audsley shivered. Thank the Ascendant the Sin Casters had decided that that particular cure was worse than the disease. 

Not knowing what else to do, Audsley flew forward and slowly descended to land on one of the stone cubes. The surface was rough yet continuous, the block a single organic whole. Runes were deeply carved here. Audsley realized that he couldn't take it in this close, so he flew up a little till he could gaze down at the cube's surface in its entirety. 

There was one massive hexagon carved into the rock. A huge lead plug was sunken into its very center, easily five times the size of the ones embedded in the buttresses. 

Audsley laughed, a thin, almost hysterical sound. One demon? This cube held one demon? Oh, by the White Gate and the Seven Virtues! An archdemon, perhaps. A demon prince. 

He looked up. Some twenty cubes lined the length of the cavern. It was too much. Crying out, he turned and fled the chamber, speeding up to the hexagonal passageway and into its depths. He stopped halfway to the air shaft, flew down and alighted on the ground. He was shaking. 

Aedelbert landed on his shoulder again and licked his cheek. Audsley tried to find comfort in that, reached up and hugged his firecat awkwardly. "It's all right, Aedelbert. There's nothing to worry about. There, there. Those - those demons have been imprisoned for centuries. There's nothing to fear. They're not going to spontaneously escape all by themselves now for no reason. It's just a bit of a shock, that's all. Very natural. Very understandable. No, they're safely bound as they have always been." 

He took a deep breath and felt himself settle just a fraction. "There, there. Nothing's going to let them out. We're perfectly safely exploring amongst their - their tombs. Nothing and nobody is going to..."

He trailed off and stared fixedly straight ahead. "Oh," he said, voice very small. 

The realization had hit him like a brick to the back of the head. Suddenly he knew exactly what the demon was doing, how it was spending its time between its bouts of terror. 

"Oh no," he whispered. 

And there was no one here to stop it but himself. No heroes, no knights, no brave and bold men of action. Just him. Audsley. 

"Oh, no," he whispered again. "Oh, no."
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Tharok placed the circlet in a small chest and bound it in chain. Nok watched dubiously as Tharok placed the chest in the bottom of his pack. Shaya, grown stronger with good food and exercise, sat and watched as well, though Tharok gave her little thought.

The next day the two tribes marched, and Tharok walked in their midst, subdued and deep in thought. Gone was the lucidity that had allowed him to leap from conclusion to conclusion like a mountain goat scaling and mastering the most formidable peaks. Gone was his ability to hold all of the disparate elements of his plans together in his mind, to rank them in order of importance and draw patterns from how they were arrayed. Instead, he felt as if he were gazing out over a sea of fog out of which arose the occasional high peak. Their bases, though, their connections, were obscured.

The morning sunlight illuminated but did not warm. It caused the stones to glitter as if they were gems. They climbed ever higher into the narrowing Chasm Walk, attempting to reach the apex of the pass by the end of the day. There the Walk insinuated itself between two sheer cliffs before widening and dropping down toward the northern plains. Just shy of the pass was where they would break from the path and head higher yet, climbing toward the higher valleys until they finally arrived at the Shattered Temple. It was there that Tharok sent his thoughts, to that deep pocket canyon where in ancient times fires had burned without end and countless kragh had been given to the dark appetites of the medusa. He'd gazed down into the heart of the Temple once from the edge of the canyon, but not dared to descend. Tharok tried to imagine himself emerging triumphant, and failed.

Nakrok sensed a shift in his attitude and threw some barbs in his direction. Tharok, too morose to answer, remained silent. The Crokuk warlord laughed and rode off with loud predictions of Tharok's imminent demise. The Red River kragh around Tharok looked to him for a loud and gruff rebuttal, but none was forthcoming. 

Golden Crow rode alongside him for much of the morning. They traveled together in silence, neither addressing the other, but the old shaman's presence was a tacit blessing that sent waves of reassurance throughout the Red River. All of the kragh – the warriors, the women, the children – saw Golden Crow riding his albino goat alongside their warlord, and all understood that some rift had been healed. At one point the tribes stopped to refill their supplies from a slender thread of water that cascaded roughly down the cliff face, the rock darkened by spray. Golden Crow and Tharok stood aside, watching as one by one the kragh stepped forward to refill their water skins.

"I have not heard of the human following us," said Golden Crow at last.

"Good," said Tharok, his voice little more than a low rumble. "I threatened his death if he did."

 "Why not kill him last night? Your kragh would have done so gladly."

"I thought of it," said Tharok, and then he sighed, "But he had dealt honorably with me. All he did and said, he did at my request. It did not seem right to kill him for doing so."

Golden Crow snorted. "His kind do not deserve to be treated with honor. When you find an insect in your furs, do you treat it with honor? No. You crush it."

"Ah, well," said Tharok. "The moment has passed. I have put him behind me. Now I must find another way to win through the Grand Convocation."

They subsided into silence again, each watching in his own way the manner in which the kragh organized themselves, jostling for rank and power even amongst the smallest clans. Tharok prodded at the problem. He couldn't cancel the Grand Convocation after announcing that he would hold it. At the moment, there was no reason for anybody to attend. If anything, he would have to struggle to keep his own tribe by his side. He needed to do something incredible to draw the highland tribes, but what? It was there that his mind drew a blank.

Golden Crow clucked his goat forward, moving into the mass of kragh with the blind assurance of a respected shaman. The kragh parted before him, and then he was gone. So much for the assistance of the spirits, thought Tharok. He turned his gaze toward the heights. One way or another, his fate would be sealed up above.

For the first time Tharok wondered why he had discovered Ogri's body. With the circlet upon his brow, there had been no time to question; merely the next step, the next logical execution of his plan for mastery. Had he been led to Ogri's body by some fate or guiding spirit? Was he meant to be doing what he was doing now? Did that mean he was fated to succeed? He tried to derive comfort from that idea, but failed. He had been too callous in his manipulations to take comfort from it now.

The tribes moved forward once more. Farther and farther into the heights they ascended, leaving behind the lush green trees for the scrawny pines and firs, the rocky slopes growing increasingly bare and lichen-covered. Finally Nakrok gave the signal that they stop for the evening. Tharok had been too preoccupied to think of doing so himself; it was another slight against his authority, another wasted opportunity to assert himself. 

Nok oversaw the erection of Tharok's tent, and when he was finished Shaya hurried inside. Tharok remained without, perched on a rock, chin resting on the heel of his hand, and when finally the human woman emerged and gestured for him to enter, he arose with a grunt and walked inside. It was clear that she had spent some effort in arranging his sheepskins, cushions and braziers to pleasing effect. She watched him anxiously for a sign of approval, and when he gave none but sat to haul off his boots, he noticed her shoulders slump. 

Tharok hesitated, jerkin half over his head, then yanked it off altogether and turned to face her. Shaya steeled her features, clearly determined to not show emotion. Tharok wavered, then beckoned to her and stepped outside once more.

They were on the highest ground, as befitted the warlord, a rocky knoll about which spread the Red River huts. Tharok moved back to his perch of stone and sat on it, then looked out over his tribe and at the encircling Crokuk. The sounds of industry, rough laughter and the high-pitched calls of the children reached him as if from another world. 

Shaya joined him but did not sit.

"You are free to go whenever you wish," said Tharok.

"I know," she said, her kragh crude but noticeably better than when they'd first met. Nok must have been teaching her.

"Then why are you still here?"

Shaya didn't answer right away. Instead, she clenched her hands tight and looked out over the huts and tents and the spread of kragh, then up at the savage chasm walls that reared around them on both sides. "It's hard to explain." 

The strain in her voice caught Tharok's attention. He studied her and saw that her knuckles were white, and the wind that was gusting fitfully about them was already making her shiver. 

"I lived another life before this," she said at last. "I was raised a slave in the city of Bythos. My mother, my father, my brother – we were all slaves."

"You were spoils of war? Caught in battle?"

"No," said Shaya. "All of our kind – we Bythians – are slaves. We are a race of slaves. Our only freedom is death, when we hope to be reborn as Agerastians, higher up the cycle of Ascension."

Tharok grunted, feeling wise. "Ascension. Nok spoke of this human religion." 

The wind blew Shaya's white hair over her face, and she raked the tendrils from her eyes and bound them back. "My brother and I were lucky. We were freed against all tradition by a man called Enderl Kyferin and taken to his castle in the land of Ennoia. We were told we would be the equals of those around us, but instead we were hated. Lord Kyferin had changed his mind. He didn't want us, but he had sworn he would only release us if we asked to be slaves again. He did everything in his power to convince us to do so."

Tharok wished he was wearing the circlet. "Why did you not run away?"

Shaya laughed quietly. "To where? All Bythians are slaves. We would have been caught immediately and killed for fleeing. I eventually asked to be returned to Bythos. I thought life wasn't worth living under his roof. Lord Kyferin gladly agreed. I... abandoned my brother. He refused to leave with me. Lord Kyferin sent me back to Bythos to serve a friend of his. I became that man's slave."

Tharok nodded. Kragh might be enslaved, fight their way free, then be enslaved again years later if they were unlucky. Still, he had never heard of a kragh asking to return to slavery. 

"The man I served was very important. We Bythians – those who remain in Bythos – work in the mines, digging out metal and stone. My new master, Lord Rzhova of Sige, was responsible for selling what we dug to the bonded merchants, who then in turn sold it across the empire."

"Bonded merchants?"  

"Yes." Shaya hesitated. "The empire is connected by large portals, but as big as they are, there is a limit on how many can go through during the day while they are open. For a merchant to have the right to trade through the portals, they have to buy a license. It is very expensive, and few can afford one."

Tharok rubbed his jaw. This was important. This was how the empire worked. He had to pay attention. "So, if only the rich can buy a license to trade, then only the rich can make more money?"

"Yes," said Shaya with a bitter smile. "Exactly. There are guilds that share a single license between... but never mind."

Tharok sat up a little straighter. Maybe he didn't need the circlet to figure everything out. "Continue."

Shaya sighed. "At night I would creep into my master's study and read his notes and try to understand what he did and why. It gave me something to think about during the day. Reminded me that I was more than just a slave."

There was a wistful tone to her voice. Tharok kept his silence. Shaya was gazing out at the kragh camps, but he was sure she did not see them.

"Lord Rzhova caught me one night and began to beat me to death. I cried out a solution to a problem he had been working on, and he... he stopped hitting me. He talked to me as if I was a human being for the first time, and soon he set me to work for him. It was a good time for me. For six years I worked for him, trying to save the empire." 

"Save the empire? From what?"

Shaya sighed. "It is complex. The old systems are corrupt. The Aletheians still rule and tax everyone, but they are focused on their luxurious lives and have their eyes on Ascension. They may have spiritual authority, but the empire is truly run by the Sigeans, who are in turn losing control of the Ennoians who either refuse to pay their taxes or use an inheritance law to become forever free of taxation."

Tharok felt a quickening of excitement. "The empire is weak, then?"

"Not weak. Just... growing twisted."

Tharok grunted. He didn't see the difference. "What happened to you? Why are you no longer serving this lord?"

"I discovered something I shouldn't have." Shaya looked down at her hands. "I felt that there was more going on than Lord Rzhova was telling me. I started... investigating, and I learned about what you kragh call shaman stone. It is mined in Bythos, and most of it is sent to Abythos to pay kragh. But I discovered that a lot of it is also sent directly to Aletheia."

"Hmm." Tharok frowned, trying to look thoughtful. "Are there shamans in Aletheia?"

"No." Shaya laughed bitterly. "Our 'shamans' were put to death centuries ago. Which is why it was so confusing. I told my father, who is very respected amongst us Bythians. He grew alarmed and made me swear to not tell anyone else. He said that information could set off a rebellion amongst the Bythians."

"Why?"

Shaya shrugged. "I don't know. It would raise questions with dangerous answers. Either way, it didn't matter. I was caught. Lord Rzhova had me whipped, but in his mercy simply sent me to be sold as a slave to the kragh."

Tharok mulled that over. There was silence but for the moan of the wind. The kragh were settling down around their fires, and the stars were beginning to prickle the night sky. Shaya shivered but seemed not to care. 

"The reason I tell you all this," said Shaya, turning to stare at Tharok with eyes that were raw and burning, "is that there is an honesty here amongst your people that I didn't find with my own. No matter my intelligence and willingness to work hard; nobody ever saw me as more than a useful slave. But here, you kragh – you don't lie to each other. If I work, I have a place. Nobody here expects me to be weak or stupid because I am a Bythian woman. Your women are strong, are respected, are called wise. That is something I admire more than I can say."

Tharok stood. A plan began to grow in his mind. "If you were to return to Bythos and spread this information about the shaman stone, what would happen now?"

Shaya grew still. "I don't know. A rebellion, perhaps. Why?"

But how would he get Shaya into Bythos? Through Nok, perhaps. Nok would know how to navigate Abythos, how to get through the portal by legal means. Perhaps he could pretend to lead a mercenary clan..? 

"Shaya." He turned to her. "I am going to conquer the human empire. I am going to tear down its rulers and punish them for treating us kragh like animals."

"Yes," said Shaya. "Nok told me."

"You could help me. I do not wish to kill slaves. If you were to lead your people in a rebellion, you could distract the empire and prevent them from defending Abythos properly. Then, when my kragh come through the portals into the human lands, we will make it so that all Bythians are free."

Shaya's pale face could have been carved from ivory. "And if I say no?"

Tharok shrugged one massive shoulder. "I will not force you to help us. No highland kragh makes a female do anything she does not wish to do. It would be your right."

The cold wind whistled between them, and Tharok turned to look away once more. Maur was making her way up to his tent. Personal, or Women's Circle business? 

"I'll do it," said Shaya, almost blurting it out. "I mean, I'll help you. I'll go back to Bythos, speak to my people, tell them the truth. I don't have any loyalty to the likes of Lord Kyferin or Lord Rzhova. That was my old life. I've never felt this free, this clean, this independent before. I want my mother, my father, I want all my people to feel this way."

Tharok grinned. There lay his salvation. There lay his way out of the madness into which he had been stepping. He sat silently, enjoying the moment in all its savage purity. This owed nothing to the circlet. He had purchased Shaya without its influence, had freed her without its prompting. He had treated her in the manner of all kragh, and now, here, she was willing to help him, to give him gifts that would change the course of history. All without that damned circlet's help.

"Thank you, Shaya." Tharok placed a hand on her bony shoulder and squeezed it as gently as he could. "Go rest now in my tent. Sleep, eat, do what you will. I will speak with Maur, and then join you and Nok within. We'll discuss this further soon."

Shaya nodded, pulled her goatskin coat tight, and ducked into the hut mere moments before Maur arrived. The kragh woman strode up to Tharok's hut with ease, the thick muscles of her thighs and calves handling the steep gradient as if it were level. She was wearing a heavy wolf pelt about her shoulders, but had left her midriff bare as was the custom of single women of the tribe. A pair of close-fitting bronze leather pants hugged her lower body. Her blood-crimson hair was pulled back into a thick braid which she wore coiled behind her head in the warrior's fashion, and her broad, harsh face was set as she stopped where Tharok was sitting.

"Warlord," she said.

"Maur," replied Tharok, pointing to a rock by his side upon which she might sit. 

Maur shook her head and instead crossed her arms over her chest. "Golden Crow has been speaking to me in strange and infuriating hints. I've marked how he favors you now, where but a day ago he wouldn't spit on your shadow if it was on fire. What's going on?"

"Ah, Maur," said Tharok. His gaze drifted over her muscular abdomen, her broad shoulders, the latent power in her hands. How different she was from Shaya. This was a true woman. "Things change so quickly that I have trouble keeping it all in my head. Yesterday I was set on one path; today I'm on another. The plan with the trolls is over, killed by Golden Crow and my own common sense. Tonight I'm on a different path."

Maur was looking strangely at him, her slate-colored eyes probing. "You are the strangest kragh I've ever met, Tharok," she said, her tone changed. "One moment you speak like some figure out of the myths, all infuriating self-confidence and ridiculous plans, and the next you sound like the Tharok I once thought I knew. Have you banged yourself so hard on the head that even your thick skull has failed to protect your tiny brain?"

Tharok snorted. "Nothing so simple." He hesitated. There was nobody nearby. Just to be sure, he rose and walked in a small circle around his hut, Maur watching him with open curiosity, before returning to his seat. "Look, I'll tell you what's going on. You'll be the first I'm completely open to, but I'm tired of hiding this secret."

"What secret?"

"Just promise me that you'll keep my secret close until I've figured out the best course of action. Can you promise me that? To not tell anybody until I'm ready? You'll understand why when I tell you."

Maur frowned, then drifted closer and sat down next to him. He could feel the heat radiating off her body, keeping the evening chill at bay. "Alright," she said. "Fine. You have my word."

Tharok sighed and looked up at the night sky. He knew he'd be able to name the million stars overhead if he just put on the circlet. "I did find Ogri's body, up in the Valley of the Dead. That much is true. I was badly wounded, running from Tragon assassins. I killed them all, mostly by luck. I don't think they expected me to turn on them while I was so outnumbered. Then I climbed the Dragon's Breath, ready to die, and there I found Ogri and Jaemungdr, frozen solid in the snow."

Maur nodded slowly. "That's where you found World Breaker. But Ogri's spirit never spoke to you?"

"No," said Tharok, shaking his head slowly. "I have never seen nor spoken with Ogri's spirit. That was all lies to give my claim to the title of warlord legitimacy. I found World Breaker, but that wouldn't have made a difference. It was a metal band that Ogri wore on his head that changed everything. I put it on, and suddenly I just... knew what to do. I knew that Jaemungdr's tongue would burn even after all those years. I don't understand it now, but it was something to do with what it was made of, and a dragon's ability to breathe fire. I ended up capturing a wyvern and riding it down to where I fell and was captured. The rest you know. But what you don't know is about this metal band. It was what told me to give World Breaker to Porloc. It asked for the Crokuk, it suggested calling the Grand Convocation, then made me think of summoning the trolls. Each step has made sense only because the circlet has shown me how the bigger picture would look."

Maur sat still, staring at him. Tharok held her gaze for as long as he could, and then dropped it. 

What a relief! He felt light, hollowed out, as if the Sky Father himself could pass through his body. But beyond that was a growing sense of shame. It was as if every kragh was staring at him through Maur's eyes, staring through the web of lies and manipulation that he had wrought without thinking once about right or wrong.

"That explains it," she said at last. "At Porloc's feast you were like a brute, drunk and ignorant, just another kragh amongst the hundreds celebrating his claiming of World Breaker. But then I saw you put on that metal band. You changed. Became... more than you are. That explains it all." She shook her head. "To think that all this time you have been manipulating us. No, worse. Manipulating yourself."

Tharok took a deep breath, trying to settle himself. "It's over now. I've put it aside. Golden Crow showed me that it was leading me down the wrong path. That it was convincing me to use that human's power over others when such power would have been more wrong than I can express. Did you know that that human, Gregory, is going to one day become – never mind. I should have killed him when I had the chance. But it's over."

"Not while you still own the circlet," said Maur. "While you still own it, you have the choice of putting it back on."

"I won't," said Tharok, his voice suddenly heavy, vicious. "It's done me nothing but harm."

"Not true," said Maur. "It saved your life up in the Valley of the Dead. It made you warlord when Wrok would have made you a slave. It has brought you to this point."

Tharok shook his head, trying to understand his own feelings. "True, but that was all. There is a darkness to it. Ogri wore that band. It must have used him as it was using me to acquire power. To unite the tribes. But Golden Crow said that Ogri's spirit was lost as a result, and I would have lost my own as a result of its power. The decisions it was convincing me to make, forcing me to make, by making those choices seem to be the best. Ogri became the greatest kragh we have ever known. But at what cost?"

Maur pursed her lips around the nubs of her tusks. "What are you going to do?"

Tharok grinned at her then, the expression apparently so unexpected that Maur's brows rose. "I may be but a simple kragh, but I have managed to find my own solution. I haven't worn the circlet all this time. Once, while we were in Porloc's city of Gold, I took it off and got drunk. I ended up buying Nok's freedom, and he's about as close to personal clan as I have. And that human woman – I don't know why I freed her. Pity, perhaps. But, Maur, the knowledge in her head! In that small, delicate skull of hers is the knowledge that could set humans fighting humans. She knows secrets that will make the empire's slaves rise up against their masters. With that distraction, they won't be able to fight us off. With this information, I can win through the Grand Convocation."

"Humans fighting humans? But what of their religion?" Maur's frown deepened. "They all obey their leaders for fear of their souls."

Tharok opened his mouth in quick rejoinder and then closed it again. He hadn't thought of that. "I will speak of this with Nok. He knows their religion well. If we can but understand how to twist the knife, then the humans will fight each other and never see us coming. All we need do is show the other kragh that Abythos will be ours for the taking, and I'm sure they will flock to me as if I had brought a hundred trolls to our side."

Maur rubbed at her jaw. "Perhaps. Even more so because I can't think of any other option." She paused. "What do you think of her? This human woman?"

"Think of her?" Tharok blinked. "How do you mean?"

"Her hair is very fine, like spun moonlight. Her skin looks very smooth."

Tharok laughed. "She is like a bird's nest, so frail that a touch might break her bones. She reminds me more of a sickly child than anything else." He paused then, and canted his head to one side, eyeing Maur, who turned to look away. "No," he continued, his voice growing deeper, quieter. "There is nothing about her that makes me think of her as a true woman."

Maur growled and rose to her feet. "Enough."

Tharok grinned and stood as well. "How long have you been without a mate, wise woman?"

Her punch, thrown from the hips with all the power of her legs behind it, caught him across the jaw, snapped his head around, wrenched at the thick muscles of his neck. He staggered, blinking away the tears, and righted himself with the help of the rock on which he had been sitting. Maur was glaring at him, and that caused him to grin wider, putting one hand to his jaw. 

"Too long, it seems," he said. She growled again and stepped forward, fists raised, and he put up his hands. "Enough. I've a mind to survive the night."

"Then see to it that you stop speaking nonsense, idiot. I am the leader of the wise women, and you are a fool who has been led by the nose to where you stand today."

Tharok's grin slipped from his face, and he narrowed his eyes. "I have learned from my mistakes."

Maur wasn't intimidated. "Have you? Then give me the circlet. I'll hold it for you until you decide what to do with it."

Tharok hesitated. Give her the circlet? Even though he was no longer wearing it, knowing it was in his pack gave him comfort. He still had access to the answers it held, the clarity it gave him. And why was she asking for it? Did she wish to use it herself? He studied her face, met her scathing slate-colored gaze, and then he sighed. If anybody could be trusted with it, it was Maur. She would rather gut herself than lose control of her own mind.

"Fine," he said, dragging the word out. "I'll collect it. Wait here." 

He entered the hut, ignoring Nok and Shaya, and moved to his pack, where he dug free the small chest. With his back to them, he took the key from his belt and unlocked the chain, then opened the lid to gaze upon the ugly iron loop. He raised his hand to run a finger about its length, to trace its circular shape, and then hesitated. It had brought him so far...

His sudden impulse to touch it alarmed him, and it seemed to him then like a snake in the grass, a dangerous, poisonous thing. He snapped the lid shut. Best it was gone.

Turning, he saw that Nok and Shaya were watching him. They were seated on a worn goatskin, a board between them on the squares of which little stones had been placed. Shaya looked away, but Nok held his gaze. 

"What?" asked Tharok.

"Nothing," said Nok. "Just wondering what you're going to do with that thing."

"What business is it of yours?"

"Only that I follow your commands."

"And?"

"Those commands might change if you wear it."

Tharok exhaled powerfully. "So, you know."

Nok shrugged his massive shoulders. "I've had an idea. I have been watching you closely since you freed me. It's hard not to notice the difference."

"How many others know?"

"That, I can't tell you."

Tharok looked down at the small chest. "I'm giving it to Maur for safekeeping."

Nok nodded. "Good."

"Good?"

Nok shrugged again and looked back down at the board. He frowned for a moment before he reached out and carefully took up a black stone between his talons and moved it forward. "Good," he said again, and looked up with a wry smile. "I like you better when you are yourself."

Tharok couldn't help but smile. "Of the two of me, I am the most charming."

Shaya snorted, and when Tharok raised a brow she looked down at the board quickly, trying to control her smile. Good, Tharok thought. She was regaining her spirit. 

"Play with your stones. I have to go run the whole tribe with my charm."

He stepped outside, the wooden chest under his arm, and saw Toad speaking with Maur. 

"Look, don't get angry at me," said Toad, still panting as if he had been running. "Nakrok told me to bring a message to you."

"Since when do you serve Nakrok?" asked Tharok.

"I don't. But he wanted to get word to you, and I offered to bring it myself rather than escorting Crokuk kragh all the way here. He says he needs to talk to you. Secret news has reached him about the Tragon. Everything has changed. He urgently invites you to his fire to exchange words."

Tharok hesitated. The urge to put on the circlet became overpowering. What was he missing? What did this mean? The circlet would tell him. Would show him what to do. Instead, Tharok handed the chest to Maur and shuddered as it left his grasp.

"Very well," he said to Toad. "The hour grows late. Best we resolve this now. I'll summon Nok. Lead on, little Toad. Take me to the Crokuk."

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Toad led Tharok, Maur and Nok down from the warlord's hut and through the Red River tribe, past small, smoky fires, the dancing flames illuminating the lowered faces and outstretched hands. Past the goatskin huts, the heavy frame packs, then the group of mountain goats tied up at the outskirts of the camp. Tharok saw Golden Crow by the central fire, speaking to a group of children who were listening with fear to whatever tale he was telling, and to the side a group of kragh warriors watching a ceremonial duel between two young warriors. Rabo, Tharok saw, was judging the outcome. 

The stars scintillated in the heavens above. Tharok spent a moment looking at them, then paused to gaze back at his tribe. Nok and Maur paused alongside him, with only Toad going on a few feet before he caught on and stopped.

"One day," said Tharok, more to himself than to the others, "the number of campfires gathered together will rival the stars. This truly is but the beginning. And you were all here. You were all a part of the process." It felt as if the circlet were whispering from the corner of his mind – a ghost of its ambition, an echo of its visions of conquest. "When the Grand Convocation is summoned and the highland tribes unite, then will the storm break and the traditional patterns of history will be broken as well."

Tharok shook his head, dispelling the thoughts and feelings that were washing over him, and turned to the others. "Come. To the Crokuk. I have other matters to take care of tonight. I hope Nakrok will be quick."

Toad led them into the Crokuk camp. The fires there were smaller and much more numerous, small sparks of dull orange and yellow that were contained in little pits of wood. Crokuk soldiers looked up at them as they passed, slight and wiry as large children, and Tharok was struck by the memory of the Tragon he had killed – their small bodies falling to his arcing arrows, their faces as he struck them down in the depths of his fiery rage. He gazed upon the faces that turned up from the evening business of dinner and conversation to regard him, and it seemed as if he were seeing the Tragon assassins once more, repeated over and over again, staring up at him from the depths of the Valley of the Dead.

Unnerved, Tharok shook himself and strode faster, overtaking Toad and forcing the smaller kragh to quicken his pace to keep abreast. The darkness seemed a palpable thing, giving way before Tharok as he marched forward, thrusting his way through its body as he approached the central fire. He wasn't overly superstitious, but he felt a chill pass through him regardless due to his macabre turn of thought.

The central Crokuk fire was composed of five small fires that burned in a ring, so that the assembled Crokuk kragh could sit in a large circle around it as they spoke, some fifteen of them in all. Each was wearing expensive armor, tailored to their limbs and bodies, painted black with the Crokuk tribal crest in garish yellow over the breast and back plate. Nakrok was sitting on a boulder that had been dragged to the fire's edge to serve as his seat, and a thick and sumptuous cloak was wrapped around his wiry frame, as black and lustrous as the depths of the night itself between the stars. 

Conversation ceased as Tharok entered their firelight. Eyes snapped to him, and mouths curved in pleased smiles. Nakrok sat upright, and those kragh seated immediately before Tharok rose to their feet and moved aside, making room so that he could face the fires and the seated Crokuk directly.

"You have asked for my presence," Tharok said gravely. "And I have come. Let it not be said that the Red River fear invitations from our allies."

"No," said Nakrok. "That won't be said. Though I am surprised you came with so few. A woman and your pet beast. Is that all you bring when entering possible danger?"

Tharok pursed his lips. Something was amiss. Maur clearly understood better than he, because she had uncrossed her arms and was slowly opening and closing her fists. Nok, always on guard, had moved to position himself behind Tharok.

"What danger could there be from stunted lowland kragh?" asked Tharok. "What is there to fear from you tuskless dog whelps?"

Nakrok laughed. "How original. Harping on about our lack of tusks. Really, I've never heard that said before. It cuts me to the quick." The other Crokuk began to laugh, the sound ugly and sinister. "Tusks are nothing, you idiot," continued Nakrok. "Or, if they are anything, they are a sign of your barbarity, how close to animals you highland kragh are. I had thought to parley with you here, but your attitude has offended me, as it has since we met. You are a dull and brutish idiot."

"Mind your tongue, Crokuk," said Maur. "You are in the highlands. You are ordered by Porloc to aid us. Mind your tongue lest we tear it out."

"If you want my tongue, come get it, Red River bitch," said Nakrok, rising to his feet. His words drew a sour and curling snarl from Tharok. "What?" asked Nakrok, pretending innocence and surprise. "Are those words not fitting? Let me rephrase them, then: if you don't like my manners, dear sweet Maur, then you shouldn't have wandered into my camp."

"We were invited to speak," said Tharok, cursing himself now. "If you have words to say, say them, and we shall be gone."

"No," said Nakrok. "You weren't invited to speak. You were invited to die. Word has reached me of your human slave. I would have her. She is worth more than any Tragon. Porloc will pay me handsomely for her, and overlook your death as a result."

Tharok turned to Toad, but the little kragh was gone. Spy. Traitor. He unshouldered his axe. Let there be death, then. Death here in the midst of five hundred Crokuk. Idiot! he chided himself. Nakrok was correct. To have walked in here blindly, to not have thought matters through – he was an idiot without the circlet. 

Nok was growling now, each breath a rasp that sawed at his throat. Maur had fallen into a crouch and had let the wolf skin drop, revealing her bare shoulders, her lips writhing back silently from fangs bared in feral menace. 

Tharok whirled the axe lazily once, building up speed, and then whipped his whole arm around, bring his ax up high before clasping it with both hands at its apex and using his whole body and all his strength to bring it down on the head of the closest Crokuk. He split the small kragh's skull in twain, and such was the force of the blow that he cut him right down the thrapple, shattering through his lower jaw and spilling blood, brains and teeth across the rock.

Silence followed, all of the Crokuk frozen in shock by the force of the blow. 

"There," said Tharok, grinning as he lifted his axe once more. "I may be dumb, but I know how to swing an ax. Enough talk. It's time to die!" 

And with a roar he summoned his battle rage, his old friend long abandoned in favor of reason and logic and cool calculation. He summoned his fire-red fury, brought it up and over himself like a cloak of coals, and allowed all thought to be submerged in the one single burning need: to deal death. 

He roared, his jaws opening so wide that his tusks were almost horizontal, their points aimed at where Nakrok was shrinking back in sudden fear. The sound bayed out across the night, the ancient war cry, the summoning to death, the beginning of his dirge song, and Tharok threw himself forward, exploding into a sprint from where he had been standing, charging right at the fire.

Blades were drawn all around him, Crokuk chieftains coming to their feet, pulling their swords from scabbards. Tharok leapt over the tongues of flame, belly first, axe trailing behind his head, gripped with both hands, the entire tableau freezing as he focused only on the yellows of Nakrok's eyes. 

Tharok brought his axe crashing down toward Nakrok, but the Crokuk was swift and threw himself aside so that the ax blade bounced off a rock and shattered, and Tharok landed on the boulder where Nakrok had been sitting but moments ago. Without thought he whipped around and threw the ruined axe haft at the closest warrior and followed it himself, leaping down on the lowland kragh and bearing him to the ground with his weight, grasping his head with both hands, thumbs finding purchase beneath his jawbone and snapping the spine. He rolled free as a blade whistled through where he had crouched and snatched up the kragh's serrated blade, then turned and launched himself into three of them, sweeping them before him into the fire, dumping them into the coals as he raced through the flames once more, boots crunching into the cinders and out the other side... 

Only to freeze, his blood madness seizing up at the sight of Kharsh moving forward from the shadows, curved sword in hand. Tharok roared in pleasure, thinking that the Red River had come to aid him, Kharsh leading their warriors into the heart of the enemy camp. He turned to face the Crokuk, a derisive grin on his face, expecting Kharsh and the others to move up alongside – and then pain like white fire erupted in his back. With a cry he spun away and saw Kharsh draw free his blade, now covered in black blood.

Not thinking, Tharok threw his sword. It whipped around and around in the air, blurring in the firelight, and plunged deep into Kharsh's throat. The massive old kragh cried out and fell back. 

Crokuk were surging forward. Tharok stepped to one side to avoid a blow, caught a wrist and drove his other fist deep into the bone structure of a Crokuk's head. He then swung the dead kragh around by the arm, whipping him into several of his friends, then released the corpse and staggered away. 

He saw Nok going down, surrounded by some ten lowland kragh, his roars of rage shaking the stars. Maur was up on Nakrok's boulder, surrounded by blades, blood running from numerous shallow cuts to her legs, arms and chest. 

The Crokuk were around him like hounds around a bear. Tharok reached out and grabbed a sword by the blade, hauled it out of the surprised Crokuk's hand and gripped it by the hilt. His mind raced. Kharsh, here in the Crokuk camp. A plot, then. Not just Toad. That meant other Red River had conspired against him – not enough for open confrontation, but enough that Kharsh must have expected to become the next warlord without much difficulty. Toad's hearing Shaya's tale had been the last straw. 

Tharok felt a blow cut through the muscle of his shoulder, parried a stab, and slammed the hilt of the sword into a snarling face. He drew the blade across the throat of a second, and lost it in the guts of a third. Something hit him in the small of his back and he went down, crashing to all fours. Instead of rising, he threw himself into a forward roll, pain spasming through his wounded back, knocking aside kragh as he came up wobbling to his feet and saw the small chest on the ground before him.

Without thinking, rage fueling his movements, he dove forward into a second dive, snatched up the chest as he passed over it and tore it open. Sprawled out on his side, he pulled out the circlet and jammed it down over his brow. 

The world spun, and the rage turned from a sheet of flame to icy glacial madness. Time slowed, and it seemed as if the very stars fell from the sky in a rain of white fire.

A kragh was moving to stab him in the gut, blade drawn back, wicked point aimed at his belly, the Crokuk's eyes betraying the weak lowland version of blood lust. He seemed frozen. Tharok focused his gaze on the kragh, met his eyes, and reached for his mind.

Fury burst all barriers. He controlled his own berserker madness so that he could understand the thoughts of the Crokuk: that need for steaming blood and quivering flesh, weapon dug deep into enemy hide, the need for the kill, the slaughter. Mouth flooded with saliva at the thought of feasting. Heat on the hide from the fire, heat in the muscles from the fury. Feeling as light as the wings of a hawk, no longer bound by the constraints of flesh and bone. A war god born again, invincible while the rage lasted.

Tharok reached, became the kragh, was the kragh, and turned him against his brother to the right. 

Time snapped back into normal speed, and Tharok was up and on his feet and racing forward even as the blade was turned from his gut to stab deep into the side of the next Crokuk. Everywhere he looked, Tharok reached and dug and wrested and pulled, so that everywhere around him, the kragh began to turn their blades against each other. In a moment every lowland kragh present was surrounded by mortal enemies, and Tharok stumbled to a standstill, holding in his mind thirty different thoughts of beings who sought nothing but each other's destruction.

There were only sheets of ice within him. He was the blue-green ice in the heart of the glacier. He was controlled and indifferent; he was their master and lord. 

The Crokuk began to fall even as more rushed in, the thirty becoming ten in a matter of moments only to swell again as new Crokuk warriors arrived. Tharok spun slowly, taking in their minds, but there were too many to control, too many to keep under his power. He could do it, he told himself. With just a little more effort. By stretching out his mind just a little more. He was a fire that would burn up the Crokuk tribe, would set all five hundred of them against each other until an ocean of blood and butchered bodies was all that would remain of the traitors.

Maur stopped where she stood and dropped to one knee, her enemies suddenly ignoring her. Nok fought his way back to his feet, bleeding from deep and terrible gashes, swaying and staring about in incomprehension. Everywhere, Crokuk were killing Crokuk, hacking with terrible ferocity, no thought given to defense. 

Then Maur screamed, "Tharok, stop!"

Tharok turned to take in her face, her disbelief and shock and horror, and something within him quivered and shook at how she was staring at him. Around him, each Crokuk was a filament of gold that he was drawing with invisible might, and for a second he sensed Maur's mind, sensed how easy it would be to take control of her, turn her into yet another puppet, bring her to his will. 

He sensed it, and then he desired it.

To have her crawl toward him, her hide gleaming with blood, tearing her clothes off as she came so that he could mount her here in the midst of battle and make her his in every way, own her mind and body and soul even as the Crokuk did the dance of death about them.

He recoiled from the thought, turned with a roar and fled, punching his way through the Crokuk ranks, forcing the lowland kragh to throw themselves aside and open a path for him out into the darkness. Through the camp he raced, letting fall from his grasp the minds he had controlled so that the slaughter ceased, focusing instead on simply stunning or throwing aside the kragh in front of him. Out and through, and then he was free of the Crokuk camp. He ran to the closest cliff face and began to climb, hauling himself up from ridge to ledge, fleeing the fires, the kragh, the savage butchery. He went out into the night beyond, the wilderness, away from the madness of that starry night.
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When Asho awoke, sunlight was streaming through the branches of a fir tree above him. The world was brilliantly lit, the panorama before him heartening in how low it showed they had somehow already come. But Kethe was gone. 

Asho groaned as he forced himself to his feet. Every muscle hurt, every joint throbbed. It reminded him of his first brutal years as Lord Kyferin's page, when every other Ennoian squire and page had used him as a practice dummy in hopes of driving him away. It hadn't worked then, and the pain wouldn't keep him down now.

Asho stepped back onto the path and looked both up and down. There was no sign of her. "Kethe?"

"Here," came a voice from the bushes behind the tree. She stood, did up her breeches, then came around. "How are you feeling?"

"Me? How are you?" 

Her face was still drawn, and there were deep purple smudges beneath her eyes. Blood was smeared across her jaw, and her armor looked like it had been worried by a pack of steel-jawed hounds. But it was skin that worried him - it had become strangely smooth, as if the pores had disappeared. Unnaturally so, with even the faint wrinkles at the corner of her eyes having disappeared.

"I'm fine. Sore, but nothing broken. What about you?" She stepped right up to him and took him by the jaw, turning his head from one side to the other. "You look fine. At least, like you're not about to implode, or whatever might have been happening up there."

"Yes," said Asho. He rubbed the back of his head and turned to look up at the peaks. It felt strange to have Kethe touch him so calmly, to stand so close. "That was... I don't even remember parts of it."

"Do you remember the fight? The demon?"

A vague but terrifying snatch of memory came to him: the Black Gate roaring like the world's greatest waterfall, the hordes of shambling demons, wings of flame burning his face. "Some." He shivered despite the morning sunshine. "I remember - Mæva! Where is she? I remember her falling. Ashurina? Did -" 

He shook his head. It was all a jumble of broken images.

Kethe face became pinched and she looked away. "She's gone. She sacrificed herself to draw Ashurina away."

Asho rubbed his arms. "And that part about the Black Shriving? The demon we met - I don't recall what he looked like, just wings of fire. Am I remembering right that he's bringing it early?"

"Yes," said Kethe. "He's coming for us. I don't know why he let us go. Maybe he was surprised by how hard we fought back. Or..."

"He was enjoying himself," said Asho with quiet certainty. "I can remember his laughter. Maybe this is all a game to him. To it."

Kethe scowled and stepped onto the path. "All the more reason to get down to the Hold and warn the others."

"Kethe." Asho reached out and touched her arm. "Thank you. For carrying me down here. For - I don't know. Letting me channel all that magic."

Her gaze was enigmatic, the morning sunshine bringing out the deep red tints in her auburn hair. "I think we're past thanking each other. You saved my life. I saved yours. It's - it's what we do, now." A ghost of smile. "Apparently."

Asho smiled back. "So it would seem." They stood there in the sunlight, holding each other's gaze and smiling. Asho felt something unlock within his chest, a feeling of doubt or fear evaporating in the directness of Kethe's gaze, and then despite everything, he laughed and staggered onto the path. "All right. Let's get going."

 

It was evening by the time they stumbled onto Mythgræfen Hold's causeway, where the crushed white stones were luminous in the light of the moon. Hunger was gnawing at Asho's gut, pain was slicing through feet, and he felt as ragged as a scarecrow, but on he marched, Kethe a staggering shadow by his side. The ruined walls of the hold loomed up ahead of him, dark but for pinpricks of light shining through a few ground floor windows. 

The sentry should have spotted them by now, thought Asho, and indeed a small delegation of armed men emerged from the gate as Asho stepped onto the island proper. He recognized Ser Wyland at the front of a small band of Hrethings, and relief at having finally arrived almost caused him to sink to his knees.

"Asho?" Ser Wyland hurried forward. "By the Ascendant, you look half-dead. Kethe! Where is Mæva?"

Brocuff stepped forward and offered his arm to Kethe, who gladly leaned on it. The band encircled them and escorted them up the grassy slope to the twisted oak that blocked the front gate.

"Mæva is gone." Asho didn't know how else to put it. His voice was a rasp. 

Ser Wyland handed him a water skin, and Asho found enough dignity to turn and offer it to Kethe first. She made an annoyed face at his gallantry but took the skin and drank deep. Asho stood, swaying, and gulped down the cold water when she passed it back to him.

"She sacrificed herself so that we could live," said Kethe, meeting Asho's gaze. He nodded. No need to go into the details. "We found the Black Gate."

"You did?" Ser Wyland formed the triangle with both hands, eyes widening. "So, it really is up there? Incredible."

"We should tell Lady Kyferin," said Asho. 

"She's gone," said Ser Wyland darkly. "Audsley found a means to open the Portals early, and she left with Ser Tiron to visit the Agerastians." His tone was such that Asho half-expected him to turn and spit. "I've been left in charge. She took Ser Tiron, Hannus and Ord with her. We're down to a skeleton crew here."

"Oh," said Asho. "That's good." Hope surged within him. "That's very good. She'll be spared what's to come. In fact - can we all use the Portal now? Escape?"

"Escape?" Ser Wyland frowned at him. "Why would we abandon the Hold?"

"The Black Shriving," said Kethe. "It's coming early this year."

Silence gripped their small group, and many more made the sign of the triangle. 

"Come inside," said Ser Wyland. "I would hear this from the beginning."

Ten minutes later they were seated around the central fire in the grand hall, bowls of vegetable soup in their hands and flagons of Hrething wine at their knees. Asho wanted to sink into the warmth of his blanket, let his chin rest on his chest and sleep, but he fought to stay alert instead. Kethe had found a hidden reserve of energy and was recounting their journey to Ser Wyland, Brocuff, and Elon. The Hrethings had moved to take up watch along the walls, and the few servants who had accompanied Lady Kyferin in her exile from Kyferin Castle kept a respectful distance.

"We fought our way clear," said Kethe, her voice calm and matter-of-fact. "Mæva died opening a way out of the chamber, but I think the demon let us go. Wanted us to escape. As we ran though, he promised to come after us. To bring his demons to the Hold, and then beyond." 

Her words were like stones being dropped into a pond, absorbed and followed by silence. Then all eyes slid over to Ser Wyland who was sitting hunched, elbows on his knees, staring into the fire.

"The Black Shriving," said Ser Wyland. "Now we know the truth of the matter. The demons will wash down from the mountains and besiege us. You mentioned escape, Ser Asho, but I fear that may not be an option. Audsley is opening the Gate to Agerastos each day in readiness for Lady Kyferin's return, but he isn't doing the same for us. As such, it could be a day or weeks till we're contacted again."

Brocuff stood up as if he wanted to stride away, then sat back down on the pony keg he was using as a stool. "We can't hold these walls against demons."

Ser Wyland lowered his chin onto the base of his palm as he stared into the depths of the fire, his face lit a ruddy red by the flickering flames. "Not successfully, no."

"What does that mean?" Brocuff's voice was sharp. "This is different from facing down Lord Laur's brat and his killers. These are creatures of darkness and evil. They're coming through a bloody Black Gate for us! How are we to know they won't tear our souls free of our bodies and use us as hosts?"

"We don't," Ser Wyland agreed in an almost placid manner.

"So? We leave. I'm all for dying for Lady Kyferin, but asking me to damn my soul is another matter altogether."

Elon rubbed his chin with his thumb. "It seems to me that our souls are safe as long as we live righteously. Demons cannot damn us, only kill us. At least, that's what I recall from my lessons."

"You have the right of it," said Ser Wyland. "As long as we live righteously. Can we be sure we are doing that, however, with the alliance our lady is making?"

Kethe drew her blade, causing everybody but Ser Wyland to flinch at the suddenness of her gesture. "Do you see this sword? It was forged for me by Elon three years ago. There's nothing special about it, but it cut down demon after demon." She leaned forward, the blade gleaming. "They can be killed. Which means they can be stopped."

Asho shook his head. "That's not true, Kethe. Remember that demon we hunted with the Hrethings? The one that chased you into the woods? Nobody could hurt it but you."

Kethe opened her mouth to protest, then snapped it shut. 

"That's true," said Ser Wyland. "Mæva enchanted our blades before we finally killed it. Without her with us, how would we repeat the deed?"

"We can't abandon the Hold," said Kethe.

Brocuff ground a fist into his palm. "What if we just depart for Hrething for the night? Come back after they've gone?"

"No," said Asho, his voice hollow. "I remember now. Something the demon said. This time 'round, he's not returning to the Black Gate when he's done cleansing the Hold. He's going to keep on. He said he would sweep out across the land and drown everything in flame and shadow."

"Well, fuck," said Brocuff. He stood again, and this time he did stalk off.

Ser Wyland rubbed at his stubbled jaw. He looked older, Asho realized. The fire highlighted the lines in his face, the touch of gray at his temples. "I have much to think on. I urge each of you to take some time alone to commune with the Ascendant. To ask him what our correct path is. Where our true and ultimately loyalty should lie."

Elon reached out and pulled a burning spar of wood from the fire. He turned it around in his hands, not seeming to mind the heat that must have been radiating from its charred surface. "Do you think there's a way for either of you to bless our weapons? Or a bolt for my ballista?"

Asho glanced at Kethe. They both shrugged. "I don't know," said Asho. "When I reach out to Kethe, it forms a connection between us. Maybe I could connect to an object as well?"

Ser Wyland raised an eyebrow. "I know you are fatigued. But could you try?"

Asho shared another look with Kethe, then nodded. He took a deep breath and searched for her in his mind's eye. Normally she appeared as a burning white flame in the dark, but this time there was barely a smoldering glow. She was completely depleted. He felt cracks open up within his soul, like barely healed wounds splitting open under duress. It hurt, a profound ache that throbbed worse than any real wound. Gritting his teeth, he connected with Kethe, then turned to stare at Ser Wyland's blade. 

He closed his eyes. Tried to sense it, to reach out for it. He pictured it vividly in his mind, imagined white light extending from his heart to envelop the sword.

Nothing happened.

Instead, he felt the black blade buried almost hilt-deep into the rock in the rooms below, felt it as a swimmer might feel the pull of a current: insidious, powerful, continuous.

With a gasp he relinquished the bond. "No." He wiped sweat from his brow. "No. I can't do it." 

Ser Wyland nodded, went to speak, but paused as Asho rose to his feet. 

"Excuse me," said Asho. "I've... got to see to something."

He ignored the curious looks and stepped out into the courtyard. He veered immediately into the storage room, and went straight to the back wall, where a cunningly disguised door was propped open with a wedge of wood. Asho pulled it open all the way and stared at the steps that descended to the hidden rooms Audsley had discovered. He could see the faint glow of candlelight from below, set out in vigil against Lady Kyferin's homecoming.

Asho took a deep breath and descended. He'd not been down here since the night he'd buried the blade deep. Round and round went the steps, then he moved out into the central chamber. 

The hilt and crossguards of the black blade gleamed in the candlelight. Asho stood staring at it, the sound of his own breathing loud in his ears. He remembered the power it had granted him, how he had pointed its fell length down at Makaria, the Virtue of Happiness, and unleashed a torrent of black fire that had killed the Virtue where he stood.

It was evil, he had decided. A tool of damnation. And yet, the Black Shriving was upon them. He could not defeat that demon lord alone. Kethe's life depended on his strength. 

He was already a Sin Caster. Would wielding this sword damn him any further? 

Asho flexed his hands and approached. The blade seemed to be aware of him, somehow seemed to be awaiting him. Asho could sense power swirling around it like a vortex. Was he growing more attuned to this magic?

My soul to the White Gate, he thought, then reached down and clasped the hilt. 

Black flame poured down the three inches of visible blade, and it slid free easily, as if from water.

Asho held the sword aloft before him and stared at its burning length, up to where the flames peaked and danced, down its whorled length. It was a vicious-looking sword, spiked and cruel, and within it something resided – a presence, a malevolent entity that welcomed him, Asho knew, greeted him as a long-lost brother.

Asho whipped the blade down and to the side as if flicking off blood, and the fires extinguished, returning the sword to its matte-black state. He picked up the scabbard that had been found with the blade and sheathed the sword, then undid his belt, removed his plain scabbard, and buckled on the new one.

In the faint glow of the candle, he stood still, letting himself adjust to the new weight at his hip, the sense of it merging slowly with him, attuning itself to his essence. If he spoke to it, he knew, it might respond. Was accepting help from this sword that much different from bonding with Ashurina? The very thought terrified him.

And yet, the Black Shriving was upon them. 

Asho hesitated, then lowered his hand to rest on the hilt. He swallowed against the knot in his throat, then nodded. So be it. Whatever it took, whatever the cost, he would see Kethe and Lady Kyferin safe. If it lay within his power to do so, then he would accomplish that task, no matter the sacrifice. 

He cast a look at the dead Portal, sent Lady Kyferin a brief prayer for good fortune and a swift return, then turned and climbed the steps.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Tiron couldn't rest. He pushed aside the billowing curtains that hung over the entrance to the balcony, briefly considering tearing them down as he stepped outside. Delicate and beautiful they might be, but they could provide an assassin with crucial seconds of cover if one came over the balcony and managed to kill Hannus quietly. The image arrested his movement. Then, setting his face in a grim expression, he turned back and yanked the curtains from their rods and tossed the fabric aside. 

Ord was watching from the doorway, eyebrows raised. He understood and nodded.

Returning outside, Tiron stepped up to the stone balustrade and leaned forward, scrutinizing the city of Agerastos as it tumbled away down a gradual slope to the harbor. The sky was a languorous shade of umber and yellow that reduced the low-hanging sun to a ball of simmering gold. White gulls were wheeling over the cascading rooftops below and red-sailed ships of all sizes lay at rest beside the piers while slender skiffs cut back and forth from one side of the harbor to the other. Towers arose like daggers between the many rooftops, and smoke from evening fires was drifting like dirty cotton, rising up to soften the angularities of the architecture and reduce the city to a wondrous haze. The evening sunlight glinted on the great scaled domes that arose here and there. Even now, it was hard to credit that he was standing in Agerastos, the land of the hated heretics, the great opposition to everything that Ascension stood for.

Not that he cared any more. Once, maybe, he might have felt the appropriate disgust at being surrounded by heathens. Now? It seemed immaterial to him. What mattered was the danger that lurked in the shadowy streets below, the faceless mass that might turn against the emperor when they discovered whom he was harboring in their midst. 

And Iskra. Tiron set his jaw. By the Ascendant it was hard to restrain himself, from reaching for her, from dropping to one knee and swearing his fealty over and over again. And yet. To what end? What use in running down a hallway when you knew it was a dead end? He wanted to groan and close his eyes, to pour himself the first of many drinks. If only Sarah were yet alive to give him counsel. A pang of grief slipped into his chest like a knife. He saw her smiling face, heard her laughter echo from the depths of his memories. Tiron covered his face with his hands. How wretched had he become that he wished his dead wife returned only so that she may offer him advice on how to handle Iskra?

"Beautiful, isn't it?" said Hannus, stepping over to join him. 

Tiron dropped his hands and looked over at the young soldier. Hannus' face was clear of concern, unriven by the cruel lines wrought by grief and loss. A young face. A blank sheet on which time would write its woes. 

"Sure," said Tiron. He turned back to the city.

"Never thought I'd travel as much as I've done with the Lady," said Hannus quietly. "Always thought I'd serve as a guard at Kyferin Castle for a spell, then return home with enough wealth to buy a new plow, perhaps some cattle. Help my father make the most of our land." He lapsed into silence for a moment, then asked, "Do you think we'll ever get back, ser?"

Tiron took a deep breath, testing the pain that smoldered in his side. "I don't know. If we do, it will be at the front of an army."

Hannus nodded. "That's what I thought. I hope it's soon, then. Our return. I've a wife and daughter waiting for me back home." He ran both hands through his hair restlessly. "I asked one of the guards that stayed back the castle to let her know where I'd gone. For all I know, she thinks me dead. It would be good to get a message to her somehow." He didn't look at Tiron, just gazed down at the harbor below. 

Tiron didn't know what to say. Maybe Hannus had his own share of grief after all. Once, he'd have given the young man a gruff speech about duty and honor. Now? He didn't know if he believed in such things. He knew how flimsy a man's honor could prove, how duty could be a one-way street that led to your ruin. 

"Why'd you come, then? Why'd you leave them behind and follow Lady Kyferin here?"

Hannus looked at him in surprise. "Because it wasn't right, what Lord Laur did. I couldn't stand by."

"Simple as that?"

Hannus thought about it, then said, "Yes. I'm sure there's some who could talk at length about their reasons, but that's the heart of it. It wasn't right."

Tiron nodded. "Agreed. I'm glad you're here. But if you ever want to return to your family, I'll not fault you."

"You wouldn't?"

Tiron shook his head and turned to leave. "I had a wife and son once. I spent precious little time with them. I regret that now, more than anything. If you think you truly need to be with your family, then go. If you decide you'd rather be the kind of man who protects Lady Kyferin when she's wronged, then stay. Either way, it's your decision to make and then own." 

He clapped Hannus on the shoulder, then walked the perimeter of the balcony, peering down at the gardens several floors below. He forced himself to focus, to truly study the lines of ornate shrubs and fish ponds and not stare blankly into the distance as he considered his problems. It was possible someone could climb the ornate façade, or perhaps even one of the palm trees and so gain the balcony, but unlikely. He paused and gazed pensively down at a pond on the surface of which black swans were gliding, then stepped back inside. 

Someone knocked at the door. Ord waited for Tiron, who stepped up and opened it. 

A young man in an elegant blue robe bowed deeply. "The Emperor Thansos, first of his name, has asked for the honor of having Lady Iskra Kyferin join him at dinner tonight." The young man's Ennoian was all whispery, but clear. "If that is pleasing, I shall return to escort you to the dining hall."

"All right," said Tiron. "She'll be ready."

The page, probably used to more flowery responses, blinked once before bowing again. "The chamberlain has also instructed me to offer a variety of suitable robes and accessories for her retinue to wear. If that is agreeable, I shall have them delivered promptly."

Tiron stared at the young man. "What are you saying about our clothing?"

The page paled, his gaze flicking down to Tiron's bedraggled, torn armor and filthy tunic. "It was meant merely as a suggestion, my lord. If you -"

"Very well," said Tiron, not wanting to bait the young man further. "Send along the robes." He shut the door before the page could bow again, then looked to Ord. "When's the last time you had a bath?"

"Does wading through that cistern count?"

Tiron shook his head.

"Then..." Ord trailed off in thought. "Do you mean on purpose?"

Tiron snorted. "Enough said. It looks like your loyalty to Lady Kyferin is about to be tested, soldier. Prepare yourself."

 

Two hours later they were all clean and scrubbed and wearing soft robes of silk dyed a rather striking shade of Ennoian green. Tiron was standing to one side, Hannus and Ord beside him, all of them smelling like flowers, their skin stinging from the abrasive sponges wielded by the handmaidens who had attended them, their beards trimmed and oiled, their feet getting used to strange leather sandals. Any desire to protest had been silenced when Tiron saw how black the water was in the copper tubs when they emerged. Even the black rings under his nails were gone. It felt... strange. Pleasant, even. Disconcerting.

The door to Iskra's chamber opened and she emerged, silencing all thoughts and causing him to straighten to attention. The same page had furnished her with a delicate green gown with hanging sleeves, which somehow hugged her figure in all the right places while still giving the impression of modesty and refinement. Her auburn hair was done up with elegant simplicity, and her face was luminous.

Iskra stopped to let them regard her and raised an eyebrow. "Yes, Ser Tiron?"

He felt his face flush, something that almost never happened to him, and he quickly coughed into his fist and looked away. "You look -" His mind raced. What to say? Ravishing gorgeous beautiful stunning - "You look very nice, my lady."

"How gentlemanly of you." She glided forward, extending her arm to take his own. He stood stiffly by her side, painfully aware of her touch. "Oh do relax, Ser Tiron. Surely my company can't be so onerous?"

"Not at all," he said, perhaps a trifle too loudly. Had he offended her? "I'm simply concerned about your safety tonight."

"Oh? You think to protect me by glowering?" 

The page who had been waiting opened their door and began to lead them down the hall. 

Ser Tiron coughed into his free hand. He had offended her. "I intend to protect you by any means necessary. I'll glower if it helps."

Iskra glanced sidelong at him. Was that a hint of a smile? "Then please be so kind to deploy it only when needed. I would rather not spend the entire evening assuring everyone we meet that they are in no danger of being attacked."

"As you desire," said Tiron. His heart was racing. "I shall reserve it for when needed, though I doubt I shall need it at all. The Agerastians will learn quickly as to how formidable an opponent you are."

"Formidable? My dear Ser Tiron," said Iskra, her voice warm with amusement. "I believe that might have been a compliment."

Again he felt his face burn. He could practically feel Ord and Hannus smirking at his back. Why had he opened his damn fool mouth and begun this line of conversation? "No, my lady. Not a compliment." He practically marched her down the hall. "Merely a statement of facts. As I see them."

"Well, as your lady, I command you to state such facts as they strike you. I find myself growing more and more curious about your world view."

Luckily he was saved from further torture by their arriving at a grand staircase where other nobles and people of note were descending, like elegant fowls alighting in a pond, toward a long hall in which strange music was playing. Tiron felt eyes immediately turn to Lady Iskra, and he tried to stand even straighter, ignoring once more the burn in his side from his wound. 

The music was plangent, some kind of stringed instrument accompanied by cymbals and a drum. Hundreds of candles were burning in wall sconces, and the hall was decorated to appear like a forest, the columns carved like trees, the ceiling painted with an arboreal theme. Tiron guessed it was quite attractive, but he didn't spare much time on the decorations. Instead, he forced himself to relax. 

Walking into this crowd was akin to wading into battle. You couldn't count on spotting your foe before he attacked you, and turning rapidly in every direction in a vain attempt to keep everyone in view was the mistake of a novice. Instead, he exhaled and didn't let himself focus on any one thing; letting his eyes wander, he sought to pick up knots of tension in the patterns around him, alert for some sudden movement in the corner of his vision that might signal an unexpected attack.

Iskra was in her element, smiling and bowing her head to all who sought to engage or compliment her, but not stopping to become embroiled in any conversation just yet. Around him swirled the Agerastian language, and Tiron wished that Orishin were present and providing them with an ongoing translation of the factions and words at play.

A group of somber men in white and blue robes approached and bowed stiffly to Iskra, who curtseyed smoothly in return. Tiron recognized one of the men in the group: Patrician Athash. 

"Good evening, Lady Kyferin." Athash's eyes devoured her frame before he managed to look up and meet her gaze. "I was just speaking with my fellow senators of your arrival earlier today. May I be so bold as to effect introductions?"

Iskra inclined her head, and Athash introduced a half dozen men, all of whom studied her as a feline might a bowl of cream. 

"I had not known that there was a senate," said Iskra gravely when he had finished. "I find myself growing ever more curious about the structure of government here in Agerastos."

Athash inclined his head. "Our senate is prestigious, composed of the greatest worthies from across our island. It is our duty and honor to advise the emperor on all matters political, and I do not believe I presume overmuch when I say he welcomes and values our thoughts."

Iskra smiled. "A ruler is made wise when he listens to the counsel of those with wisdom."

Athash smiled in return, but there was no warmth in the expression. "You are correct, Lady Kyferin. I would be glad to explain at a later date the workings of our government and perhaps provide you with some insight about our current situation."

"That would be most welcome, Patrician. Thank you." Iskra curtseyed again, then made a subtle pressure on Tiron's arm that caused him to begin walking again, leaving the senators behind. "If one were to judge from Athash's lack of subtlety," said Iskra quietly, so that only Tiron could hear, "then I would guess him a most ineffective politician, which in turn speaks volumes as to the true utility of his senate."

"Then why does the emperor listen to them?" Tiron was finding the constant swirl of robes and the glittering of the candlelight on jewelry bemusing. 

"It is better to keep your enemies gathered and in sight then allow them to indulge in subterfuge. And perhaps the patrician truly does believe himself important. If that's so, the senate may keep him occupied and prevent him from causing real trouble."

A trio of purple- and yellow-clad women emerged from the shifting crowd to stop before them. Tiron immediately recognized the ashen-faced lady from the court. 

"Good evening, Lady Kyferin," she said. "I never had the chance to introduce myself. I am Vothak Ilina. May I introduce Vothak Shasana and Vothak Purisha?"

"It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances," said Lady Iskra.

"You are not familiar with our language and customs, and perhaps might be confused by the title 'Vothak'. It signifies one in whose veins runs the blood of the medusa, and who is thus a practitioner of the occult arts, a wielder of magic." Ilina's tone was hard and to the point. "Of course the emperor is the ul-Vothak and leader of our academy, but I have the honor of being the al-Vothak, and am charged with overseeing all duties in his absence."

"I see. Then we shall have much to discuss in the near future. Our potential partnership will no doubt be of great interest to you and your academy."

"Precisely." Ilina inhaled audibly through her nose. "I cannot say that I believe your account without evidence, and am skeptical as to your ability to provide us with sufficient Gate Stone in time to be for it to be of practical use, even should your tale be true. However, it is a potential resource of great value, and as such I am in favor of exploring all options and possibilities related to it."

Iskra inclined her head to one side graciously. "I completely understand, and look forward to not only demonstrating the veracity of my offer, but exploiting that resource to the great benefit of us both."

Ilina nodded slightly, evidently finding Iskra's response satisfactory. "Very well. Good evening, Lady Kyferin."

Again Tiron guided Iskra on, ever deeper into the hall. Their pace was slow and the crowd thick, but still it felt as if the hall were interminable. 

"An academy," said Iskra. "Fascinating. I believe Vothak Ilina may prove a true ally in time. Her directness is incredibly refreshing, even if it no doubt limits her ability to influence events here at court."

They finally reached the end of the hall, where they found a large archway leading to the dining area beyond. In the manner of the great halls back home, a single long table sat at the far end on a raised dais, while two other tables extended down from it. The chamberlain was standing by the archway, perhaps preventing anyone from passing through, for the crowd had stopped and seemed content to wait - and glare at him and Iskra, Tiron noticed. The people before the archway were dressed in extravagant outfits, and had an austere and almost aggressive dignity to them that made their icy stares all the more striking. 

Tiron leaned in to whisper, "Did we do something wrong? I'm getting the distinct sense that we've offended."

The chamberlain stepped forward. "Welcome, Lady Kyferin. Ser Tiron." 

Lady Kyferin curtseyed again, Ser Tiron bowed, and the chamberlain stepped back to his post. 

The change was miraculous. That single act of recognition seemed to soothe the ruffled feathers of those around them. Was proximity to the arch a question of prestige? Tiron didn't have a chance to discover. Trumpets sounded from somewhere within the hall, and Tiron turned to see the emperor being carried in on a couch by a group of servants and set at the center of the raised table. His daughter joined him, and a wealth of dignitaries, servants, advisers and others filed in to stand behind them or sit in some of the chairs. 

The trumpet was blown again, and the chamberlain nodded to Iskra as a young boy in rich clothing stepped up expectantly. "If you will follow me, my lady," the boy said.

A second page stepped up to Ser Tiron. "If you will follow me, my lord?"

They were being split up. Tiron looked urgently at Iskra, who gave him a slight nod then turned to follow the page into the dining hall. Tiron fought the urge to curse, but allowed the second boy to lead him forward a few paces and then stop. 

"Please bow deeply to the emperor," the boy whispered. "He does not expect the full formalities from you."

Ser Tiron, Hannus, and Ord all bowed deeply, and then were shown to seats near the end of the left-hand table. Clearly they did not merit much rank. Tiron watched as Iskra was led right up to the emperor's table, where she curtseyed deeply, was greeted by quiet words, and then took the seat to the emperor's left.

"I don't know much about politics," said Ord, leaning in close. "But that looks like quite a big score, don't you think?"

Tiron nodded with satisfaction. In terms of public displays, that was as clear a statement as the emperor could make. 

More nobles and dignitaries began to file in, and the next hour was dedicated to an incredibly boring series of genuflections and polite gestures as people presented themselves to the emperor in ways increasingly more servile. Tiron saw that he'd been right. Those at the front, at the arch, were sitting closer to the emperor. At long last, others finally sat beside them, and the tables were filled.

Music began, servants poured some delicious honeyed wine, and soon food was being brought in on an endless series of trays. Voices rose to a dull roar as people conversed, and Tiron saw that everyone was intent on looking to see who was watching them. A thousand invisible ploys and plots were taking place all around him, and he saw that many seemed to focus on Iskra high up beside the emperor, where she had been engaged in conversation since taking her seat. Each time she laughed, countless people would go silent and turn to watch, only to resume talking as if nothing had happened.

The evening wore on. There was no end to the food, but Tiron ate sparingly and drank none of the wine. Entertainers came in, and Tiron had to admit to being impressed by a monster of a man who balanced a pole on his forehead, up which climbed two young boys who in turn stood and balanced on the pole's top. Ever more food came in, and Tiron noticed that a particularly striking serving girl with high cheekbones and bright eyes kept refilling Hannus' cup with a shy smile.

"Easy," said Tiron to Hannus after the girl had walked away. "Stay focused."

"Yes, I know, I know." Hannus smiled, his face a little flushed. "I've only taken a few sips to be polite."

Finally the emperor was lifted on his couch and carried away from the table. While everyone had entered in careful ceremony, now people began to rise at random and form crowds between the two tables, while others remained seated. 

Tiron stood and frowned at Hannus - the man was blinking, and his head was nodding as if he were on the verge of sleep. "Watch him," he told Ord, then made his way through the crowd to meet Iskra, who had also left her table.

Her face was flushed, and Tiron thought she was easily the most beautiful woman there. Eyes alight with satisfaction and excitement, cheeks bright with color and her lips set in a demure smile, she inclined her head graciously to Tiron, aware that she was still being watched, and whispered, "A most promising start. I have learned much. We're to have a private audience with the emperor tomorrow morning. I had no idea we would prove of such value to him. The situation - ah! I pray I'm not reading too much between the lines, but our timing couldn't have been better."

Tiron felt a savage sense of satisfaction. "Excellent. Has he promised anything?"

"Not as of yet. There is a lot of opposition to his ongoing war, and he now stands nearly alone but for the Vothak Academy at his back. Even his military are having second thoughts about the advisability of his campaign. It shouldn't take much to ally with his daughter and foil the invasion. Speaking of which –" 

Iskra turned as the emperor's daughter approached, courtiers and nobles moving aside so that a space appeared around the two women. Ylisa was perhaps slightly younger than Iskra, Tiron judged; her hair was as intricately braided as before, and a faint coppery blush had been applied to her full cheeks, complementing the bronze gloss on her wide lips.

"Your Highness," said Iskra, lowering herself gracefully into a curtsy. 

"Lady Kyferin," said Ylisa, inclining her head. "Your presence here at court is causing quite the stir."

Tiron didn't know how to read Ylisa's tone. Mocking? Warning? Amused? 

"Understandably so," said Iskra. "My arrival presages change."

"Not all changes are welcome."

"Alas, change is perhaps the one true constant in our lives."

Ylisa's eyes glittered. "Though the nature of said change is yet to be determined."

Iskra inclined her head. "Very true. The Agerastian empire stands at a fork in the road. Which direction it shall take is not yet clear."

"Oh? You sound far less confident than you did during your presentation at court."

"There is much that I have yet to share, Your Highness. Much that might be of particular interest to you."

"Indeed?" Ylisa smiled. It was the practiced smile of a woman raised at court, meant for the watching crowd and no one else. "And how do you know where my interests lie?"

Careful, thought Tiron. He stood immobile, ignored, painfully aware of how treacherous the ice was on which Iskra walked. 

"All who wish to ascend to the highest good share the same interests," said Iskra. "I'm confident that we have more in common than you might have thought."

Ylisa didn't respond, but rather studied Iskra carefully, her eyes growing heavy-lidded, her full mouth pursed. Then she laughed, as if Iskra had uttered a great witticism. "How delightful! Then we should meet to discuss this common ground."

"Time is regrettably short," said Iskra, smiling in return. "I meet with your father tomorrow morning."

"Then, unless it's too inconvenient, perhaps we can arrange for a private audience later tonight."

"That would be most appreciated," said Iskra. 

"Very well. I shall have you sent for when the time is right. Good evening, Lady Kyferin. I do so look forward to our talk."

"As do I," said Iskra, curtsying once more. 

Ylisa nodded and turned away. The crowd closed behind her and obscured her from view.

Ord stepped up breathlessly. He'd been hovering to the side waiting impatiently for his chance to approach. "It's Hannus. I've lost him."

"Lost him?" Tiron's hand dropped to where his sword should have been. He craned to look over the sea of heads. "What are you talking about?"

"A man bumped into me and nearly knocked me over. I think he was trying to provoke me into a fight. When I turned, I saw Hannus leaving the hall hand-in-hand with that serving girl. I ran after them, but I couldn't find him in the crowd. I decided it best to come tell you, rather than risk losing myself too."

"Damn it," said Tiron. He rose to his tiptoes. Of course dozens of people were staring right at him. "Stay with Iskra. Don't leave her side, no matter what." 

He then plunged forward into the crowd and made his way to the entrance of the hall. What had come over Hannus? Had he taken Tiron's words too literally and decided to pursue his own private amusements at the cost of his sense of duty? Tiron hurried out into the forest hall and looked around angrily. That would teach him to keep his wisdom to himself. What kind of commander told common soldiers to do what they wished? Homesick, drunk Hannus had probably decided to avail himself of a winsome smile. That serving girl had been strikingly beautiful. 

Tiron rubbed his face, angry and frustrated. Damn it.

Iskra and Ord emerged a few minutes later, along with the stream of guests who were continuously departing the hall. "Any sign of him?" she asked.

"None," said Tiron. "He's young. Perhaps he had no head for alcohol." 

He looked to Ord, who shrugged. "I've never seen him drink before."

Tiron took a deep breath, then sighed. "We can't risk splitting up to search for him."

"You would no doubt be arrested for walking through the palace without permission," said Iskra. Her expression darkened. "It's also possible that there's foul play at hand here. Either way, we had best inform the chamberlain and return to our quarters. There's nothing we can do now."

Tiron spat out a curse and grimaced apologetically at Iskra. "I thought that girl was too attractive. And the way the wine hit Hannus wasn't right. By the Ascendant, I'm a fool."

"Enough." Iskra's voice was sharp. "We need to find the chamberlain, confess our problem, and pray that Hannus is indeed just enjoying himself most inappropriately. Come."

The three of them threaded their way back into dining hall.

 

A loud knock on their door caused Tiron to turn from the balustrade. It had been two hours since they'd returned, and Iskra had insisted they all rest in anticipation of a long day tomorrow. Ord had stretched out on a rug near the door, but Tiron had been unable to relax. He didn't recall when he'd last slept, but his anxiety would not stop gnawing at him. Hannus had not returned.

Ord had started to climb to his feet when the door burst inward, knocking him down. Agerastian palace guards ran into the room, a couple of them pinning Ord to the floor, the candlelight glinting on their drawn blades.

"What is this?" 

Tiron's bellow startled them for a moment, but then a captain stepped forward and sneered at him. The same page from before was by his side, and translated his Agerastian. "The Lady Kyferin is under arrest for attempted murder of the emperor."

The door to her chamber opened and Iskra strode forth, belting on her night robe and blazing with fury. "Unhand my guard."

"You are under arrest by order of the high chamberlain. Come with us." The captain's harsh message was undercut by the page's quavering voice. "There is no escape. Your man was found dead with a stolen blade, deep within the emperor's private gardens. There is to be an inquest, but until then, you must come with me."

Iskra shot Tiron a look filled with fear and alarm. Hannus was dead. They'd murdered him. This arrest was a setup. 

Soldiers began to stride toward Tiron, their expressions wary, fanning out as they approached. Tiron had but seconds left. He looked past them to Iskra once more, put as much emotion as he could into that glance, then whirled and ran to the balustrade. The soldiers yelled and bolted after him, but Tiron didn't hesitate. He placed both hands on the stone top and vaulted out into the darkness, the shocked yells of the soldiers following him as he fell.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Tiron bit back a yell as he plummeted down. There was no time to have second-guessed his jump; he had acted on pure instinct, up and over without even time for a prayer before he smacked down into the pond, sending startled swans hissing and flapping their massive midnight wings in every direction. He spread out as he fell, trying to arrest his descent through the water, but even so his rear hit the stone bottom of the pond with jarring force. Gasping, he stood, wiped the water off his face, and ran.

A fool might have stopped to gape up at the balcony, to see if the guards were going to leap down after him, and in doing so waste precious seconds. Tiron simply bolted across the grass, kicking his way through flower beds and leaping over knee-high hedges till he reached the far palace wall. Guards in the gardens had heard the yells and were converging on him without knowing what he'd done, but Tiron was in no mood to explain. He knew the garden layout, had studied it for hours over the course of the day, knew that the wall on this side was only chest height but dropped a fearsome dozen yards to the street below. He had no idea how he'd reach the street without breaking his legs. He'd deal with it when he got to the top of the wall.

The guards weren't wasting any time. Out of the corner of his eye he could see them sprinting toward him, arms pumping, blades flashing. Tiron gritted his teeth and put on a final burst of speed, cleared a final hedge and then leaped, his booted sole catching the smooth wall with just enough friction to propel him up and over the top. When he landed, he planted both palms flat, hoisted himself up with a hiss of pain as something tore in his side, and then fell into a crouch. He had only seconds. A man to his right was almost on him. 

Tiron looked down in desperation. Single-lane road, clay-tiled three-storied buildings on the far side. Palm trees. 

No time. Tiron threw himself forward and out just as a blade swept through where he'd been crouching. Roaring, he sailed through the air, turning his shoulder just in time before he smashed into the roof of a second-story extension. Tiles shattered, wooden supports snapped, and with an almighty crash he plunged into the extension itself, falling in a shower of clay shards and shattered wood onto a divan. He bounced off it, hit the floor, and lay there groaning. Pieces of the roof continued to fall around him for a few seconds, and the floor lurched down an inch, then he hard shouts and the barking of dogs from deeper inside the building.

"Damn," he groaned. 

Shaking his head, blinking away the dust, he turned onto his side and pushed himself up to sitting. If his body hadn't been mostly scar tissue, tendons and hard muscle by this point, he'd not have survived the fall. 

He was in a dining room of sorts, all of it drowned in shadow. A naked man with a curved blade appeared in a doorway, eyes wide, his pot belly gleaming with oil. Tiron didn't want to know who he was, didn't care to explain. He hoisted himself to his feet, extended his palms, and pointed at the stairs. 

"I was just on my way out."

The man swung his blade around and gripped it with both hands with a rather intimidating amount of skill. No amateur here. 

"All right," said Tiron, backing up into the extension. "I'll take the quick way down." He turned, booted open a window, stepped outside onto the ledge, gripped it with both hands and dropped. 

He'd intended to hang for a moment, gauge the distance, then let go, but a blade thunked down between his fingers, nearly severing his thumb just as arrows were fired from the palace wall to thok into the extension's ruined framework. Tiron heard wooden beams crack even as he let go. He fell, and realized to his horror that the entirety of the extension was falling down with him. There was a sick, lurching second of freefall, arms cartwheeling, during which he locked eyes with the potbellied warrior who was falling mere feet above him, and then everything hit the street with a resounding crash. 

Tiron grunted, full of dull, beating pain. But it was nothing he wasn't used to. He tried to move, and found that he was pinned. He got his hands under a beam and shoved it off him, then got his feet beneath him and stood, head ringing, timber and plaster cascading off him. Soldiers were yelling in Agerastian from high up the palace wall. 

Tiron stepped out of the wreckage and saw the potbellied man's corpse, a spar of wood extending right out through his chest. His belly gleamed like wet metal in the moonlight. "Rough deal," said Tiron, bending down to take up the man's curved blade. It was heavy, the hilt wrapped in well-worn leather, and the balance was strange. Still, it looked like it could cut a pig in half. He'd take it.

Thok thok thok. More arrows were spat down from the skies. Tiron ducked his head and ran, his stride wobbly. Pain flared in his left knee and his right hip, and blood was running down the back of his neck. His elbow was jammed, and he was sure the wound in his side had been torn open again. He'd never thought he'd be as grateful for years of warfare and the abuse it had put him through as he was now. He swallowed down the pain, wiped the dust from his eyes again, and pounded down the street.

Think. He couldn't just keep charging down the center of the street. Guards would be converging on him from the palace gates. He had to hide. Regroup. Plan. 

He stumbled to a stop and stood swaying, then turned to consider the building before him. Some kind of shop. Massive wooden shutters had been lowered to cover the display window. A heavy wooden door stood to the window's left. There were two stories above, one of the an oh-so-popular extension. 

Tiron heard distant shouts. They were hunting him. 

He stepped forward and swung the heavy blade at the door handle. It cut deep into the cheap wood. He smashed his shoulder against the door and almost blacked out as every wound screamed at him, then shoved the tip of the blade into the jamb and wrenched the door open with brute force. He didn't look right or left as he strode inside, just powered down the hall, through a storage room to the back door. He threw the cross bar aside and went outside to find himself in an alley. He ran down it. 

He spent the next half hour getting lost. He stayed in they alleys, working his way ever deeper into the heart of the city, skirting squares, avoiding avenues, occasionally climbing a wooden ladder to a flat roof where he'd stop and catch his breath. It was on one such roof that he finally stopped, squatted, and then toppled over onto his side. He lay there gasping, his lungs burning, and finally righted himself. 

Hannus, dead. A setup, a ploy to get at Iskra. An assassination attempt on the emperor was a clever move; everyone would believe it of the Kyferin widow. Tiron could hear it now: the whole story of Gate Stone and a second Black Gate spun to fool a credulous emperor in dire straits, all of it so that they could get an assassin in close and end the war. 

Tiron stood and stepped up to a rain barrel. He dunked his head in the water, let the icy coldness sink into his head till his nasal passages ached, then pulled out with a gasp. The fuzzy thinking has been replaced by shocking fresh clarity. Who could he turn to? He didn't even speak Agerastian. 

Orishin. 

The scribe could advise him. At the very least, he could translate for Tiron. But where would Tiron find him at this time of night? The only point of reference he had was Orishin's market stall, but how would he find that one square amongst the hundreds that dotted this sprawling city? 

Tiron closed his eyes and focused, trying to remember. A rose-colored building with a great dome. That had stood to one side of the market. There were hundreds of squares, but only a dozen such buildings. Now, how to get there from here?

Tiron cast around. He needed height from which to examine the city. A block away, a slender tower rose like a finger pointed at the Ascendant. That would serve. He took a deep breath, wishing that he was in his Ennoian clothing with a belt he could slide the curved blade into before he realized that, no, this robe was perfect. It gave him a modicum of cover.

He went down the ladder, hurried over to the base of the tower, then paused in the shadows, examining it. It was too slender to be a home. A lookout spot? Perhaps. There was no light up top, but then a sentry wouldn't need to illuminate himself. He'd want perfect night vision up there. Tiron stepped up to the door and pushed it open. 

Who would assault a watch tower? A mad Ennoian, was who.

He crept up the spiral staircase, moving as silently as he could in the darkness. Round and round he went, till finally he reached the final curve that led up to the top floor. There was no door, just an archway. Tiron considered his approach, then straightened, pushed his shoulders back and strode up into the night air. 

The view of the city was stunning, but he ignored it and moved instead toward the guard. The man was leaning on one elbow, gazing idly out toward the harbor, but he stood up quickly like any guard caught at ease by a superior. The man frowned at the sight of Tiron and asked him something sternly in Agerastian.

"Look," said Tiron, pointing at the palace, and when the man did so, he punched him in the jaw with everything he had. They both fell to the ground, one unconscious, the other overbalanced. 

Tiron cursed under his breath. He was in bad shape. Still, the man wasn't moving. Slowly Tiron pulled himself back up and leaned on the parapet, just like the guard had been doing. Now, where was that dome?

For several minutes he examined the city. There were a dozen of the huge, copper-plated domes, and he spent some time trying to gauge which might be the right one. They'd walked for a while from the square to the palace, at which point they were high above the harbor. He narrowed the choices down to two potential domes, marked a route to the one on the left, and descended back to the streets.

Some minutes later, he emerged into a square. The rose-colored building looked gray in the light of the moon, the dome glittering sullenly, but it was the central plane tree and the closed stalls that Tiron focused on. He'd guessed correctly. Still, he felt no sense of triumph. He still had far too much to accomplish. He strode up to Orishin's stall, and sure enough, he saw the translator asleep underneath it, wrapped in blankets and with his head resting on a fine tasseled pillow.

Tiron crouched down and poked the man in the side with his blade. Orishin cried out and sat up, banging his head on the underside of his stall and then turning to Tiron. His eyes widened in fear and he began to scrabble back, speaking urgently in Agerastian.

"Hey, hey!" Tiron cut off his babbling. "It's me. Tiron. Keep it quiet."

"Ser Tiron?" Orishin stopped his awkward scuttling away and peered at him. "It is you! I thought you were a demon come to claim me for my sins. But - what has happened? You are covered in blood!"

Tiron touched his face. His fingers came away sticky. "Hannus is dead. He was framed by Ylisa. They killed him and made it look like he was trying to kill the emperor. The chamberlain has had Iskra and Ord arrested."

Orishin blinked rapidly as he processed that. "Oh, no."

"Oh, yes. Now you're going to help me get her out."

"I am? But how? The prison is heavily guarded. Yes, we must. But how? Let me think."

Both men stared at the ground, each deep in thought. Tiron racked his brain, trying to think whom they could approach. "I've got it," he said. "We've got to get to the Vothak Academy."

Orishin opened his mouth to protest, then went still. "Yes. Very good. They are loyal only to the emperor, and they are strongly in favor of this war. Any truce will depend on their being killed for heresy. But how can they help?"

"I don't know yet. But we met three of them earlier tonight. Al-Vothak Ilina, in particular."

Orishin tugged at his beard. "The academy is not too far from here, but they will not let two strangers inside at this hour, no matter how wild a tale we spin."

"Can we break in?" Tiron thought his own proposition over. "No, bad idea. I doubt Sin Casters would treat intruders gently."

Orishin sat up. "There is one man who might help us. It is a dangerous gamble, however. He could just as easily arrest us both."

"Captain Patash?"

"The same. He is a very intelligent man, and the fact that he was willing to lead Lady Kyferin to the Hall of Peacocks instead of the Hall of Pigeons speaks in his favor. His help is far from guaranteed, however."

Tiron scratched at his jaw. "Do you know where to find him?"

Orishin nodded eagerly. "He passes through this square on patrol every two hours. He's due to come by soon again. That's how I've come to know him. He stops by my stall on occasion to discuss international affairs."

"All right. I'd best remain out of sight at first, though." Tiron scanned the square. "Let's do this. I'll wait in that alley. When he appears, tell him you need to speak to him in private and lead him there. We'll talk. If he agrees to help, good. If not, well, at least we'll have some privacy."

Orishin nodded, eyes wide. "Please, try not to hurt him. He is a good man, a friend of mine."

Tiron stood with a groan. "No promises. I'll be watching."

 

Tiron was nearly asleep on his feet when Patash's patrol filed into the square. There were six guards with him and they appeared to be on alert, swinging their lanterns from side to side as they peered into the darkness. Great, thought Tiron. The whole city is probably after me. 

Patash waved to Orishin, but he seemed intent on continuing his patrol without stopping to talk. Orishin emerged and bid Patash come close. The captain said something to his men and stepped over, then conferred quietly with the stall owner before nodding reluctantly. He called out in Agerastian to his troops, then followed Orishin into the alley.

Tiron stepped out, sword resting over his shoulder, and grinned at the captain. "Evening, Patash."

The captain immediately drew his blade and went to shout, but Orishin said something rapidly in Agerastian, clearly a plea, falling to his knees as he did so. The captain hesitated, eyes narrowed, gauged the distance to the alley's mouth, and then nodded slowly to Tiron.

Thank you, thought Tiron, though he didn't direct his gratitude toward the Ascendant. "Orishin, get on your feet. Tell him what's happened."

Orishin did so in a quick stream of words, speaking most emphatically and with plenty of wild gestures. The whole time Patash watched Tiron, eyes flat, expression closed. Tiron met his gaze without difficulty, keeping his own stare open and without reserve. When Orishin finally finished, Patash continued to stare at Tiron, who leaned his blade against the wall and raised his hands, palm outward. 

"It's true. Every word of it. A trap. Help us. You know Lady Iskra is innocent."

The silence stretched out. Patash was clearly wrestling with his instincts, and Tiron respected that. He was asking Patash to betray his responsibilities and trust in Tiron's intuition. The captain's gaze was piercing. Finally, he nodded and said something quietly to Orishin, who visibly wilted with relief. 

"He says he will help, but at the first sign of betrayal he will arrest you and curse himself for being a fool. He wants to know how you plan to clear Lady Iskra's name."

"The academy," said Tiron. "Tell him we need his help in getting an audience with the Vothak Ilina."

Patash's face darkened, and then he laughed and shook his head.

"The captain says, why not? After that we can visit the emperor, and then perhaps send a letter to the Ascendant's Grace." Orishin smiled weakly. 

Tiron stared flatly at Patash. The man's eyebrows rose, and he shot a question at Orishin, who nodded mutely. Patash rubbed his nose, then sighed and nodded. He gestured for Tiron and Orishin to follow and stepped back into the square. 

"What did he say?" 

"That he will do what he can." Orishin shook his head in wonder. "He's actually helping. I am surprised! And delighted."

"Come on, then," said Tiron, hefting his blade and stepping around the translator. "Let's go wake up some Sin Casters."

 

Patash and his patrol took them by back roads to one of the rose-colored buildings with a glittering dome. Orishin explained that they had once been temples to the Ascendant, but had since the city's independence been devoted to different purposes. This one, taller and less massive than the others, had been turned into the emperor's academy.

It wasn't a popular building, Tiron noted as they stepped up to the entrance. There were no stalls in the square outside it, and the encircling buildings looked half-abandoned. Tiron couldn't blame the locals. Who would want to live next to fire-throwing mages? 

Patash stepped up to the forbidding double doors and knocked boldly. His guards stood to one side, still casting dubious looks at Tiron and frowning as they sought to understand what was taking place. 

The doors opened. A handsome young man with close-cropped hair, wearing a simple cotton tunic that dropped to his knees, looked in surprise at Patash. "Can I help you?"

"Please give my apologies to al-Vothak Ilina, and tell her that Captain Patash requests an urgent meeting with her."

"Al-Vothak Ilina?" Concern flashed across the man's face. "Come in. I'll see if she is available."

The double doors opened directly into the old hall of worship, and Tiron glanced automatically toward the far end, where he expected to see a great silver triangle on the wall. Of course it was missing. He was amused to realize that he could still be shocked by the sight of wooden partitions installed down the length of the great hall, dividing the space into more practical rooms. 

The young man led their party down a central corridor, past various doorways, and then out into the final open space where the altar had once been. In its place was a circle of rather comfortable-looking chairs, and a massive tapestry on one wall showed Thansos the emperor striking down the Solar Gate with black fire.

Patash stood stiffly, his tanned face pale, a thin horizontal line creasing his forehead. He muttered something to Orishin, who grimaced apologetically and replied in a conciliatory fashion. 

Tiron sank gratefully into one of the chairs. His vision had started to blur. There was no sense in acting tough if it meant collapsing onto the floor a few minutes from now.

The sound of footsteps echoed down from the ceiling, and moments later a small group entered, led by al-Vothak Ilina herself. Her face was cast in a severe expression, and a simple dove-gray robe covered her from chin to feet. Tiron didn't recognize the four men and women behind her, but that was fine; he didn't need to.

Ilina caught sight of him and stopped. She blinked, clearly trying to place him, and then her eyes widened. "You are with Lady Kyferin's party."

Ah, Ennoian. Tiron forced himself to rise, and bowed. "I was. She has been arrested on charges of attempting to assassinate the emperor."

Ilina's face hardened, the lines around her mouth growing more pronounced. The other four didn't react. Clearly they didn't speak the language.

"I had not heard. When did this happen?"

"Perhaps... an hour ago? Maybe two? I lost track of time while running through the city."

"You fled arrest?"

"Naturally."

"It is my duty, then, to turn you over to the authorities."

Tiron nodded. "Agreed. There's a captain of the guard right there. However, he's agreed that it might be worth your while to listen to me first."

Patash was following this spate of Ennoian with lowered brows, Orishin whispering a translation to him all the while. Patash stepped forward, hesitated once more, and then visibly committed himself. He spoke in a quiet but confident manner before he bowed deeply and stepped back.

Ilina turned and whispered in Agerastian to one of her followers, who promptly turned and ran back down the corridor. She looked to Tiron. "Then speak."

"The man they are blaming the assassination attempt on was a good man, a family man by the name of Hannus. At tonight's feast, he was given wine by a beautiful serving girl. He drank little, but soon grew heavily intoxicated. She only served him, then when I was escorting Lady Iskra back to our group, our other guard, Ord, was challenged by a man who fell upon him. When he turned, he saw Hannus being led away by that same serving girl, now clearly tripping over himself. We searched for him but didn't dare go far. We notified the chamberlain and returned to our rooms."

Orishin translated all the while to Patash, who added some words when Tiron was done. 

Ilina's broad nostrils flared as she mulled this over. "What happened then?"

"Palace guards burst into our rooms, claiming that Hannus had been killed while crossing the emperor's private garden with a blade in hand. Even if one chooses to disregard the fact that he was loyal to Lady Kyferin and would never have attempted this of his own free will, I doubt he would have been able to find the emperor's gardens without help, much less attempt an assassination while he was that drunk."

"And if he was feigning drunkenness so that he would have precisely such an alibi?"

Tiron shrugged. "Then he was a far better actor then he was a soldier, and trust me, he was a good soldier. No, someone is seeking to disrupt Lady Kyferin's attempt to forge an alliance with the emperor before it's too late." Tiron wanted nothing more than to sit, but he resisted the urge. "There. That's what I've got. Now arrest me or agree to help."

Ilina snorted. "You are a direct man. I appreciate that." She turned to Patash and interrogated him for a few minutes. When that was over, she nodded. "Very well. I agree that there is a chance this could be an attempt to sabotage our negotiations. I will help you investigate this matter. Captain Patash suggests we seek this serving girl. We can speak with the Master of Feasts to learn her identity. I think it best you remain here so as not to risk being arrested while we pursue our investigation."

Tiron shook his head and smiled. "I'm not staying behind. And second, we all know who's behind this. The emperor's daughter. Come on – let's just head right to her quarters and see if that girl's there. She'd have to be highly trusted to be given a mission like that. If we go quickly enough, I bet we'll catch her just before she's given a sackful of gold and sent on her way."

Orishin's translation caused Patash to give a very firm negative. He spoke forcefully, Ilina nodded, and Orishin turned to Tiron. "They say to risk such an intrusion with no evidence is to risk death. We must first ascertain the identity of the serving girl through traditional means."

"Then don't bother. She wasn't a serving girl. She was placed there specifically for tonight, and if that's true, this Master of Feasts won't admit to such a crime. Most likely our presence will be noted, Ylisa will be notified by some sneaky bastard, and the serving girl will be immediately hidden." He locked eyes with Ilina. "If you're going to take this seriously, take it seriously. Otherwise, you're just wasting our time."

The al-Vothak inhaled sharply again. She was balancing right on the edge. 

"Look," said Tiron. "If Lady Kyferin is an assassin, you're dead. That means there's no more Gate Stone coming, which means the invasion is finished. It means a truce, or worse, which in turn means all of you Sin Casters - or Vothaks - are dead. Your one chance at survival lies in catching this serving girl. You fumble this, you lose her, and you all die." He gave her a moment to think that over, then said, "So, come with me. Let's strike fast and hard at Ylisa's apartments. Let's gamble it all so that we at least have a chance of winning."

The silence was so tense, it fairly trembled. Then Ilina gave a curt nod. "You have convinced me." She spoke a command to Patash, who stiffened, then nodded reluctantly. "We're leaving now. I won't slow down for your wounds."

"You won't have to," said Tiron, picking up his curved blade. "Don't you worry about that."

 

Captain Patash's authority got them through the first two gates into the palace complex, and Ilina's withering stare got them through the third. Tiron, with a great purple and yellow robe thrown over his shoulders and a deep hood pulled over his head, walked amongst a half-dozen other Vothaks so that nobody could peer too closely at him. They strode rapidly down broad marble halls, up flights of stairs, around several turns, then out into a broad landing in front of a pair of ornate doors. Candles filled the landing with pale, honeyed light. Two palace guards were standing at attention, eyes darting from Patash and his men to the Vothaks. 

Tiron didn't understand the Agerastian that was spoken back and forth, the tone increasingly hostile. Finally the two guards drew their blades, which provoked a dark laugh from Ilina. As one the Vothaks raised their palms and pointed them at the guards, Tiron doing the same a little belatedly, and the guards' faces turned ashen and they stepped aside.

Patash opened the doors and stepped inside, his guards following two steps behind. The Vothaks streamed in after them, and they entered a sumptuous wonderland of luxury and incense, mirrors and silks. Handmaidens shrieked, and several well-muscled young men who might have been guards stepped forward to interpose themselves, only to fall back at the sight of Ilina. 

Again Patash spoke in Agerastian. Nobody answered, so Ilina nodded to one of her companions. She raised her hand, and a bolt of black light flashed from her palm to sear a great jagged streak into the wall, shattering a vase and causing a sheet of marble to cascade down to the floor in an almighty crash. Screams filled the air and everyone dropped to their knees. Tiron almost did the same. Such power!

An older woman babbled something pleadingly to them, and Patash gave a cry and turned to flee from the room. 

Tiron grabbed Orishin by the sleeve. "What's happening?"

Orishin ran after Patash, the Vothaks hurrying behind. "The girl! She admitted it! She is being taken down to the river. They promised her a boat, but instead they are going to kill her!"

Tiron cursed and fought to keep up. Pain from his wounds lanced through him. He stumbled several times, and once Ilina herself caught his arm and hauled him onward. He didn't know how to thank an older woman for helping him run, so he just gave her a curt nod and swore to retire from being a knight as soon as he was able.

Down the stairs they went, then down again and out into the garden, then made a mad dash across the grass to a postern gate. There, they went down a series of sharp steps to a small dock that edged out onto a placidly flowing river. Tiron saw a number of pleasure craft tied up there: the emperor's boats. A knot of people was gathered in the shadows at one end. They startled at the sound of Ilina's party's approach, turned, and one let out a cry.

Tiron saw the gleam of a naked blade. A woman screamed. Ilina let out a hiss, pointed her hand, and once more black lightning split the air, strangely visible even in the night, a purer black against the shadows. Three figures fell, a fourth collapsed to her knees, while a fifth wisely dove into the river. Ilina herself staggered and began to cough wetly, as if she was about to spit blood.

Tiron was weaving and the last to arrive. Gasping, he staggered up and felt a surge of triumph. It was her! Modestly dressed in black robes, her hair done back, eyes wide with terror, the girl was nodding as Patash interrogated her with brutal directness. But it wasn't Patash's authority that had her speaking, Tiron guessed. It was Ilina and her Vothaks standing to one side. 

She spoke, half-sobbing, and Patash startled, cursed, and stared with fear at Tiron.

"What is it?" Tiron couldn't tear his eyes away from the captain. "What's happened?"

"She's dead," whispered Orishin. "The girl says Lady Iskra has already been killed by assassins in prison."

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

[image:  ]

 

 

With great strides, Tharok ran, ignoring the deep and spasming pain in his back where hot blood had run down and pooled along the curvature of his belt. He made a mad scramble up the Chasm Walk's side and then out across the thinly wooded slopes and declivities, and tore across small meadows that were silvered in the light of the moon. He followed paths up breaks in the ridges so that he ever climbed, ever ascended.

He had but one thought in his mind: to put distance between himself and the other kragh. Horrific images were frozen in his mind and hovered before his eyes, but he ran through them, ignoring their import. He hauled himself onto higher and higher ground, his breath steaming before him as he slowed finally to a jog and then a labored stride as he followed a steep path that zigzagged up the face of a cliff, a mighty waterfall cascading with a roar to his right.

Finally, the instinct for flight gave way to exhaustion and he wandered into a shallow cave, where he sat with his back to a frozen wall, hands on his knees, head lowered by the weight of his own tusks, and stared dimly at the wide entrance, waiting for his enemies to appear, weapons in hand, wade in and finish their butchery. 

None came.

By slow degrees he calmed down and regained his breath. He was shivering, was weak and lightheaded, and that meant more than mere cold. That meant blood loss. Only now did he wonder if he had left a trail of blood for the Crokuk to follow. 

By small degrees he asserted control over the vast ocean of raw emotion that had been provoked by the betrayal. Nakrok would not have acted in so bold and brazen a manner unless he was sure the Red River would not rise in retaliation. How many of his kragh did Kharsh and Toad represent? Golden Crow and Maur were still on his side, but that hadn't been enough. The Red River clans had grown irrevocably fragmented under his leadership. Fool! How had he allowed this to come to pass?

With the clarity of the circlet he thought about the recent past and analyzed distinct moments for information. Toad had led him to the Wise Women's council, but Nok hadn't seen Toad return to camp. By itself that was an innocuous incident, but now Tharok saw that Toad must have stayed to spy. Had Toad overheard Shaya describing her skills and knowledge? Had he told Kharsh, who had run to Nakrok, who had then weighed the odds and decided upon his crude but effective ambush?

Tharok roused himself and straightened his back, hissing at the pain. Kharsh had dug his blade in deep. Only luck had prevented its point from finding a way through Tharok's ribs. Still, he had to attend to the wound, then find some source of food to bolster his strength. He rose to his feet, swayed, and reached out to the wall to steady himself. 

He snatched his hand back with a cry. His questing palm had touched a cold features of a face! 

Growling deep within his cavernous chest, he balled his fists and lowered his tusks. There was no response, so Tharok peered into the darkness and made out the rough outline of a kragh with his back pressed against the wall. Unmoving. Unbreathing.

Tharok stepped forward once more and jabbed a finger at the kragh's chest. Stone. A statue. He stepped closer and with hesitant touches discovered that it was a child or a lowlander, pressed back against the cave wall as if in terror, carved with perfect artistry from seamless stone. He pondered this, and then reared back in alarm. There was only one explanation. 

Medusa.

Tharok stood still, his mind racing, trying to locate himself exactly within the mountains. They were within two days' walk of the Dragon's Tear, perhaps a day and a half from the Shattered Temple. He had climbed for nearly an hour, straight up into the most remote areas he could find, which would place him far from the regular camping grounds of the highland kragh, somewhere in the severe ridges and peaks of a broken and inhospitable land known as the Wyvern's Hide. 

Could a medusa be residing in the Hide? Impossible. They were long gone, their rule broken, their statues cast down, their altars riven. There was no telling how many years this frozen kragh has stood here. It could be the leavings of a medusa long dead, an ancient kill from hundreds of years ago. Still, Tharok had few options. He was hours from death and without any other recourse. His mind whirled, plans formed, and he decided to act as if the medusa still lived. He would bet his life on it.

He tore off one of his pant legs, split it in two and tied the ends together. Then he shrugged painfully out of his leather jerkin, clamped one end of his makeshift bandage in his mouth and wound its length as tightly as he could around his chest, putting as much pressure as he could on the wound. Grunting and breathing heavily, he continued until he ran out of cloth, then tucked the last of the pant leg into the makeshift bandage. He pulled his jerkin back on, laced it as tightly as he could, and turned to face the petrified kragh. He frowned and allowed his mind to wander, to summon what lore the circlet contained. 

There had been a time, in ages long past, when medusas had been worshipped by the kragh, feared and loved, back when kragh were little more than animals, sacrificing themselves to the terrible creatures of snake and fire. Always rare, their numbers had decreased with the passing of the centuries, until at long last the remaining few had been driven into the dark by a great uprising and disappeared from kragh knowledge altogether. No longer objects of worship, those few that remained active must have had to hunt for themselves rather than rely on sacrifices. 

Tharok frowned, pushing his thoughts deeper, trying to discern some facts, to derive practical knowledge that he could bend to his use.

Young medusas ate their petrified prey. Why, then, had this one been left behind? Moving forward, Tharok ran his hands over the cold, unyielding body and quickly discovered why. In its terror, the kragh had shrunk back against the wall, and in doing so had molded his body to the cave's contours, wedging his shoulder under a ledge and his foot behind a protruding rock, effectively locking himself against the cave wall and frustrating any attempt at extraction. 

A medusa inexperienced enough, then, to have to chase its prey into a cave, but old enough that it hadn't vented its fury upon the petrified kragh. Perhaps an adolescent or young adult at the time of this kragh's death.

Medusas did not range far from their caverns when hunting, whispered the circlet. Its home, if it were still alive, would be close by. 

But where? 

Emerging from the cave, Tharok examined the cascading waterfall which boomed and roared just over a jutting line of boulders. The medusa would have chosen an extensive cave system for its home. Tharok ground his teeth, deep in thought. He knelt and rubbed his palm over the rock, then gouged the rock's surface with a nail, drawing a line. It left a shallow scratch. Turning, he examined the boulder behind him and ran his hand over its surface. There were no lines or obvious striations, no layers. That meant that the rock was not quartzite, for it was too soft; it wasn't slate, shale, or siltstone, for the texture was wrong. Limestone, then. 

He would stick close to the river; the action of water upon the rock would be the greatest source of extensive cave systems possible. Nodding, he turned to regard the waterfall once more. Any cave system would siphon water underground, diminishing the volume of the river on the surface. This waterfall was too powerful to have already been reduced. Any cave systems, then, would be further down below.  

Rising to his feet, Tharok took a moment to steady himself. He would retrace his steps, descend to the waterfall's basin, and then follow the river down until he found the medusa's cavern system. That was as far ahead as he could plan. The rest would depend on how events progressed.

Tharok returned to the gulley behind the boulders and began his descent. Deprived now of the fire that had heated him during his climb, he found himself stiff, awkward, shivering with greater violence, and desiring to rest, to stop. Instead he forced himself on, pausing to listen on occasion lest the sound of the waterfall mask the approach of an armed party. Down he went, staggering drunkenly down the steep but smoother stretches, sitting to slide and fall over the more precipitous drops. He followed the fall of the cascading water till he slipped through a thick wall of boulders and stepped out onto the basin's edge. 

In the light of the moon, the falling water was majestic. It was dangerous to stand here, for the mist that filled the air was quickly soaking him, but for a moment he wished to simply gaze up at the silvered water and study its fall. He examined it as best he could, then shook his head. The chance of the cave system being behind the curtain of water was so slim that it wasn't worth examining. So thinking, he turned, then froze at the sight of a mountain goat, its head raised in alarm, staring at him from across the basin. 

Thoughts rushed through his head – a source of nutrition, a possible mount – and then stilled. The goat stood frozen. Tharok reached down and took up a pebble, hefted it once and then threw it awkwardly. It sailed over the tumultuous stretch of water before clattering off the rocks near the goat's hooves. The goat didn't move. 

Tharok followed the churning river, and the cavernous roar of the waterfall fell behind him. Fortunately, the river was flowing away from the Chasm Walk, deeper into the Wyvern's Hide. These were badlands, hard to navigate, forcing him to descend into dips and gullies and to climb over smooth beetling ridges and around rough spires of rock. Breathing hard, he paused at a high spot and saw that the river seemed to lose speed up ahead, meandering into several smaller branches that made their way through a maze of rock, towers of stone rising from their midst, channels carved deep. He climbed a spire with difficulty and gazed ahead; where the waters emerged to reform the main river, it was clear that their flow was greatly diminished.

Nodding to himself, dimly pleased with the veracity of his own conjectures, Tharok descended carefully to the bank of the closest rivulet. He worked his way through the gulches and narrow chasms into the center, searching for a cave entrance fit for a medusa.

Finally, about to give up hope, feeling too weak to continue, he found it. In the heart of the warren of rivulets and islands, a wide hole descended into darkness, sharp and perfectly circular as if it had been bored down through the rock by human tools. The flow cascaded into it, dropping down in imitation of a waterfall, a diaphanous, semi-circular curtain of water. Tharok knelt by the hole's smooth edge, careful to not topple forward as he swayed, and listened. The echoes within were confused and overlapping, but seemed to indicate a large space. 

Looking about, he saw a smooth ramp threading the inside of the hole, a natural shelf of rock that had been worked in a subtle manner to provide a ramp on which one could descend into the darkness. Tharok pursed his lips, gazed about one last time, and began his descent.

Moving with care lest his feet slip on the spray-slicked rock, one hand brushing walls that seemed almost organic in their slippery smoothness, Tharok circled the hole once and then twice as he followed the shelf of rock down into the depths. Each time he passed behind the falling curtain of water, he reached out to cup some in his hand and bring it to his mouth. 

It took three whole spirals to reach the bottom. Feeling light now, detached from his own body, pain and exhaustion making him indifferent to his fate, he set forth, walking alongside the murmuring, dancing pool that lay at the waterfall's base. A tunnel had been carved before it, low in height but navigable. He moved toward it, then stopped, shuffled back and straightened once more, hissing in pain. Crouching put too much strain on his ruined back, pulled at the torn and punctured muscles. He rapped his knuckles in thought against the stone walls, and then decided to do one more circumnavigation of the pit, stepping around the ledge's rise so that he walked behind it and then behind the waterfall.

Yes, there: a second opening. Larger than the first, counterintuitively located, but large enough for him to enter without travail. Tharok stood still, head lowered, and wished for an axe. A sword. Even a well-honed knife. He had nothing but his wits, however, and those were rapidly growing dull. Heaving a deep breath, packing air into his lungs, he shook his head and entered the medusa's lair. 

The texture of the walls was strange, unnatural; they were uniformly abraded to result in a ribbed surface that indicated tunneling by some esoteric means – enlargement, not erosion. The tunnel proceeded for some fifteen paces, wound to the left, and then dipped at the end, a sharp drop that caused Tharok to stumble forward, nearly falling, and spilled him out into a natural cavern.

Tharok heaved a sigh of relief. There were skylights in the cavern's roof that allowed columns of gentler night to penetrate into the more absolute darkness. The cavern was not of uniform height or breadth, but rather grew shallower toward the edges. Stalactites reached down like cobra fangs, dripping down onto their upturned brothers, giving Tharok the impression that he was wandering into the maw of a snake. Standing still, he reached out with his senses, allowing his own stillness to betray any movement beyond him. He sensed none.

He moved forward, scanning the walls and columns, his lethargy banished by adrenaline. If the medusa was indeed here, his life was in extreme danger. Any moment could be his last.

Tharok walked around a broad column, hand tracing its base, and then he froze. Standing before him was the lower torso of a man, soapstone grey legs and abdomen culminating in a frenzy of broken rock. Above the waist, nothing remained. Tharok studied the dark form carefully, and then crouched down and passed his hand over the floor beneath the figure's legs. There was very little rubble. Tharok clicked his teeth together in thought and pushed himself upright once more.

Adult medusas did not eat the petrified flesh of their quarry. They preferred to entrance their prey with a deliberately weakened gaze and bring them home to be eaten alive. Larval medusas were a different story. Implanted within the living host who was then petrified, the medusa young would eat each other and gnaw their way free till they fell to the cavern floor engorged and ready for live prey, their magical natures unlocked by their first feast. It would seem that this medusa had borne young.

Moving forward, Tharok came across the remains of two other bodies, petrified ruins that bore testament to their hosting. Then, in the center of the cavern, he came across a shallow depression lined with the fur of cave bears and mountain goats and encircled by bones picked clean, luminous in the light of the moon. The fur had rotted in the ambient humidity, grown matted and marshy, and a small pool of nacreous water had gathered in the center of the pit. The bones were mostly kragh, though there was a fair mixture of goat, bear and even human remains amongst them.

Nothing moved in the depths of the cave. All signs pointed to this place having been abandoned long ago, a relic to a forgotten monster, a testament to a horror that had hunted his ancestors until it met its own end. Yet Tharok refused to entertain that possibility. If this were to prove a dead end, then this cavern would be his tomb. He was too exhausted and weak to return to the surface.

Tharok rose, determined to search the cavern in its entirety, circled the sunken nest and made for the back of the cave. Thoughts flitted randomly through his mind. Nakrok, laughing. Shaya recounting her past. Golden Crow riding alongside him. Maur, her body slick with blood. World Breaker. Ogri's frozen form. The city of Gold. Nok. Grax.

He reached the back of the cavern. It was too dark in these far reaches for him to make out more than mere insinuations of form and curve. The ground sloped up to meet the roof here in the darkness, and Tharok reached forward to touch the wall, groping blindly for damp rock. 

What he touched was scaled, and he jerked his hand back violently, nearly falling over in his sudden panic. Stumbling away, he peered into the gloom, hissing through his teeth, holding one hand with the other as if it had been burned. Scales! Not rough rock, not harsh texture, but scales laid pleated on a rounded mass, a curvature like that of a massive snake's body.

There was silence but for the thudding of his great heart. Slowly, the back of the cavern relinquished its secrets as he fought to understand the subtle shapes before him. An entrance to a smaller cave beyond this one, the doorway filled with the massive coils of a snake. The coil reached to his waist, and was no doubt as wide across. 

He stepped up to the cavern wall and followed it carefully till he reached the entrance to the farther cave. His questing fingertips reached out to brush against scales once more, hard as rock and blocking the entrance from side to side, if not top to bottom. 

The medusa.

Tharok stepped back, his mind racing. It would be coiled up within the cave, hibernating. That information was supplied to him, as ever, from beyond his personal realm of knowledge. It had been asleep for who knew how many years, decades if not centuries, resting after the last breeding. How to rouse it? It would have settled down and turned into stone as it slept. He could batter it as hard as he wished, but would be unable to awaken it.

A thought occurred to him. He turned, staggered away, moved in ever-widening circles, scanning the ground, stumbling over outcroppings of rock, over hidden ridges and knobs. Finally he spotted what he wanted, and with a sigh of satisfaction lowered himself painfully into a crouch. 

The male medusa, its corpse reduced to its carapace and hollowed-out skin by the passing of the years. Three yards long, missing its head, of course, the bronze plates on its back collapsed into the sack of scaled skin that remained behind it. How long had it lain there since being discarded by the female medusa, their mating complete? Still, it would suffice. It would have to. 

Tharok stood and groaned at the prospect of going outside once more. But now he thought he could manage it, could make the trip if there was the prospect of success at hand. 

He left the cave, jaw set in grim determination, ascended the ramp and emerged into the night air once more. Then he traveled over the rough terrain to the bank of the river, and from there plunged into the scarce underbrush. He sought fallen branches until he had a wide armload, and then, so burdened, returned to the cavern's entrance, nearly collapsing twice, his stamina pushed to its limits, fresh blood seeping from his wound, and descended into the darkness. 

Just outside the nesting cavern's entrance, he labored at making a fire. He stripped bark from the branches and set the curlings together in a pile, around which he made a square of snapped-off twigs and smaller branches. With the flint and steel from his pouch, he set to sparking the small mass on fire, and nearly passed out. How long he knelt there, forehead on the rocky ground, breathing shallowly through his mouth, he didn't know. When he finally looked up, it seemed as if the light coming in through the ceiling vents was growing grey. Dawn was approaching. He had to hurry.

At last, the fire caught. He carefully piled on greater branches, building it carefully, not aiming for flame but for the greatest accumulation of coals. The warmth was welcome, but liable to lull him into drowsiness, so he kept back, moving forward only to place more branches on till all that he had brought down was burning. That done, he dragged the body of the male medusa over, and when he judged the time auspicious, dumped it across the flames.

The scales began to hiss as they snarled in upon themselves. The grey, stringy matter that held them together from within like webbing blackened and then began to let off a foul, retching smoke. Would the scent of a mate rouse the slumbering medusa from sleep? Tharok kept an eye on the fire, making sure plenty of air could still reach the coals, and carefully coiled the male medusa's body around the fire so that as much of it as possible would catch. Then he pulled off his jerkin and began to feebly waft the smoke toward the slumbering medusa.

The male smoldered, never truly catching fire, grew wracked and cindered with the heat. The flames rapidly burned out, there being not enough fuel to sustain then, and for a long while only a thin bed of coals remained, growing ashen and dark until only a few red smears still glowed in their hearts. Tharok's arms were leaden, his vision doubled by the effort of continuous wafting, and he sat down with his back against a column. 

The darkness beyond him had not moved. The smoke had thinned, was barely visible now. There was nothing more he could do. With any luck, he had managed to rouse a slumbering goddess from her world-passing sleep.
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Audsley wanted nothing more than to turn and fly back up the airshaft to the library and lose himself in some more research. Surely he didn't know enough to handle this. He needed to brush up on his demonology. He needed to learn the runes. He needed to understand everything, anything, as long as it kept him from going back into that cavernous room. 

He gazed down at his hands. The runes burning along his blade and gauntlet showed as white in his grayed-out vision. He felt forlorn, felt the fool. What was he doing down here? He couldn't fight a demon. He'd never won a fight in his life. No, his mind was his true weapon. He should retreat strategically and read. Wait for Tiron to come through and arm him with these weapons, allow him to come down here and do what needed to be done.

Audsley looked back down the length of the huge hexagonal tunnel to the airshaft. A steady breeze was cooling his sweat, while the distant moan from the tortured windows melted into the hummed lament of the trapped demons. What an awful place. His admiration for the Sin Casters had turned over and become horror. 

Audsley closed his eyes. Retreat. Flee – that was the wise thing to do, the smart thing to do. Surely the demon couldn't do any harm in just a few more hours. 

He opened his eyes and sighed, shoulders slumping. Who was he fooling? He couldn't run away from this. He turned back to the great chamber and smiled sadly down at his firecat. "Come on, Aedelbert. Let's go see what we can do about that demon."

With a push he rose up into the air, the blade's demon powering him in flight once more. Nothing ostentatious, just a couple of feet, but enough for him to glide forward silently, gauntlet extended before him, the flickering fires of hell smoldering in his palm. 

Audsley tried to prepare himself for what was to come. This was one of many demons the Sin Casters had summoned through the Black Gate and then trapped in a leaden prison. Being summoned, it didn't need a host body, nor did it need one now. That would make its shape mutable. It was constrained only by its power level, which meant that whatever form he might soon confront would be limited only by the demon's imagination. He shivered. That was hardly a comforting thought.

Aedelbert flew alongside him, out into the cyclopean chamber. The sheer scale of it almost defeated his impetus to hunt the demon. How could he find something in so much space? Where to begin? 

Audsley bit his lower lip. If he were the demon, who would he be trying to free? He'd go for the most powerful demon present. He felt his heart lurch at the prospect but forced himself to gaze down the length of the stone cubes that ran down the center of the room, each slightly larger than the last. The final cube was massive, a roughly carved block of stone as tall as the curtain walls of Kyferin Castle.

There.

Audsley gulped and flew forward, then corrected his trajectory and rose till he was skimming just below the roof of the cavern. A fall from here wouldn't just kill him, it would smear his remains across the entire floor. Not a comforting thought. 

Audsley fixed his gaze upon the distant cube. It inched closer as he flew on, slowly, gradually. How would the demon be attempting to disrupt the prison? Would cutting through the runes be enough?

Aedelbert's presence by his side, swooping through the air with each beat of his feathered wings, was of tremendous comfort. He knew he should send the firecat back, remove him from danger, but he couldn't imagine flying on without his company. 

There. Movement. Audsley felt his bowels clamp and froze to a hover. A dark shadow was writhing on the cube's surface. Even with the goggles, he couldn't make out details. What now? Descend like a hawk from above, blasting fire, and then finish the job off with a swing of his sword? 

Yes, all right. That sounded good. The execution, however... ah, therein lay the rub.

Audsley flew forward slowly, nearly scraping his back against the rough cavern ceiling. The final cube came ever closer. The shadow was like a patch of webbing extended across the rune-inscribed surface. The central leaden plug was terrifyingly large, nearly five yards across. Awful. Just awful.

Audsley stopped again. Now for the wicked dive. Now for fire and death! The thought did little to stop his shaking. This creature, this demon, had torn off Bogusch's jaw. He took a deep breath, as if he were making a dive off the Fisherman's Balcony back home. And once committed, he told himself, go all out. Full speed. Hold nothing back! His only advantage lay in surprise. 

He gripped his sword tightly, extended his gauntlet toward the writhing shadow, gave Aedelbert a hopeful grimace, then commanded the demon in the blade to dive.

Audsley nearly screamed, biting back his terror as he plummeted down like a dart. Sword and gauntlet extended before him, the cubes and corrugated stone floor rising up to meet him, the wind shrieking in his ears. He was going to die. He was going to die! 

Down, down, he went, and just as the shadowy mass came into range, it seemed to sense him, startled, and looked up.

It was a girl. A young girl, eyes wide with terror. 

Audsley did scream then, snapped his gauntlet into a fist, fought to bring his sword up, and arrested his fall just enough that he could swerve aside and land so hard that he collapsed onto his side, rolled, and fetched up like a beached whale, puffing and gasping for breath.

Then he was up, gauntlet extended. 

The young Noussian girl was staring at him, looking as shocked as he was. Her eyes were large and dark, her cheekbones pronounced, and her black hair was combed back into cornrows that became braids tipped with cowrie shells.

Silence hovered around them as they studied each other. Then the girl's eyes filled with tears. "Thank you," she whispered, and fell to her knees, hands forming the Ascendant's triangle, her gaze lifting to the hidden heavens. "Thank you!"

"I. Ah. Um." Audsley fought to react appropriately. "Who are you?"

"Lania," said the girl, wiping the tears from her cheeks with the back of her wrist. "Though it's been forever since anybody called me that. Who are you? Are you going to kill me?"

"What? Kill you? My dear, I can assure you that I'm not in the habit of killing young girls. Though I must admit I still don't understand what you're doing here." Audsley looked around. Where had that writhing shadow gone?

"I was frozen by the Flame Walkers. My last memory is of being placed in a lead box. But then I awoke, and the lid was open. How long was I in there? They said I would sleep for a thousand years." Tears filled her eyes again. "Has that much time passed?"

"Since the Sin Casters? No, no, no. Not a thousand years. Only... well. Four centuries." He felt like a cad as her tears overflowed and ran down her cheeks.

"Four hundred years?" She shook her head. "Then my parents, my little brother, Nana - everyone..." She looked aghast. "Dead?"

"I would imagine so." Audsley shrugged apologetically. "Unless they were also frozen with you."

Aedelbert finally arrived, his descent having been much slower, and landed beside Audsley. He stared at Lania and hissed. "Aedelbert!" Audsley crouched down beside him. "What is the matter?"

The girl lifted both thin arms in front of her face. "Is he mean?"

Master, came a voice from deep in Audsley's mind. The demon from the gauntlet. You are in danger. 

Audsley fixed a genial smile on his face. Of course I am. As is this little girl.

No, master. That human girl is my brother in disguise.

"Oh," said Audsley out loud. Aedelbert continued to hiss, fur standing erect. 

"What is the matter?" Lania rose to her feet. "Why are you looking at me like that? You said you weren't going to hurt me!"

"Well, this is awkward," said Audsley, also rising from his crouch beside Aedelbert. "Do you know where the toilet room is?"

Lania froze, eyebrows rising. "What?"

Audsley raised his gauntlet and whispered Fire. His entire arm flew back as if a mule had kicked him in the shoulder, and livid, furious fire spewed from his palm with a horrific roar. Audsley's vision blanked out, but he swept his arm from side to side, then up for good measure, then closed his palm into a fist. 

The flames cut off. Silence reverberated around him, and the air smelled of sulphur. Audsley blinked. Lania was still standing before him, arms crossed in front of her lowered head, her clothing burned away, her dark skin gone from a human hue of brown to charred black. For a horrible, heartbreaking moment he thought the demon had tricked him, had led him to kill a child, but then she raised her face and he saw her burning yellow gaze and his fear kicked up into real terror.

It was still wearing the shape of a girl, but her skin and face now were cracked and charred, showing red, raw flesh beneath which glowed as if illuminated from within. 

I had thought my act convincing.

Audsley took a step back. There was a savage, pulsing hatred and anger to those words. He couldn't tell if he had heard them or felt them. 

Lania lowered her arms and stood tall. 

"It was," said Audsley quickly. "It was a truly marvelous act. Very detailed. Very authentic. Can I ask you a question?"

The demon child raised an eyebrow, and Audsley opened his palm again, unleashing once more that torrent of demon flame. This time the demon Lania was ready. She leaped up into the sky, and Audsley raised his fist, following her trajectory with his endless tongue of flame, but she moved too quickly, soaring overhead and behind him, his flames just a fraction too late and behind her.

She landed less than a yard from him, stepped in and under his gauntlet so that she was inside his range of fire, and slammed her open palm against his sternum.

Audsley flew back, all the wind gone from his lungs, his entire ribcage afire with pain. He hit the rough rock, tumbled, dropped the sword, and came to a stop. "Oh," he groaned. "Ow."

Footsteps approached him, barely audible. Audsley pushed himself up, saw Lania approaching. She was growing taller, extending to the height of a teenager, becoming more asexual as she did. Her eyes continued to burn that hateful yellow. Audsley scrabbled forward, grabbed the sword, and flew straight up.

Lania leaped and followed right after. Audsley swept his gauntlet across his line of sight, flame shattering the darkness and again blinding him as the view through his goggles went white. He ceased flying as he did so; it was too much effort to attack and fly at the same time. He dropped precipitously, and just in time: he felt more than heard the sweep of claws through the air above him. He tumbled down, screaming, caught himself, and then dove forward, urging the blade to take him as fast as it could.

He speared through the darkness, sword extended like a lance before him, then rolled around so that he was flying back to the ground and peered behind him. Where was Lania? Where was she? He cast around, couldn't find her, then saw a hint of movement above him and looked up.

Lania was upon him. Her fingers had distended into claws, and as she dove past him she raked him in the gut, opening up his belly and spraying his blood through the air. Audsley screamed and fell, the pain obliterating everything. Everything felt liquid and loose, his pulse was ragged, he was tumbling, falling, and then with a crash he hit the stone floor. He felt something snap in his leg, felt flesh tear, screamed again, and blacked out.

 

When he came to, it was to an ocean of agony. Sobbing, he raised himself just a little and looked down. His torso was black and slick with blood. He could see gleaming coils of something hanging out of his side onto the floor. White bone protruded through his thigh. He could barely breathe, barely suck in air. 

It hit him then with utmost clarity. He was going to die. Nobody survived wounds like these. This was it; he had moments to live. He was going to die alone in the bowels of Starkadr. Oh, Iskra. I'm so sorry. 

Lania landed beside him, light as a feather. Her head began to distort, a crown of thorns or horns emerging through her scalp, puncturing through the blackened skin. Her gaze traveled over his body as Audsley lay weeping and shivering, feeling his life's blood pulse out over the floor. 

Lania leaned down and slid her hand into his belly. It was the worst and most disgusting sensation he'd ever felt. He nearly passed out again, but then he saw her straighten, a coil of intestine in her hand. 

She bit it in two and dropped one end. This is how you die, fat man. I will unspool you.

Then Lania's feet left the floor and she began to rise, and Audsley felt his intestines slurp and slither within him as she pulled them out. A yard, two yards, three. 

He threw back his head and screamed again. 

A yowl split the dark and Aedelbert dove at Lania, clawing at her face and spitting his six-inch tongue of flame. Lania didn't even flinch. She swiped with her free hand, and Aedelbert swooped off again into the darkness with a yowl of pain.

Audsley's mind blanked. He inhaled so as to scream, a soul cry that would sear the heavens - and then everything went dark again.

He was hovering in nothingness. His body somehow whole again. He blinked away tears, choked with fury and despair, stared down at his torso and patted at his healed belly. 

He looked up. Three figures were hovering before him. 

You relaxed our bindings, said the first. He had appeared in the form of a Sigean monk, handsome and middle-aged, strong-jawed, hair cropped close to his skull.

"I - I - what?"

We do not desire to spend eternity trapped in those objects, said the second. This was a Zoeian woman, her hair hanging to her shoulders in thick ropes, her skin almost blue-black, necklaces of thick wooden beads draped over her chest. 

"You - you're the demons. In my mind." Audsley had never felt so slow in his life, so unable to put two and two together. He saw again Aedelbert flying away, his body wounded by those claws. Felt again that rising grief - 

You are dying, said the third. He was an imperial Aletheian man of advanced age, his eyes little more than slits, his mouth a severe line, his heritage betrayed only by  his peerless poise and many-layered robes. We can speak like this only because we are already in your mind.

"You - you have stopped time?"

No, said the Zoeian woman. We are having this conversation in the blink of an eye. 

Tears ran down Audsley's cheeks. "I failed. I had thought - I had thought I would find a way, that fate, or fortune..."

You are dying, said the Aletheian man. Like a bead of dew, you tremble on the tip of a leaf, ready to fall. But that need not be the case.

"I - what?" He had to think. By the Black Gate, he had to marshal his thoughts! "What are you saying?"

The Sigean monk smiled warmly. Accept our help. We shall heal you and give you power. We shall help you kill our brother.

"No!" That meant damnation. A life spent studying Ascendant liturgy made his denial absolute. "You ask me to damn myself? Never!"

The old man shook his head in annoyance. Not necessarily. Journey to Aletheia and have us cast out by an Alabaster. Or learn sufficient lore to bind us into objects again. And even if you die with us inside you, your soul will pass on, and only your body will remain with us.

The monk shrugged. This way you can open the Portal for Iskra Kyferin. You can save your friends. 

The Zoeian woman smiled darkly. And you can take revenge upon the one that calls itself Lania for the pain it has given you.

Audsley hesitated. The three figures before him glanced at each other. There is no more time, said the monk. Your body fails you. We shall await another.

"No!" Audsley reached out to them as they turned away. "Wait! Just - wait!" He pressed his hands to his temples. Saw Aedelbert falling. Saw Lady Iskra passing through the Gate. Saw his friends, felt the weight of all his hopes, his joy in living, his desire to learn, to remain himself, to be Audsley for a few moments longer. "All right." He let out a shuddering breath. "All right. Yes."

The three demons shared an inscrutable look, then turned back to him. Very well, said the monk. It is done. 

Audsley was seized by vertigo. The figures wavered like heat shimmers, then swirled away and were gone. He heard a thousand bells ringing in the distance and felt a sensation akin to falling, then a flicker of fiery lashes upon his soul. The pain was eternal while they lasted - 

And then he opened his eyes. 

Lania was a dozen yards above him now, her grin slipping away as she stared down at him. What have you done?

Audsley pulled off the gauntlet and tossed it aside. Then he reached down, took hold of his intestine and snapped it in two, sat up and pushed his guts back inside himself as he did so. He could feel his body healing. It felt like pins and needles, blood returning to a numbed limb – or it would have if the pins had been white-hot and accompanied by the smell of cooking flesh. His leg spasmed, the bone sank back under the skin, and he felt the bone reconnect. The flesh knitted over it. The skin smoothed out. Reaching up, he pulled off the goggles and tossed them aside as well. 

Lania was studying him, eyes narrowed, a dozen yards of his intestines still hanging from one hand. 

Who are you?

"I, ah, actually am a sort of plurality now," said Audsley. Terrible power was blossoming within him. He felt light, lethal, fey. The three presences were still in his mind, but now they were connected to him in ways he couldn't yet understand. Extensions of himself, he supposed. Their power flowed directly into him, filled him with their terrible light. 

He looked up to where Lania was still hovering, slowly beating her wings as she gained height.

A dashkaar, said the Zoeian woman. Pitiful. Weak. Kill it. 

Audsley vaguely recalled the name from the books he'd read. It was a demon rank. 

He took a deep breath and jumped. Where before he might have only cleared a few inches before falling back to the ground, now he kept going up. The power of flight was his now, though his ascent was spasmodic. Not bestowed by a sword. His.

His vision had also changed. No longer was everything monochromatic, a washed-out gray. Now it was pitch black, but he could at the same time see the objects around him, as if the darkness were now a veil he could pierce. 

How do I kill it? 

He didn't know where to begin. He thought of Aedelbert's frail corpse. Fury filled him.

How slowly do you wish it to die? That was the Zoeian woman.

For a second he was tempted to say very slowly, but he clamped down on that urge. As quickly as possible. Just because he had a trio of demons welded to his soul, that did not mean he had to start acting the monster. 

To ashes shall she return. Spread your hands out, fingers splayed, thumb tips touching. The Aletheian man. Then say the demon word for fire. 

Audsley did as he was bid. 

Lania's eyes widened. She began to fly back, faster and faster. Audsley took a deep breath, felt a powerful roar building up in his chest like a geyser getting ready to blow, and whispered the cracked and awful sounds. 

Fire.

A plume of flame extended from his hands. He could feel all three demons within him pouring their might into the blast, channeling their combined power through him, and the force of the concentrated flame caused him to be pushed back through air and fall as the power of flight left him. 

The ray of flame sheared off Lania's left leg. She screamed, shrilled, the sound akin to nails being scraped along the inside of Audsley's skull. He hit the ground hard, caught his balance, adjusted his hands and the flames passed over her shoulders and head and she died. Her corpse became cinders and ashes as it fell. 

Audsley dropped his hands with a gasp. I did it!

You had some help, said the monk, and Audsley could have sworn he sounded exhausted.  

Audsley sat heavily. He felt numb. He knew he should have been feeling a riot of emotions. Instead, he stared off into the dark and called, "Aedelbert?"

The space around him was so vast that his voice didn't even echo; it simply disappeared into the dark. 

"Aedelbert!"

He thought he heard a hissing, as if Aedelbert was afraid, then saw movement as a small shape flitted into the tunnel and away. Audsley blinked, not understanding. Then it hit him: Aedelbert had run away from him. Perhaps the firecat could sense the evil within him now. Perhaps Aedelbert was afraid of him now. 

Anguish ran through Audsley. He wanted to call out, to chase his dearest friend. Reason with him, try to make his little mind understand. He took a half dozen steps, prepared to launch himself into flight and pursuit - then stilled. No. He couldn't chase Aedelbert. Not like this. Not as polluted as he had become.

The pain was terrible, an actual spasm in his chest. He placed his hand over his heart, marveling that he should literally be feeling heart ache. Audsley knew that if he dwelt on his new condition, he might lose his weakening grip on his self-control, perhaps even his sanity. Instead, he felt his mind beginning to pick up speed, generating questions, cataloging information, referencing what he had already learned and preparing itself to learn more. Shoving his emotions down and out of sight. 

If you unleash enough fire, do you die?

The Zoeian woman laughed. That will never happen. 

What ranks are you?

He could almost feel the three of them regarding each other. 

I am urth'akak, said the monk. 

As am I, said the Zoeian woman.

I am nahkhor'ir, said the Aletheian man quietly, and Audsley felt the other two shiver. 

Audsley stood. He opened his torn tunic and studied his smooth belly. Then he patted his knee. Even the scrapes on his palm were gone. Can I regenerate limbs?

Yes, said the monk. 

Can I regenerate my head?

No, said the monk. 

Audsley nodded. How close did the dashkaar come to opening that prison?

Very close, said the Aletheian man. Did even he sound nervous?

What lies inside it?

A great and terrible power, said the man. An ur-destraas. This time Audsley was certain. He did sound scared.

Can it escape?

No, said the Aletheian. It is not enough to simply damage the binding runes. They must be undone in the correct order.

"Good," said Audsley out loud. What shall I call you?

Silence. 

Surely you have names?

No, said the monk.

Hmm, said Audsley. Perhaps I shall name you, then. 

We do not need names, or want them, said the Zoeian woman.

I'll be the judge of that. 

Audsley took a deep breath, then rose slowly into the air, turning till he was facing the hexagonal tunnel. He had hoped to fly more smoothly, but still he rose in awkward jerks, the effort requiring intense focus. Had he survived that fight? Or had he, in the most important sense of the word, died? Audsley didn't know. He didn't even really know who he was any longer. 

Left to travel without his closest companion, he flew forward and disappeared into the tunnel. 
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Iskra's every request had been ignored by her escort, possibly due to their not understanding Ennoian. They hadn't bound her hands, but that was as much an indication of how powerless she was as any courtesy; flanked by six armed men, each almost twice her weight and trained to wield their blades with finesse, she didn't waste a second entertaining a flight like Tiron's. In large part her hopes now rested with him, which spoke to the desperation of her situation. What could a man even as resourceful and determined as Ser Tiron do while he was being hunted in a city he didn't know and where he couldn't speak the language?

They descended rapidly into the bowels of the palace. Iskra bit back a final demand to see the emperor himself, relinquishing the last feeble hope that she might be taken to an audience immediately where she could protest her innocence. A dungeon, then. That did not bode well; distinguished personages were often kept imprisoned within their own apartments, or taken to a more secure yet still luxurious suite of rooms on the chance that should they be proven innocent and let go, they would harbor as small a grudge as possible against their captors.

The stairwells grew increasingly cramped as they descended to the ground floor then went underground, till at last they were three levels down and following a curved spiral lit by spitting torches that cast a ghastly crimson glow across the rough stone walls. The air grew cool if not damp, and atrocious moans began to filter toward them from the other prisoners.

They reached a landing of sorts where Iskra stopped walking and turned to face the captain of the guard. "I am Iskra Kyferin, Sigean by birth, and I will not be kept amongst common -"

The captain slapped her. He didn't put much force behind the blow, but it was firm and rocked her head to the side, cutting her cheek open on the inside so that the taste of blood filled her mouth. Iskra went rigid with fury. Futile threats rose to her lips, but she bit them back and instead simply straightened with all the august anger she could muster and glared at the man, who seemed indifferent to her wrath. He pointed past her toward a hall, and when she turned to look he pushed her shoulder. So it was that she came stumbling to her cell.

It was everything a children's tale about an unfairly imprisoned princess could hope for. Isolated at the end of a long hall, it had a curiously small and robust wooden door that opened onto a broad chamber with a natural stone floor and a domed ceiling. The walls were roughly smoothed down and held black iron sconces in which the guards lit torches. Iskra was pushed against the wall and there had actual shackles clamped around her wrists, with thick iron pins slotted down the side of each one to ensure they remained closed. The shackles were too large, and there was a demeaning exchange between the captain and a man who appeared to be a prison warden which resulted in raised voices till the warden returned with black silk rope which was used to bind her wrists and ankles to the chains. 

What manner of cell held live torches? Were Agerastian prisons so crude? There was no pallet for sleeping on, no chair or chamber pot of any kind. This was beyond barbaric. And then two wardens shuffled into the chamber carrying a table between them on which were piled cruel and wicked cutting instruments, and Iskra's breath stilled.

This wasn't her cell. This was an interrogation chamber. They were planning to torture her. 

The prison warden arranged the tools with an expert touch, moved the table back a few inches, surveyed the room with the critical eye of a chamberlain examining the preparations for a feast, then nodded, content. The torches whispered as they burned, and the six guards and their captain remained standing by the door, their backs to her, though occasionally one would glance at her with a curious and hungry look in his eye.

Iskra didn't tug at her ropes. She stared straight ahead. She knew nothing about the Agerastian legal code. Did they even have one, beyond the will of the emperor? If he had ordered her to be questioned until she admitted her guilt, then this was but a formality and she was doomed already.

The door opened and a slender figure in a cloak and hood stepped inside, followed by another six armed men. Not palace guards, but personal protectors of some kind. Iskra noticed a brief flash of tension between her escort and these new men, much like two packs of dogs coming into close contact, and then the figure removed her hood and she saw that it was Ylisa.

"Your Highness! Thank the Ascendant -" Iskra cut herself off. Realization sluiced over her like a bucket of cold water. 

"Good evening, Lady Kyferin." Ylisa's voice was breathy with excitement, anticipation – or perhaps it was only simple nervousness. "It is foolish of me to show my face, but after your coy words earlier this evening I couldn't resist. My advisors told me to order you knifed and be done with it. But they are old men with withered hearts, and they think only of victory. But there is more to life than accomplishing your goals with a maximum of efficiency."

Iskra studied the woman. Ylisa's eyes gleamed fever bright, her words had come in a rush and her hands were trembling. There was something passionate, almost fanatical about Ylisa's demeanor. The chances of her being manipulated or reasoned with were few. 

"There is no need for this," said Iskra, fighting to keep her voice calm. "We can work together to convince your father to end his invasion. We are both on the side of Ascendancy. We both can profit by an alliance."

Ylisa approached slowly, a slight smile tugging at the corner of her lips. "Is that so? But a few hours ago you were promising my father as much Gate Stone as he could dream of. Why should I trust you when you so quickly change your tune?"

"Why? Because I didn't know you or your faction existed when I came here, I didn't know that it was possible to save my son and remain true to my principles." Iskra's words came out a rush. "I admire your father, but I don't wish to see him succeed. I only wish to return to my home and protect my family."

"Is that so?" Ylisa's smile grew wider. "And why do I need you to help end the invasion?"

"Why?" Iskra's mind raced. "We can work together, combine our message so that your father finds the situation hopeless." A dozen scenarios played through her mind, each discarded as quickly as she formulated it, and to Iskra's horror she realized that in none of them was her continued presence a requirement to the realization of Ylisa's goals. "I can offer you a means to communicate directly with the Ascendant's Grace. I can -" Again she cut off. It was the look in Ylisa's eyes. She wasn't really listening. Hearing her. She was simply enjoying the sight of Iskra begging.

I won't beg. With effort Iskra drew herself up. "You don't care what I have to say."

"No, not really. But it's an unexpected delight to hear you pleading so naively. Perhaps there is some way in which you could help me, but not nearly so much as being discredited as an assassin and making my father appear a credulous fool. But even that political ploy is but a pretext for what is to happen here. In a perfect world you would be mine for seven whole days and nights, but as it is, I doubt I have more than a couple of hours. We shall find a way to make that suffice. Enough can be compressed into that span of time to satisfy me."

Iskra swallowed slowly and carefully so as to give no indication of fear. "Ylisa. Tell me what this is about." She wanted to append a stream of entreaties and requests, promises and threats, but here, alone, all she had was her dignity. She'd hold on to that for as long as she could.

"Your husband and my mother, my dear Iskra." Ylisa stepped in close. "When your lord took Agerastos, my noble father went into hiding. To draw him out, your husband had my mother tortured for seven days and nights in the public square. My father kept me hidden in a series of basements, but I swear, I can still hear her screams in my dreams. It's impossible that I actually heard them, but still." Ylisa shivered visibly, and her smile widened. "I collected a detailed account of all the things your father did to my mother over those seven days. He was... most creative. In a just world, it would be him here with me and not you. But one learns to take what one can."

"I am not Enderl Kyferin," said Iskra coldly.

"No, but you are his wife. You bore his children. You were married to him for how long? Twenty years? You served his table. You lay beside him at night. You no doubt listened to his tales of war and praised him to his guests." Ylisa paused, one fine eyebrow arched. "Am I wrong?"

Pain arose within Iskra's breast, like a mauled and crippled animal limping into the light. "Yes," she whispered. "I did all of those things. I had no choice. I had my children."

Ylisa slapped her with much greater force than the captain had done. "Lies! You had a choice! You could have fled at any time with your children, sought safety with relatives! You could have killed him, killed yourself, done anything! But you didn't. You enjoyed the luxury. You enjoyed the thought of your children one day being little lords and ladies. Perhaps you lied to yourself and said they would turn out like you and not him, but you were content to take his food, his wine, his wealth, his privilege, his cock." Ylisa grabbed Iskra by the chin, fingers cruelly pinching into her cheeks. "You were his whore for two decades despite knowing what he was. That is your crime. And so I'll take my revenge on you."

Ylisa pushed Iskra's face away and stepped back. "I don't expect or need you to understand. I just need you to be strong enough to remain conscious through the next two hours. These twelve men are going to help me. Oh, I know it's not the same as having the thirty or forty men that used my mother, but they will work with a will." She was trembling again. "They say that when your father was done with my mother, so much flesh and skin had been removed that she had lost nearly half her weight before she died. That, I have learned, takes true skill with the blade. I don't pretend to be nearly as skilled as your father, but I am sure you will be impressed by the time I'm done. If anybody is capable of judging, it is you, who knew him best."

Iskra fought the urge to spit out the blood in her mouth. "I thought you believed in Ascension."

"Oh, I do. In my own fashion. It's better than my father's half-hearted attempt to revive a primitive worship of mythological monsters. You can understand that I haven't had a traditional religious upbringing, but I believe the Ascendant will countenance what is to happen here tonight. What your father did to my mother and my country was the darkest of sins. This is not righteous, to be sure, but it is understandable. He will understand."

Iskra smiled contemptuously. "You don't understand anything of which you speak. You believe the Ascendant will 'understand' your torturing me to death? That's pathetic. I am a Sigean, little girl. I was raised in the shadows of Aletheia itself, and I tell you, this act which you are about to commit will damn your soul and those of every man in this room to Bythos if not to the Black Gate itself." 

She stood straighter and allowed her voice to deepen with power and her own very real anger and disgust. "My lord husband is gone from the cycle, no doubt cast through the Black Gate and into hell for his thousand crimes. That was his true punishment, and it is what I contented myself with each and every night I was forced to live by his side. Do you think your sordid little revenge here with hot coals and knives and cocks will come close to touching that torment?" 

She raked them all with her glare, and even the men who didn't understand her flinched. "Enjoy these two hours of bestial cruelty, and then spend the rest of your life knowing that you will follow my husband into perdition, and spend eternity screaming beside him, knowing that you are no better than he was, that you were his equal, if not in opportunity then at least in intent."

Iskra returned her gaze to Ylisa, who had gone pale, a vein in her neck throbbing, her eyes wide with fury. "Poor little Ylisa. Hiding in a dark little hole to do what she loves best. You know what I think?"

"Shut up," whispered Ylisa.

"I think you enjoy this kind of game all too much. I think sometimes late at night, when you wash the blood from your hands and lips, you must catch yourself in the mirror and think yourself as powerful as my husband was."

"Shut up," said Ylisa, her voice trembling.

"I think even as you hate him, as you burn with a need for revenge, you might deep down admire him. Maybe even understand him. You think that he would have understood you, and seen in you an equal. Well, don't fool yourself." Iskra smiled. "He would have thought you as pathetic as I do."

"Begin," said Ylisa, her face grown hard as stone, her eyes glazed over. She turned to her guard and spat a command in Agerastian at him. Her intent was clear. 

Iskra fell silent, her heart thudding, her face flushed, and her righteous indignation and fury reduced to a simmer that then went out as the prison warden ran to the table and hesitated, his hands ghosting over different instruments. Ylisa stepped up and pushed him aside in impatience, snatched up a barbed hook, cast it aside, then grabbed a slender knife no larger than her smallest finger and stepped up to Iskra.

"Here," said Ylisa, and she pressed the flat of the blade hard against Iskra's cheek, right below her eye. "Maybe we'll condense those two hours into just five minutes. Where to begin? Open your mouth. Open it, or I will take out both your eyes."

Iskra clenched her jaw. She wanted to ignore Ylisa, maintain her contempt, but the cold press of the blade against the underside of her eye was terrifying. She licked her lower lip, bit it, then changed her mind and clamped her jaw shut. 

Ylisa snapped a command at the warden. She turned back to Iskra. "One of your husband's tools. And one of his messiest techniques. Gum scraping. Oh, yes. Let's see how sharp you are with your tongue when your mouth is filled with flaps of flesh and blood."

Iskra felt her stomach roil and knot up and kept her gaze fixed desperately on the dancing flames of a distant lamp. Then the warden came up with a hideous contraption of black iron, and Iskra couldn't help herself. She looked down at, saw that it was encrusted with blood or rust or both. A moan arose within her, but again she clamped it down. If you scream, she told herself, there is no shame. Just hold on for as long as you can. Hold on. She felt her insides quivering with terror. 

The warden muttered to himself as he placed the contraption over Iskra's head, scraping her scalp, and then lodged it around her jaw. He loosened some screws, opened the mouth guard, and then pulled out two disks of metal that Iskra saw were to be inserted through two gaps and into her mouth.

Iskra found herself thinking of her son Rodrick's sweet, innocent face. Tears began to roll down her cheeks. She'd never see him again, hear his laugh, hold him close, tell him how much she loved him, explain what had happened and why. She heard Ylisa laugh at her crying, but she didn't care. Her sweet boy... She'd tried so hard. 

I'm sorry, Rodrick. I'm so sorry. I tried. I did everything I could to get back to you.

There were shouts from outside, muffled and distant. The warden and Ylisa turned to the door. More shouts echoed down the hall, then a scream. Ylisa said something in Agerastian, and the captain bowed and opened the door, stepping outside with his men. There were more screams, accompanied by the sound of blades, and Iskra felt a spark of hope. She wanted to call out, to scream, but the contraption held her jaw closed. 

Ylisa stood beside her, knife in hand, pointed at her personal guard and screamed at them in Agerastian. They looked terrified but marched out into the hall. 

A cataclysmic crash sounded in the hall, like the world's greatest chandelier falling to the ground, and then a guard stumbled back inside, half his body charred, and collapsed to lie wheezing on the floor, bubbles of blood emerging from his mouth.

"No," said Ylisa, turning to Iskra. "No." 

She reached out with the blade and swiped it across Iskra's throat, cutting deep. Iskra thrashed, the ropes holding her tight. Ylisa was sawing at her throat with both hands, taking wild slashes at her, and the pain was terrible; she was choking on her own blood. Lights filled her gaze, brilliant motes that spun and began to darken. Her legs lost strength, and the pain started to dull. She became aware of her own heartbeat slowing, and her throat turning livid with agony as if she'd swallowed hot coals. 

She sagged. Ylisa screamed and was gone.

Yells filled the air around her. Iskra tried to raise her head, but she couldn't. Darkness swirled around her gaze, pulling her down. 

Rodrick, she thought. Kethe.

Then there was silence. Her heart slowed, and she thought she could feel it stop. The sensation of blood pooling in her stomach and flooding her lungs faded. The agony dimmed to a smolder, replaced by an odd heaviness, numbness. 

She sank.

My soul to the White Gate, she thought, and then let go.
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Tiron hacked at the man, sword held in both hands, swinging from the waist, burying his blade down through the man's neck and shattering his clavicle. He didn't try to recover his sword; instead, he booted the man in the chest and strode over him, wanting to scream, wanting to tear this palace down stone by stone. 

A group of guards came running out through the cell door, blades glittering in the torchlight. Tiron spread his arms wide and strode toward them, not caring, feeling invincible in his rage, his soul-consuming fury.

The Sin Casters had fallen as they led the attack on the prison. Their magic had taken its toll, and one by one they'd sunk to the ground spewing blood and bile as they rotted from the inside out. For a while Captain Patash had fought beside Tiron, the round-shouldered and unassuming man fighting with surprising skill and passion, but Tiron had left him behind. He'd left everybody behind. 

Iskra. It was the one thought in his head. 

He strode toward the six guards and screamed at them, shrieking a cry that in all his years, across half the battlefields of Ennoia, he'd never given voice to. It was stark and annihilating pain and fury, and in it the guards heard their deaths. Their eyes widened at the sight of him, all of them edging back, looking like children as he descended upon them. 

The first ran forward and stabbed, there not being enough room in the hall to swing. Tiron deflected the attack with the back of his wrist, batted it aside and slammed his other fist into the man's head. The guard's nose shattered and he reeled back, and Tiron reached into his mouth, grabbed him by the lower jaw and swung his head around and into the wall. Bone broke. Tiron took the man's blade as he sank, ducked down under another stab as two more men ran forward, and with a roar he charged into the ribs of the man who had attacked, coming up from a crouch with so much power that he lifted the man off his feet, into the second, and shoved both against the wall. 

They went down tangled up in each other, and Tiron nearly went down with them. Black cracks of pain and exhaustion assailed his mind, but he screamed and stomped his heel into the face of one, reversed his blade and stabbed it down into the face of the other. It skittered off the architecture of the man's bone and then sank into a hole. An eye. Tiron swiveled the blade, both edges catching and then shattering the bone socket – and then a sword buried itself in his side, plunging deep.

Tiron dropped his sword and twisted, pulled the sword out of the man's hand and lunged forward, grabbing the fourth soldier by the throat. The man's eyes widened in terror as Tiron curled his fingers around his windpipe, punctured skin, tore through flesh and rode the man down to the ground, falling on top of him before rearing back and tearing out his throat with a guttural scream. Blood geysered up into his face. 

He looked up. The remaining two guards were staring at him in horror, frozen, crouched against the door as if it could give them shelter. They watched him as he climbed to his feet, grabbed the blade impaled in his side by the blade and pulled it free, not caring for the way it cut his palm. He reversed it, never taking his eyes from them, then hurled it like a spear at the first. The man had the wits to raise his sword and deflect it, but then Tiron was upon them, his throat so hoarse from screaming that he could barely hear himself. 

The three of them went down. Tiron buried his elbow in the face of one, bit down and tore the cheek out of another. Decades of chivalry had been undone in that pit that Lord Kyferin had cast him down into, and now the last of his humanity was burning away as he sought nothing more than to kill those who had killed his lady. 

He smashed his forehead into the face of a guard who was trying to rise up. Iskra. He pried a dagger from the hand of the second and leaned in, pushing it up under the man's jaw. Iskra. The guard grabbed Tiron's wrist with both hands and begged in Agerastian, but Tiron stared into his eyes, seeing not a person, not a human, but a thing to be destroyed. Iskra. The tip of the dagger sank into the soft flesh and the man moaned deeply, then it slid all the way in and the guard shook and went limp.

A hand grasped Tiron's shoulder. He tried to shrug it off, reaching for a blade of any kind, then saw that it was Patash. Blood was splattered across the man's face. One eye was closed by a cut that had gone from brow to chin. Tiron shrugged off his hand and rose, his legs almost giving out. The door opened again, and a second group of guards ran out. They stared at the bodies, looked up at Tiron and Patash, and their leader gave a cold command and they formed orderly ranks of two.

Tiron leaned back, weight on his heels. The fire that had driven him on was still burning brightly, but his body was giving out. He was too old. Too wounded. Too exhausted. He took a deep, ragged breath, reached out and took Patash's blade from his hands. He took a step forward, and black fire blasted past him from behind in a blinding sheet, engulfing the squad of men and ruining them where they stood, burning and melting their flesh in one terrible flash. 

Their screams were horrendous. Only one of them managed to stumble back, open the door and disappear through it. Tiron didn't look back to see which Sin Caster was still standing with him. He rushed forward, nearly tripping over the corpses, into a broad chamber, where torches illuminated a woman who was hacking at Iskra's throat.

Tiron felt his whole body swell with outrage. The pain disappeared, the fatigue melted away, and with one bound he crossed the room and swung with everything he had, every ounce of strength, his whole body behind the blow so that the woman's head was cut clean from her shoulders. Tiron released the blade and shoved the body aside before it had a chance to fall.

Iskra's front was drenched in blood. Her eyes were rolling up in her head. "No," gasped Tiron. He stood there helpless, not knowing what to do, anguish lancing through his soul. "No, no, no. No!" 

Then Patash was by his side. They worked feverishly at the silk ropes that bound Iskra to the wall till Tiron let out a cry of fury, picked up a blade and hacked them apart.

Iskra fell into his arms. He laid her on the floor, tears running down his face, wanting to clamp his hand down over her throat, but he knew that she was dying, that there was no hope for her. He'd seen too many similar wounds to lie to himself. Gently, he took her hand in his own. 

"Iskra." His voice was a ruined whisper. He coughed, fought for control, to be for a moment the man he had once been, to hold back the animal he had become. "Iskra. It's me. I'm here. I've come for you."

Her eyelids were fluttering. The blood was no longer pumping strongly from the wound. Her face beneath the crimson was alabaster pale. 

His whole chest shook with sobs he could not release. "Iskra." His vision clouded with tears that brimmed and then ran down his cheeks. 

Vothak Ilina knelt heavily by his side, one hand on his shoulder. Her face was sunken, her eyes yellowed, and a rivulet of blood was running down from the corner of her mouth. She reached out with a claw of a hand and placed it over Iskra's throat. She closed her eyes, muttered gutturally, and then black fire flashed between her fingers. The stench of burned flesh filled the room as Ilina let out a croak and toppled onto her side.

The wound on Iskra's throat had sealed over. The flesh was raw and slurried like riverbank mud, but closed and whole. Iskra lay still, and Tiron waited, unable to breathe, to think as he watched her, waiting for some sign of life. The seconds passed. Still she didn't breathe, didn't move. 

"Iskra," he said. "Come back to me, Iskra."

Nothing. 

"Iskra!" He took her by the shoulders. "Iskra!"

Ilina reached out with a shaking hand, but Tiron could tell she lacked the strength to keep her arm aloft. It sank to the ground, so Tiron grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her closer so that her hand could rest on Iskra's chest. Nodding, Ilina breathed a few words, and a flash of black fire sank into Iskra's body. 

The result was immediate. Iskra's entire body arched up so that only her head and heels were touching the ground. She made a horrific gargling sound, then collapsed onto her side and spewed up blood all over the floor. Tiron watched, frozen, unable to move, to believe what he was seeing. 

Patash reached down and pulled her hair away from her face, then looked up as more shouts came from the hallway. He cursed and rose, moving to deal with it, but Tiron couldn't tear his eyes from Iskra. She was panting, her eyes still closed, spitting out more blood, curling up into a knot on the floor.

"Iskra," he whispered, hands hovering over her, unsure what to do, whether he should touch her. Then he leaned down and enveloped her and pulled her up into a tight embrace, burying his face against her neck. "You came back. You came back."

The snarling animal that had been raging at his core retreated by slow degrees. Iskra breathed in deep, raw gasps, then her arms moved around him and she hugged him back, deep sobs wracking her frame, sounds of outrage and horror. 

"Tiron," she whispered, her voice a rasp like his own. "Tiron."

"Shh," he said. "It's over. I'm here. I won't leave your side again." He held her close. To think that he had almost lost her. That in his pride and fear he had wasted their time together, held back, tried to push her away. Never again.  

He leaned back and gazed at her blood-smeared face. Her eyes were haunted, over-bright, but could he blame her? What had she seen? Had her soul risen to the Ascendant for the briefest of moments, or had Ilina healed her before she truly died?

"I love you," he whispered, the words sharp edged in his throat. "I love you."

Iskra took a shuddering breath and closed her eyes, and he saw her gathering herself, marshalling her strength. He could only marvel. She pushed away from him gently, and with her eyes still closed touched at her raw throat before dropping her hands. 

Her eyes opened, and her gaze was cold and hard. "Ylisa?"

"Dead." 

Iskra nodded and rose to her feet. Her strength seemed to be flowing back to her, her vitality building up by the second. She turned to stare at Ylisa's corpse, and Tiron half-expected her to lash out at it, but instead Iskra merely shook her head and turned to stare at the chamber door. 

Tiron rose to his feet. He hadn't thought he'd be able to rise, but the sight of Iskra gave him strength. The door stood open, a knot of guards and officials standing just outside yelling and arguing with each other, some with swords in hand, all of them on the verge of panic.

Iskra strode forward, making no attempt to wipe the blood from her face or the wound at her throat. The crowd outside fell silent at the sight of her. She pushed into their midst, and the awful potency of her presence caused them to give way. 

She raked them with her gaze. "Who here speaks Ennoian?"

One man raised his hand. "I do, my lady."

"Then tell all those gathered here to move aside, and that I am to be taken to see the emperor. Now."

The man paled. He couldn't take his eyes from her ruined throat. "The... emperor sleeps."

Tiron stepped up beside Iskra. Blood was dripping from his fingertips to the ground and caked his close-shorn beard. He didn't even raise his voice. "Then wake him up."

"Yes - yes. Come." 

The man spat out a string of Agerastian, and Tiron sensed the horror and fear that rippled through the crowd, but nobody spoke against it. Nobody could meet Iskra's eyes. Captain Patash snapped a command to several guards, who rushed into the room and emerged a moment later gingerly carrying Ilina. More were posted at the door, then Patash gestured to the translator to proceed.

They ascended and moved through the palace, gathering a growing crowd of servants and officials as they went, leaving bloody footprints on marble and carpets and horrified whispers in their wake.

The chamberlain appeared at the head of a large group of guards and met Iskra halfway down a great hall. Clearly alarmed, he raised his palm and planted himself in front of Iskra. "What is this? What is going on here?"

"I go to speak to the emperor," said Iskra, her voice cold and coiled. 

"The emperor is asleep!" The chamberlain sounded genuinely outraged. "What has happened? Why are you not under arrest?" He looked to Captain Patash and spoke in a flurry of Agerastian. The captain's response was brief and grim, and the chamberlain paled. "You have murdered the emperor's daughter?"

Iskra could have been carved from marble. Her clothing was ruined, her hair was in disarray, and her skin was smeared with gore, but she shone with a poise and beauty that made everyone else appear base and ignoble. 

"The emperor," she said coolly. "Now."

The chamberlain shook his head. "Impossible. You will have to return to your cell while this matter is investigated! You are under suspicion of attempting to kill the emperor, and now you have murdered his daughter, but you expect me to allow you into his presence? Never!" He snapped a command to the men behind him, who as one drew their blades. "Now, turn yourself over to my guards and return to your cell!"

The crowd behind them immediately cried out and began to melt away, people rushing to the back of the hall where they could watch from safety. In the general bedlam Iskra stood still, and Tiron stepped up beside her, blade in hand, gazing at the assembled guards. He had no hope of killing even a small number of them. He was beyond weary, his whole body a testament to exhaustion, but he felt calm. He felt at peace with dying. The guards must have sensed some small part of that, for their eyes widened or narrowed and most looked away.

"Captain!" barked the chamberlain. "Arrest these Ennoians immediately!"

Patash shook his head slowly, almost sadly, and drew his blade.

"Then, so be it!" The chamberlain turned to address his men, and then he froze. 

The guards were parting in silent awe. A palanquin moved up through their center, and on it lay the emperor, his twisted frame clad in white silk, his ivory and gold mask displaying nothing less than the eternal equanimity of a supreme being. The chamberlain immediately bowed, panic scrawling a series of contorted expressions across his face. 

"Your imperial highness," the chamberlain stammered. "I - you honor - please forgive -"

The emperor raised one gloved hand, and the chamberlain fell silent. Silence descended upon the crowd, the whispers and panic smoothing away into breathless expectation.

"Lady Kyferin," came the emperor's soft whisper. "What has happened?"

All eyes turned to Iskra, who faced him with sublime confidence and self-possession. "Your daughter drugged and framed my guard so that she could arrest and then torture me to death in one of your cells. She is dead."

A flurry of whispers broke out as people inquired of each other what she had said, but all fell silent as the emperor sat up. He gestured to his servants, who lowered the palanquin to the floor. Slowly, shaking heavily, the emperor rose to his feet and stepped forward to stand before Iskra. He might once have towered over her, but now he was so stooped and withered that they were almost of a height.

"What?" There was in his voice such a seething anger that all but Tiron and Iskra inched back. "What is this you say?"

Vothak Ilina hobbled forth, helped by two guards whose faces betrayed nothing short of terror. "She speaks truth, Your Imperial Majesty. I vouch for it. We have witnesses, among them the girl who drugged Lady Kyferin's guard. Your daughter lies dead in a torture chamber below. It is true. All of it."

"Clear the hall," whispered the emperor. 

He repeated his words in Agerastian, and for a second nobody moved, but then, in a voice that might have once quieted entire battlefields, the emperor roared his command again, and there was a stampede as hundreds fled. In a matter of seconds the massive hall stood empty but for the emperor, Iskra, and Tiron. 

Tiron fought to remain focused. He felt waters rising around him, his eyelids sinking against his will, but he would not let himself rest. Not yet.

The emperor stepped forward until he was face-to-face with Iskra. He studied her, then reached out with a gloved hand and touched her throat. Iskra didn't even flinch. 

"I apologize," whispered the emperor, and Tiron could hear the steel controlling his pain. "You are my guest, and you have been horribly abused. I never dreamt my daughter would go so far." He lowered his hand and stepped back. "I cannot make amends for what has happened."

"Yes, you can." Iskra's voice remained as hard and cold as before. "Forge an alliance with me. Send soldiers and Sin Casters through my Portal to defend my walls. Help me cleanse the Black Gate, and mine as much Gate Stone as you can consume."

Tiron startled and stared at Iskra. Gone was the doubt, the hesitation, the hope to ally with the Ascendant Empire. 

The emperor and Iskra stood with gazes locked, then, finally, the emperor nodded. "Yes. It will be as you say." And he reached up and took hold of his mask, and carefully lifted it up and off his head. 

His face was withered and desiccated, like smoked meat. His eyelids were gone, and his lips had shrunk back from his yellowed teeth. There was no hair on his head, and his ears were shriveled swirls of blackened flesh. Tiron had seen the like only once before, years ago, when he and his men had disinterred a corpse that had been found inside a bog. 

"I have sacrificed all in my quest for independence, strength, and revenge," said the emperor. "Family. Friends. Health. The political wellbeing of my people. Joy. Now my daughter is gone, and I am left alone at last with my ambition. If we are to be allies, Iskra, then know this: I seek nothing short of the destruction of the Ascendant Empire and its hateful creed. I will destroy its Gates, bring Aletheia crashing to the ground, topple Nous into the ocean, bring the Bythians up from their tomb and then sever the Portals that allow the empire to exist. That is all I live for now. If you are to be my ally, then that must be your goal as well."

Iskra didn't respond, not at first. Tiron saw her face go pale, her weight go back onto her heels. Exhausted and brutalized as he was, even he quailed at the scope of the emperor's goals. The destruction of the empire? For the first time, Tiron tried to look beyond a possible return to Kyferin Castle and the impossible dream of Iskra's hand. Neither was possible while Lord Laur was supported by the Ascendant's Grace. Which meant neither was possible while the Ascendant Empire stood. 

Tiron closed his eyes. Would he crush the empire to have what he desired? Peace? A life by Iskra's side? Could he visit such ruin upon the world to satisfy his own desires?

The answer came to him simply, clearly, and without equivocation.

Yes.

Tiron opened his eyes in time to see Iskra raise her chin. "And what will you replace it with, Thansos? Your medusa worship?"

The emperor shook his head slowly. "I don't really care. I myself do not believe in Thyrrasskia, which is no doubt why almost nobody else does either. It was a tool which failed to be of use. We can dispense with it. I know this, however: what we replace Ascension with cannot fail but to be an improvement."

Iskra considered, and Tiron knew that in that moment of silence she was abandoning all that she held sacred, was casting down her ancient privilege and setting herself up for a task she had hoped to avoid at all cost. Could she have done so without the violence Ylisa had done to her? Finally she nodded. "Then we are agreed, Thansos. If saving my family and followers means destroying the empire, then so shall it be."

The emperor released a hissing sigh. "You share your husband's strength of purpose, if nothing else. That heartens me." He fumbled the mask back on, and once again presented a gleaming facade of perfection and beauty. "We must move quickly. My forces cannot last long in Ennoia without support."

"Agreed. My magister will open the Portal tomorrow at midday. I will return to my castle then."

"Very well," said the emperor. 

He limped back to his palanquin and there settled with a sigh. He raised his hand, making an arcane symbol, and immediately the sound of running footsteps echoed through the hall as his six servants rushed forward from where they must have been watching and waiting out of sight. 

"We shall discuss the details in the morning," he told Iskra. "Now, I must grieve. Good night, Lady Kyferin."

More servants were moving forth, bowing low and gesturing for Iskra and Tiron to follow them, but neither of them moved. They watched instead as the emperor's frail form was lifted aloft and born away. Only after he was gone did Iskra turn to Tiron and extend her hand to him.

"My knight," she whispered. "You saved me."

Tiron's eyes filled with tears, and his raw throat swelled closed. He raised her bloody hand to his lips. "Always," he whispered. "My lady. My Iskra."

He saw tears in her eyes as well, and sensed that her strength was coming to an end, that the horrors of the night were about to overwhelm her. He took his ruined cloak and swept it around her shoulders, wrapped an arm around her, and the crowd parted before them as he led her to safety.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Kethe slept deeply, a slumber so profound that she awoke thinking she had barely slept at all. Yet morning light was pouring in through the chinks in the wall of the great hall, and she could hear the subdued murmur of the Hrethings, who were sitting to one side in a group eating their breakfast. She rose and was surprised to feel as good as she did; the soreness was gone, and though the many nicks and cuts she had sustained on their journey were still there, they had scabbed over and looked many days old. Her palms, however, looked strange; she frowned at them in confusion until it hit her: the creases and lines had faded away, leaving an unnatural plane of smooth skin.

Shivering, she folded her blanket, dropped it on her pallet, and left the hall, avoiding eye contact, not searching the sparse crowd for Asho, Ser Wyland, or anybody else who might draw her into conversation. She slipped through the courtyard over the buckled flagstones, went out though the main gate and down to the shore. 

It was early enough that wisps of mist still hung in faint spirals over the lake's glassy surface, and the waterfowl were but drifting shadows where she could make them out at all. The air was cool, heavy with moisture, and the sun was still hidden behind the eastern peaks. 

Kethe lowered herself into a crouch and washed her hands, then cupped them and splashed water onto her face. By the Ascendant, when had she last had a real bath? Weeks ago, back at Kyferin Castle – and she hadn't even enjoyed it. Hessa, her former lady-in-waiting, probably wouldn't recognize her at this point. Kethe smiled sadly and reached up to undo her hair. She'd had it in a tight bun for weeks now, and releasing it felt wonderful. She sat on a stone and idly combed her fingers through it, wishing she'd thought to bring a comb. Some noble's daughter she was.

A fish disturbed the lake's surface with a plop, and Kethe watched the ripples extend outward, smoothing out till they disappeared. Had Audsley been there, he'd probably be able to draw some parallel between those ripples and their lives. She smiled again and realized that she missed the magister: his kindness, his thoughtful ways and genteel humor. At least he was safe in Starkadr, and not with her mother and Ser Tiron in Agerastos. 

Her thoughts drifted, and she thought of her brother, held hostage by Lord Laur. When she thought of her mother, she vowed to be more loving and understanding when she returned. She had so little time left. She'd not waste it on pride or fear any longer. 

Then she thought of her father, Lord Kyferin. Would he be proud of her? Of how she had handled herself up by the Black Gate? That was an old question, but a new one followed: did she still wish that? Perhaps. Her accomplishments thus far would have had to earn his praise; she'd killed demons, fought off an invading army, become an integral part of the defense of their family and fortune. Still... 

Sitting there alone and gazing out over the lake, she allowed a wall within herself to lower. Did she want his pride? Yes, she decided – but why? Maybe she'd just wanted him to really see her. Love her. Be a father who could love, not simply excel at destroying.

An image of Asho's face arose in her mind: his silver-green eyes, his white hair, how he had looked so alien and lethal as he fought the four-limbed demon up in the passes. He'd saved her life numerous times now. They were bound together. When their connection flared to life, when she felt herself draining his magic of its sin, it felt so right, so good. So what if he was a Bythian? It was petty to hold that against him. 

She thought of Asho's eyes again. Silver-green. Beautiful, really. Almost like a firecat's. 

Footsteps sounded behind her at the gatehouse and she turned, half-expecting to see Asho, but instead saw Ser Wyland emerge in full armor, Brocuff a step behind him leading a mule. Four of the guards and a number of servants brought up the rear. 

She rose to her feet. "Heading down to Hrething?"

Ser Wyland lifted his visor, and his expression gave her pause. He looked weary and pale, his eyes glittering and hard. "We're leaving, Kethe."

"Leaving?" She smiled uncertainly and walked up to them, wishing that her hair wasn't down. "What do you mean?"

He looked past her, out over the lake. "I spent the night in prayer. I sought guidance from the Ascendant. In my heart I've known what your mother is doing is wrong, but I thought I could find a way to remain loyal. I realized last night that I couldn't. The constable and the others agree with me."

"You're abandoning us?" Kethe felt like she'd been punched in the gut. "But - no!"

Asho strode out of the gate, Elon by his side, the Hrethings and remaining servants behind them. Ser Wyland turned to regard them, expression hard, then looked once more to Kethe.

"Yes. My loyalty as a knight is first and foremost to the Ascendant. Your mother seeks an alliance with heretics who are intent on destroying the empire. When this was a matter of lord versus lord, I had no qualms. But to raise my sword against my own religion? That, I have decided, I cannot do."

Asho looked stunned. 

Kethe didn't know what to say. "Jander, you're abandoning us? Now? With the Black Shriving upon us?"

"I am not abandoning you. It is all of you who have abandoned your faith." Instead of anger, Ser Wyland spoke with weary compassion. "I don't expect you to understand, Kethe, given your blind loyalty to your mother. But know this: there is no sense in dying for a cause you know to be abhorrent. Iskra would give the heretics Gate Stone – the very people who destroyed their Solar Gate. What will they destroy next, if given the chance? How many will die? I should have walked away the moment your mother announced her intention to ally with the Agerastians, but my fondness for her and all of you made me weak. But I cannot continue down this road." He paused. "You are welcome to come with me, Kethe. You are touched by holiness. You have it within you to be a Virtue. Don't squander that blessing. Come with me. I'll take you to Aletheia."

"No, Ser Wyland." She fought to prevent herself from shaking. Her thoughts were roiling, but she clamped down on them and composed her face so that she was gazing upon his group with icy composure. "Up in the mountains, I told Asho that he was no true knight. That my father would never have recognized him as such. But I was wrong."

Ser Wyland's expression settled into a stolid look of weary patience.

"My father was not afraid to break with convention so as to do the right thing. I know he was a - a monster, in many ways, a horrible, brutal man. But he was also brave. He let nothing stop him from doing what he wished. From what he decided was right. He brought Asho out of Bythos to repay a debt, and tradition and Ascension be damned." Kethe's words were flowing white hot. "Do you think he would abandon his post now if he were here? That he would spout sanctimonious words and run with his tail between his legs?"

Ser Wyland's expression paled with anger. "You accuse me of cowardice?"

"Yes," said Kethe, taking a step forward. "Moral cowardice. And now that I think of it, you've always been a coward. You've always hidden behind Ascension, never taken personal responsibility for yourself."

Ser Wyland drew himself up, brow lowering in fury. "You don't have -"

"When women were being raped before you, did you intervene?" Kethe's words were a whip crack.

"It was not -"

"When the Black Wolves slaughtered innocent peasants to injure a rival lord, did you hold back your blade?"

"You cannot understand -"

Her fury was such that white fire began to flicker over her skin. 

Ser Wyland's eyes widened and he stepped back. 

"You were never a true knight, Jander. You were and still are only a Black Wolf. A hypocrite who cared only for your privileges as an Ennoian."

Ser Wyland's jaw clenched and he dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword. Immediately Asho did the same and stepped up beside her. Kethe saw with a start that it was the black blade, and that ebon flames were burning around its hilt.

 "I don't care what you think," said Ser Wyland, voice harsh. "The Ascendant decreed the purpose of knighthood, and it is that decree I follow: to safeguard the truths of Ascension, to protect the religion in times of need, and to give no aid to its enemies. Well. I see now at last that you are my enemies indeed. That you care nothing for Ascension, for the succor of our souls. So damn you. Damn you all. And if I see you again, I shall treat you as I would the most depraved Agerastian heretic: as my mortal enemy."

Asho stepped forward, slowly, deliberately, his whole frame still shaking with emotion. "You once told me that all evil and lazy men have excuses for their actions. That the sign of a true knight was his disdain for excuses. That he takes full responsibility for himself."

Ser Wyland clearly wanted to leave, but he paused, eyes slitted as he stared at Asho.

"I see it now. Your excuse for your actions has always been Ascension. You have justified everything by claiming righteousness. Even now, you abandon the field of battle when demons are about to fall on us - demons - and claim that it is Ascension that excuses your cowardice." Asho's voice rang out, holding everyone riveted. "I thought before that it was the Ascendant's Grace and his Virtues that were corrupt, but now I see that it is the very system of belief on which we have based our lives. Ascension is corrupt. Ascension is wrong, and you are no true knight. You are a coward that blames his failures on a religion that blesses his sins."

Ser Wyland rocked back on his heels as if struck. His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply, and Kethe could have sworn he was about to draw his sword. She was ready. Her own hand rested lightly on her hilt. 

For an aching eternity Ser Wyland stared at Asho, hatred in his eyes. "I won't argue Ascension with a Bythian." And he spat on the ground and strode away.

Kethe looked at the rest of his small group. "Thank you for your service, all of you. That you followed my mother through the Raven's Gate and have served her well to this point will never be forgotten. You are, of course, free to go. Goodbye."

"Kethe," said Brocuff, his voice rough with emotion, but then he hung his head and led the others after Ser Wyland.  

They all watched as the group followed Ser Wyland out onto the causeway and marched away. The Hrethings, Elon, Asho, and their sole remaining guard. A handful of servants stood behind them. Their faces were pale, and she could read the doubt in their expressions, their fear. One by one they all looked to her, and Kethe realized that she had no time to process this betrayal, no time to gather her thoughts. The moment to speak to them was now.

But what was she supposed to say? How was she supposed to lift their spirits? She felt bleak, utterly devoid of hope. How was she to lie to them? 

"Ser Wyland felt that my mother's alliance with the Agerastians was a betrayal of his faith. He said that they are heretics, that they seek to destroy the empire, and that it is therefore wrong to give them Gate Stone." She paused. Asho's face was inscrutable, though she thought she could see a deep anger lurking in the depths of his eyes. "His true loyalty is to the Ascendant Empire. To all that it represents."

Her throat closed up. She was losing the moment. Tears welled up in her eyes. "My father," she said, voice overloud. Then she lowered her chin, swallowed, and said more softly, "My father was a man much esteemed by the empire. Lord Enderl Kyferin. He led Ser Wyland and the Black Wolves in battle too many times to count. I've heard since leaving Kyferin Castle what my father did – but I suspect I've heard only a very small part of it. He raped. He murdered. He caused wars. And he was thought to be the epitome of an Ennoian warlord." Her voice was shaking, so she paused and swallowed again. A great emotion was welling up within her. She couldn't grasp it, but it drove her on, bringing forth her words. 

"The Ascendant's Grace has backed my uncle in his theft of my birthright and the abduction of my brother. The Grace sent a Virtue to murder us here, expecting no resistance, just bloodshed, just slaughter. This wasn't just Lord Laur. This was the Grace himself."

There were nods now, grim and angry.

"Asho saw the Grace turn away from death. Saw him mortally wounded, on the verge of Ascension, and saw him instead take magical healing so as to hold on to this life." She felt her shock slowly turning to fury. "Is that righteous? Is that true? No, that is cowardice. That is spitting in the face of everything we are supposed to believe."

Again, she paused. She had their attention. Kethe waited for the words to come, the next thought. This was no musical flow of words; these were hammer blows of the kind that drove in coffin nails. "There is a second Black Gate up in those mountains. I have seen it with my own eyes. It hangs in the air and turns and spits forth black lighting, and demons come through its center. Does Ascendancy account for its existence? No; Ascendancy forgot about it. What else may Ascendancy have forgotten? Gotten wrong?"

Her gaze locked on Asho. "We have one knight who still stands with us. Asho, a Bythian. The people we have always been told are little better than animals. Yet, has anyone fought harder or more bravely than he has to do what is right? He is no animal. He is no slave. And if he isn't, then how can we treat any Bythian in this manner?" 

She felt the ground fracturing beneath her feet, her thoughts leading her into truly dangerous territory. Anger, however, spurred her on. "What else has Ascendancy gotten wrong? Ascendancy calls Asho's magic 'Sin Casting' and claims that he is evil, but I tell you that when I channel the power of the White Gate, when I feel that divine touch, I am completed by my connection to his magic, to his 'sin'. I don't know what that means, I don't know how it works, but I do know that he is not evil and that what we do is not wrong."

She didn't know if she was convincing them or not, but she almost didn't care. "So, I say this. Damn Ser Wyland and his twisted morals and his fine scruples that allow him to watch women be raped but won't let him fight demons. Damn him and the Ascendant's Grace and Lord Laur and every Virtue that would come down here to murder us. Damn the Ennoian warlords that butcher simply because it's their spiritual right, and damn every man and woman who would treat a Bythian as a slave. Damn them all, and damn the religion that sanctions it all! I'm going to follow my mother's lead, wherever she takes us. I'm going to save my brother. I'm going to kill each and every demon that tries to get through these walls, and if I die trying, then fine. I'll die. But I won't die a hypocrite."

The Hrethings and Ennoians simply stared at her, wide-eyed. Kethe felt overcome with emotion, with fury and fear and a sudden sense of vulnerability and despair. Rather than stand there, she turned and strode away, back down to the island shore and then followed it till the Hold's walls hid the small group from her sight. She was trembling as she watched Ser Wyland's party make its way around the lake. She wished he was back here so that she could repeat what she'd said to his sanctimonious face. The bastard. The bastard!

Asho stepped up beside her. She glanced quickly at him, then looked down and wiped away her tears. He stood with his arms crossed, his face drawn, his mouth a hard line, staring out at Ser Wyland. Kethe inhaled deeply and waited for him to say something.  

Instead, she felt him reach out to her, opening up their channel. She accepted, and with a sudden rush his eyes blanked out into white flame and an aura of black fire flickered around him, insubstantial as shadow but whipping back and forth as if lashed by a furious gale. Kethe breathed deep, and when she exhaled, white fire engulfed her.

Asho looked at her then, and she felt a shock run through her, a sense of recognition, of affirmation. He extended his hand to her, palm out, and she pressed her own against his. Immediately their flames flickered and rose high, coruscating and sending off a shower of sparks. His face remained grave throughout. Then he turned fully toward her and they touched both of their palms together. 

Magic flowed through them with terrible force and intensity, perfectly channeled and thrilling. Her heart was pounding as the world poured into him and then through to her and then was drained out of existence. For how long they stood like that, eyes locked, she didn't know. Eventually they both stepped back, hands falling to their sides, their power ebbing away but leaving her almost painfully aware of his physicality and presence.

"Asho, what are we going to do?"

Asho sighed and turned back to the Hold. "Just what you said."

Kethe felt a wave of uncertainty pass through her. "Do you think we can hold them off?"

Asho shook his head. "Not for too long, no. I'm going to send everyone down to Hrething. There's no sense in their dying up here with us."

"Everyone?" Kethe wanted to say no, that they should keep as many friends and swords by their side as possible - but then saw that that was just her fear taking control. "Yes. Of course."

"I think they'll come soon. They won't attack under the light of the sun. Come on. Let's get the others ready and make sure none of them insist on staying."

"Asho? Thank you." She couldn't meet his eyes. "For everything. For sacrificing so much for my mother."

She felt him hesitate, and then he reached out and took her hand. "It's not just for your mother."

She wanted to laugh, wanted to cry, wanted to call herself a fool. Instead, she just stared down at the rocky beach, and when he squeezed her hand, she squeezed back. She looked up shyly at him, saw him smiling, and gave him a tremulous smile in return.

"I always knew it would take something like an imminent demon invasion to get you to smile at me like that," he said.

She laughed. "In comparison to those things, you're actually not so bad-looking."

"Not so bad-looking?" He grinned and pulled her along, heading back to the hold. "Careful. If you keep talking like that, I might get used to it."

"Yes, well, you've only got one day to enjoy it."

"True." They walked in silence for a moment, then Asho said, "Then we might as well make the most of it."

 

 Their friends and followers left around midday. It was a solemn parting, with neither side expecting to see the other again, and the hugs were heartfelt. Elon squeezed Kethe so tightly that she thought her ribs would crack, and when he stepped back with a gruff cough, she saw tears in his eyes.

"Is this what you dreamed of, my lady, back during those months at my forge?"

Kethe couldn't help but smile despite the pain that lanced through her heart. "No. But it's truer and more meaningful than any of my silly dreams."

"Aye," said Elon. "I never really understood why you wanted to put yourself in harm's way. But now I see that maybe you were meant for it. Meant for standing against the likes of which no one else can fight."

Kethe reached out and took his scarred and callused hand in her own. "Thank you, Elon. You were the first to believe in me. I'll never forget that."

"Yes, well." He coughed again. "I'd say take care of yourself, but..." He cleared his throat. "You show those demons what it means to tangle with Lady Kyferin's daughter, hey?"

"I will." She smiled again and was glad that he turned away. She didn't think she'd be able to hold his sorrowful gaze any longer.

She stood next to Asho at the head of the causeway and watched the little party cross to the mainland, then circle the lake following Ser Wyland's trail. The Hrethings led the way, grim and purposeful, leading the mules, each packed high with provisions and anything else they could carry. 

Eventually Asho turned away, and Kethe followed him into the hold. They wandered into the great hall, now as empty and abandoned as when they'd first seen it. The fires had been doused, and pitifully little had been left behind. It would be a matter of months, not years, for the wilderness to reclaim this room as its own. 

Without conversation they stepped back out, then wandered the Hold, exploring it slowly as if for the first time. They pointed out small details to each other but mostly walked in a comfortable silence, even going down to the Portal rooms before finally climbing all the way to the walls. 

A cold wind was blowing off the water, and their friends had long ago completed their circuit and disappeared from sight. Kethe moved around till she was standing at the section of wall that overlooked the causeway. 

"They'll attack here," she said. "Mostly."

Asho stood beside her, hands on the cold parapet. "Who would have thought. You and me fighting the hordes of hell up here alone."

"Yes. It's just you and me now."

Asho reached out and took her hand. "I remember when I first saw you," he said. "I'd just come through from Bythos and was standing in Kyferin Castle's courtyard. You came thundering in on your horse - the palfrey before Lady, I think - and you leaped off and ran into your father's arms. I remember thinking, 'So, Lord Kyferin really is human after all'. And then seeing you, and - well."

"And what?"

"I don't know. I was full of dreams then. I thought Shaya and I were going to be treated well." He smiled bitterly. "I was very young, obviously. I thought maybe you and Shaya would become friends. And maybe one day you would be in danger, and I would be close by, maybe minding my own business, and I'd run forward and save you."

Kethe's smile grew broken and slipped away. "I was so cruel to you and your sister."

"You and everyone else." Asho looked down at her hand in his, her own looking almost tanned in comparison to his pale skin. "Yet, here we are now. It's all behind us. Nothing left but a few hours till the demons come."

Kethe inhaled deeply and looked back out at the mountains. She didn't know what to say. Words came to her lips, half-formed apologies, expressions of gratitude, questions about the coming night, but she let them all go. It felt good to stand beside him, hand in hand, the cold wind tugging at their cloaks. The sun was inching toward the western peaks. They had at best an hour of light left. Her heart skipped a beat and she squeezed his hand. "I'm glad you're here with me, Asho."

He laughed. "It's ridiculous, given what's coming, but right now there's nowhere else I'd rather be. Just standing here, alone with you, holding your hand."

She laughed with him. "That's only because you've got no imagination. I for one would rather be - oh, I don't know - on a balcony on Nous, looking out over the emerald waters of the Eternal Ocean, with a banquet set to one side, the sun delicious and warm, the breeze touched with salt and carrying the sound of music on it, and not a demon within a hundred thousand miles."

Asho turned, resting his hip against the parapet and crossed his arms. "Well, I would rather be back in Kyferin Castle. Riding in on my own horse, you on Lady beside me, coming home from a - I don't know, not a hunt, perhaps a visit to a distant ally - with Lady Iskra awaiting us in the Great Hall, ready for a night of feasting with friends. Audsley, Elon, Ser Tiron, Rodrick, everyone together and happy and safe."

Kethe felt a cold fist of sadness close around her heart. "That'll never happen, I guess." She looked down at the causeway. "Not now. Not for us."

"No, I guess not."

Tears pricked her eyes. The immanence of her death was suddenly overwhelming. Her heart began to pound, each dull thud bringing her closer to her death. 

"Here," said Asho, taking her hand. "Let's get off the wall. We'll be back here soon enough."

Kethe nodded numbly, and it felt natural to slip her arm around his waist, for him to drape his own over her shoulders. Together, hunched in the cold wind that came off the lake, they walked down the steps into the dark emptiness of the Hold.

 

Kethe was awakened by a distant howl. She startled and sat up, the blankets pooling in her lap. Asho stirred beside her and propped himself up on one elbow. They'd fallen asleep in their armor, sharing secrets, private thoughts, their whispers fragile in the fastness of the Great Hall.  

"What was that?" he said.

"You need to ask?" She scrambled to her feet, snatched up her scabbarded blade, and began fixing it around her waist. Asho grunted and did the same. The howl came again, aching and lonesome and filled with horror, riding the wind like a lost thing, a warning, a premonition, an omen of what was to come. 

Kethe wanted to curse. How had she allowed herself to fall asleep? It didn't matter how exhausted and terrified she had been, how good it had felt to simply snuggle down under six blankets and enjoy Asho's warmth and presence and words. None of that mattered. She should never have fallen asleep, and now - !

A screech sounded overhead and they both froze, tracking it as if they could see through the ceiling of the great hall. A knot of cold, greasy fear formed in Kethe's stomach. "Hurry," she said, and ran for the courtyard.

Asho was right behind her. They bolted up the stairs to the walls, then out into the dusk, where they raced around the hold till they reached the section that faced out over the causeway. The white stones seemed to glow in the half-light, and down its length came a riot of evil, a dark carnival of half-forms and malformed demons, of shambling behemoths and slinking shadows. At the column's head walked a man in black robes, unassuming in comparison to the parade of monsters behind him, but he held their gaze with ease.

It was him. As if to dispel any doubt, the man's eyes flashed with flame, twin pinpricks of fire in the darkness.

Kethe felt all hope wither and die. There was no end to the line of demons; they stretched the length of the causeway and disappeared into the darkness of the mainland. Many more creatures were swimming across the lake, dark forms leaving silver ripples behind them. Winged shapes of all sizes and forms flitted and swooped in the air above them, one so large that it momentarily blotted out the moon.

Asho took Kethe's hand and squeezed it tight.

The demon at the front stopped just shy of stepping onto the island itself. He rose into the air, and twin wings of pure flame extended out from his shoulders, brilliant and blinding in the gloaming, roaring dully and unleashing waves of sparks with each beat. The man rose into the air until he was level with where they stood on the wall.

As promised, I am come, and I have brought the legions of Hell with me. 

He spread his arms wide, and his army howled and roared and rasped and croaked, a cacophony so terrible that Kethe was forced to press her hands over her ears. 

Surrender or oppose me, I care not. Your fate will be the same. I have but to stretch out my hand and you are mine.

Asho drew his blade. It shone silver in the light of the moon, and then a black flame burst down its length as Asho reached out and linked with her. Even against the darkness of the falling night the fire was a deeper black, a black absolute, and when Asho raised his sword and pointed it at the demon, Kethe thought that even that dread being flinched.

"It's been centuries since Mythgræfen Hold has been defended by a Kyferin." Asho's voice rang out in the night, though Kethe knew him well enough to hear the underpinnings of fear. "But there's one here now, and we're not going to give in without a fight. We defy you, demon. All of you! So, come on. Wash up against our walls and we'll beat you back one by bloody one."

Kethe's skin goose-pimpled as she drew her sword as well, her one-and-a-half blade, which immediately lit with her white fire. A deeper purpose filled her, a resolution to sell her life and soul dearly. She felt an outpouring of emotion for Asho, though she didn't know what to call it other than a fierce desire to see him live for as long as possible. However much taint he needed to pour into her, she would take it. She would cleanse him until she was a burned-out husk, would fight by his side until she was no more. 

The white and black flames spread from their blades to engulf their bodies, and for the first time Kethe felt her power extend back through their channel and envelop Asho, shielding him from the corruption of the magic he was drawing in. His eyes went wide and he turned to stare at her, clearly feeling that encasement, that protection that she had never been able to extend before. Their fiery auras flickered in unison, lethal and incandescent, and, holding hands, they turned to face the horde.

Very well, said the demon, sending heat wafting towards them with each beat of its wings. You desire violence. It will be yours, violence unending until you are ground into bloody shards of bone beneath my heel. It thrust a finger at them and snarled, Destroy them!

And the legions of Hell screamed and threw themselves forward. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Audsley had feared that he would never again know peace, that the demons that now inhabited his mind would prove a constant presence, commenting or discussing amongst themselves as Audsley went about his business. Instead, they each seemed to sink into nothingness, melting away into the fabric of his mind so that he was aware of them deep within him only if he sought them out. 

He had decided that the most decorous way to fly was in an upright position, as if he was standing, hands linked behind his back, chin lowered. It was a pensive and dignified posture, and one that granted him a modicum of dignity. He floated in this manner out of the tunnel into the chamber, out over the mist and corpses, and then sank to alight in front of the Portal to Agerastos, dropping unexpectedly quickly at the end so that he nearly collapsed to the floor. Frowning, he caught himself and smoothed out his clothing. He would need more practice. He glanced at the day glass to see that the white sand had nearly risen to the mark. 

Audsley watched the grains descend in a seemingly never-ending stream. So might souls fall into the lap of the Ascendant, he thought; a virtual stream of the pious and depraved, to be sorted and then sent back to the world to live out their next cycle. Unless you were a righteous Aletheian and passed through the White Gate into eternal bliss, or damned, like he most likely was, and cast through the Black Gate.

He tore his eyes away and glanced around. "Aedelbert?" He thought he'd seen a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, but he found nothing. That, more than anything, weighed on his soul. Aedelbert was quite possibly injured and all alone, yet he refused to come to Audsley. And how was Audsley to continue without Aedelbert by his side? 

He sighed and turned back to the dayglass, where the white sands were still falling with the faintest of whispers. The level rose to the height of his mark, and this time when he looked up at the demonic runes, he realized that he could understand them. He coughed, then said in the language of the demons, R'arzh ah-lkech. A name, he realized. The name of the demon bound to this particular Portal. 

The surface filled with black ink, and Audsley took a step back so as to not crowd any theoretical traveler. He felt a deep yearning for the sight of a friendly face. He didn't think he could last for long in Starkadr with only demons for company.

Ser Tiron stepped through, and Audsley raised his hand to his mouth. The knight seemed to have aged five years. Deep lines had been carved into his face and his eyes were hooded. Despite his clean clothing and shining mail he looked battered and beaten, with big smears of purple beneath his eyes. 

"Magister," said the knight, his voice a harsh rasp. "Step aside. There are more coming through. Many more."

Audsley did as he was bid, Ser Tiron standing by his side, and a file of Agerastian soldiers began to emerge. Twenty men and women in all, clad in studded leather armor that looked better suited to warmer climes, with heavy packs and cloaks and curved swords at their hips. They all but stumbled as they entered Starkadr, their eyes widening in shock, nearly losing formation until discipline forced them to keep walking. A man at their front, a round-faced fellow who looked more like a shopkeeper than a soldier, barked a command, and the soldiers shook off their shock and moved to stand in formation to one side.

The next person through was Ord, grim-faced, followed immediately by Lady Kyferin. 

Audsley clapped his hands. "You did it, my lady! You have succeeded? We are allies?"

Iskra stepped up to him and clasped both of his hands in her own. She looked worn, perhaps not as exhausted as Tiron, but a pale blue silk scarf wrapped around her throat gave her a little flair, and her eyes were alight with determination and satisfaction. "Yes, my dear Audsley. We did, though at great cost. We've lost Hannus. But his loss has gained us an empire as an ally. There is much to tell you, soon, when we are all safely resting at Mythgræfen over a mug of tea."

More people were coming through, a group of six wearing matching robes of purple and yellow, moving without military precision but grabbing at each other's arms and gesturing, whispering excitedly to each other in Agerastian and shaking their heads in wonder. 

Finally came an older man with a hooked nose and a lively smile, a pack hanging over one shoulder and a writing satchel over the other. He bowed low to Iskra, then turned to regard the interior of the great room with an appreciative whistle. "This will make for a beautiful drawing. My fortune will be made if I can produce enough copies to sell in the market, though few will believe me that this place is real."

Iskra said, "Audsley, let me introduce you to Orishin, a former scribe and my current translator. He aided us greatly on our mission."

Audsley inclined his head, unsure how much deference to show to an Agerastian former scribe, but the man bowed deeply in return as if Audsley were an emperor himself.

Ser Tiron looked around. "Temyl? Bogusch?"

Audsley shook his head. "My apologies, Ser Tiron. Bogusch was taken in the same manner as Meffrid. Temyl... insisted that I let him escape back to Ennoia via a Portal."

Tiron's brows lowered. "Insisted, did he? The coward." He then studied Audsley's frame. "Your clothing is torn. Were you in a fight?"

"Oh, this?" Audsley looked down at his slashed tunic, which was soaked in blood. "Ah, yes. It does look alarming, doesn't it? But no, I, um, tried to make field bandages for Bogusch. It's his blood, I'm afraid."

Tiron nodded, but Audsley didn't like the curious way he was studying what might obviously be the work of claws instead of tidy tearing. 

Fortunately, Iskra interrupted Tiron's scrutiny. "Let's proceed immediately to Mythgræfen, Magister."

"Yes, absolutely." 

He nodded eagerly and hurried through the mist, leading the group toward the far Portal column. He could sense the demons in his mind studying them, using his eyes to take in the new arrivals.

The men and women in purple and gold are Flame Walkers, said the monk, seeming to step forward from the darkness of his mind.

"Oh?" Audsley realized too late that he'd said that out loud. He walked a little quicker. Agerastian Sin Casters?

Yes, said the monk. Their auras are hard to read without a ready source of magic flowing through them, but they are clearly adept.

Audsley reached the column, walked around it to the Portal, then took a deep breath and turned to the others as they gathered. "When I open the Gate, it will remain passable for about a minute. Enough time for us all to go through, but, please, be quick. Agreed?"

Everyone nodded.

Audsley turned back to the Portal and read the demon's name that was inscribed across the top. Akressat M'chazk.

The door filled with black, flowing liquid, and Audsley took a deep breath, smiled, and stepped through. 

He felt a moment of disorientation, a rushing wind, and a plummeting sensation in his stomach as if he were falling a thousand miles, and then he was through, stepping out into the basement beneath Mythgræfen. They'd done it! They'd returned! Now, to see how the others had fared in their absence. 

Audsley walked forward, intent on giving the others space, and then froze. Was that - had he heard some kind of scream? All the way down here? Ser Tiron emerged behind him, then Ord, and all the while Audsley stood listening, staring up the staircase. A rumble filtered down to them, like boulders sliding down a cliff. 

"Something's wrong," said Audsley. 

Soldiers were coming through now, filling the chamber, their captain quickly assessing the situation and directing them to stand against the left-hand wall, ten wide and two deep.

Another rough scream. It was barely audible through all the rock, but Audsley felt the demons in his mind stir. All three emerged from hiding, filling his mind with their presence. Demons, whispered the old Aletheian man. I sense them. Many demons. 

The Agerastian Sin Casters came through, and as one they cried out in wonder, taking deep breaths as if they had emerged from a long spell spent under water.

"Audsley, stay down here," said Ser Tiron, drawing his sword. 

"No, um, you see...." 

Audsley didn't quite know how to disagree with the knight, but Tiron had already turned away, looking for Iskra as she came through the Portal. Taking advantage of the opportunity, Audsley hurried up the steps, around and around, seeing each step plainly despite the darkness, and came out into the storage room just off the courtyard. His heart was pounding. The sounds coming from the courtyard were terrifying. Screams and roars, bellows and cries. 

Audsley lifted both fists before him, and a moment later crimson flame engulfed them with a whoomph as if they'd been dipped in pitch. 

We have our utility, do we not? The Zoeian woman sounded darkly pleased.

Ignoring her, he ran forward, lifting off the ground a few steps before he passed through the door and emerged into the courtyard.

Audsley looked up and saw the forces of Hell assailing Kethe and Asho on the thin span of wall above the gatehouse. They stood back to back, their swords flaming brands against the night, fighting furiously as the wall below them crawled with climbing shadow corpses. About them flew great bat-winged shapes. 

Terror surged through him. Audsley wanted to turn, to flee back into the storage room, down past the guards and Sin Casters, and leap into the silence of Starkadr. Instead, he sucked in a desperate gulp of air, clenched his fists even harder and with a surge he flew straight up.

Up past the aspen trees, at times quickly, at others slowly down as if about to lose all momentum, the hold's wall seeming to race past him as he climbed into the night sky, and then in a flash he was out of the hold altogether, Asho and Kethe's desperate duel taking place below him, and only then did Audsley see the true scope of the battle that was being waged around them.

Below him raged a coalition of the damned, a frenzy of imagination gone riot, the worst of every thundering sermon he had heard from priests who had described the gory inhabitants of Hell in an attempt to set their young charges right. Their cries shook the night, their keening slashed it to ribbons. Audsley saw their host extend down the length of the causeway, encircling the castle, engulfing it in a cataclysm of evil that was tightening like a hand closing into a fist.

An imp-like creature noticed him and swerved from its trajectory to attack, crying high with glee and slashing at the air with a sword that looked more like a shard of volcanic glass than a blade.

Audsley stared at it, his shock paralyzing him. The sheer scope of what lay before him had boggled his mind. 

Attack it, fool! 

The Zoeian man's bark snapped him back to life. Audsley raised both hands, screamed, and split the night with hellfire. 

The imp incinerated, its sword spinning off into the dark. Audsley's terror was fuel to the flames, a gout both terrible and beautiful, roaring out almost twenty yards to catch another flitting shape and devouring it too.

The whole world seemed to slow and stop, and a hundred eyes turned to regard him as he fell. Even Asho and Kethe on their thin stretch of wall looked up, their faces smeared with blood, their eyes wide and uncomprehending.

"Oh," said Audsley as he caught himself and arrested his fall, panting for breath, his panic ratcheting up another notch. "Oh, hello."

A panoply of war cries rent the air, and Audsley saw all the flying creatures orient on him. He was suddenly the nexus of the swarm, their sole focal point, and they drew in, creatures large and small, winged or flying of their own volition like him; winged corpses wreathed in shadow, serpents of bone, great and monstrous eagles with the wings of bats. Audsley screamed and spun away as something dive-bombed at him, barely missing, then a second opened his shoulder with its talons as it flew by.

He didn't know what to do. He wanted to cover his face with his flaming fists, but the Zoeian demon carved into his soul was screaming at him, a bloodcurdling demand that he move, so Audsley dropped his arms and dove down, trying for speed, seeking to evade the attacks that were coming from left and right.

Down into the courtyard he flew, moving so fast that the leaves of the trees blurred, around the trunks, and almost straight into the ground. He managed to lift up at the last moment, scraping the uneven flagstones, and then shot straight out through the gatehouse, a burst of confidence leading him to turn onto his back and look at his pursuers. A multiplicity of evil had come howling after him, choking the gate tunnel. Audsley yelled his defiance and unleashed flame from both fists, filling the tunnel from wall to wall with roaring crimson and incinerating everything in there.

Immediately his power of flight left him. He hit the ground with his shoulders, rolled over backwards, cracked his head with frightful force, and then yelled and fought for air. Just before he hit again and began to roll head over heels he lifted back up as if caught by a powerful updraft, soaring out of the tunnel and nearly into the branches of the twisted oak.

Screaming in fear, Audsley managed to veer up and to the right, blasting through the branches that whipped and tore at him, then he was out in the air, flying up and over the demonic horde that capered and leaped and sought to drag him down.

Audsley felt a hand clench his ankle and, without looking, poured flame from his hands below him, sending an expanding ring of lurid crimson out along the ground. Momentum carried him up, the hand let him go, and just as he hit his peak and began to fall he focused once more on flight and shot up, out of reach, up into the blessedly cool night air. He turned to look back and saw that more demons were coming for him, including something that looked like a dragon, oh, by the White Gate, a dragon - and then he turned to look at where he was going and tore himself to a stop.

A man was flying before him, huge wings of flame beating in sensual undulations, each downbeat casting a hail of sparks and cinders upon the horde below. He was crowned with fire, a jagged circle of living flame that caught the fire in his eyes and gave him a malevolent authority and presence that took Audsley's breath away.

Now, this I have not seen in millennia, said the man - no, the demon. Shall I draw my brothers from your soul, human? Grip each one by the throat and tear it free? 

Audsley quailed. What is he? Is he an ur-destraas? 

No, whispered the Aletheian man. But still too powerful for us. Flee!

How do I kill it? 

You can't kill it, said the monk. Audsley thought he heard it whimper.

Audsley raised his hands, pressed his thumbs together and fanned wide his fingers. A little fire. Now. Please?

Power gathered in his hands with tremendous speed, building up to a painful level as the three demons panicked and poured their very essence into the attack. A hideous gout of flame blazed forth, knocking Audsley back as it shot toward the demon, perfectly aimed dead center on its chest.

The demon made no effort to avoid it. Instead, it threw wide its arms and laughed, a fell sound that mocked Audsley to his core. The flame spattered off him, a shower flowing to either side of him as if it were little more than water. 

Audsley caught his fall just a few yards above the horde, staring up aghast the demon as it hovered in the air above him. 

You think to destroy me with their essence? 

Audsley let out a wail and put all his mind into flying back and up as quickly as he could, up and over the wall, catching one knee on a parapet and sending a flash of pain through his leg. Only the demon's laughter followed him, and Audsley felt a shaky wave of relief flood through him. Asho and Kethe were being swamped by the shadow corpses that were climbing the walls, so he extended his hands again and dropped back inside the courtyard, alighting on the ground. He took a deep breath and unleashed blast after blast of fire against the castle wall. 

The shadow demons blistered and burst. "Have at thee!" yelled Audsley, moving his hands from side to side, charring the stones and destroying every black skeletal figure in sight. 

Each burst of flame forced him to stagger back, buffeting him and rocking him onto his heels.  He felt like laughing, a maniacal laugh that he knew he'd never be able to stop. His moment of elation died, though, as a wave of demons came pouring in through the gatehouse, a deluge that turned and began to climb the wall, ignoring the remains of their fallen brothers. 

A lanky, many-limbed demon akin to a spider clambered into view at the corner of the hold's wall. Audsley saw it out of the corner of his eye; saw it lift a limb, then let out a scream and sent a silver blade of some kind whipping past him, end over end, nearly shearing off his face. Turning, Audsley saw that it had another seven such blades in hand. It raised two of them and threw them at him.

Audsley dropped his hands and flew up, felt a flare of pain in his thigh as something cut along the side of his leg, and turned to blast the spider demon – only to see a giant step up to the outside wall.

Audsley gaped. The monster had to stand fifteen yards tall for its head to clear the wall in such a manner. It was wearing a huge helmet of warped black metal, twin horns extending from the sides like the jaws of a stag beetle. Though its face was hidden in shadow, its eyes burned with livid light. It tore a crenellation off the wall and hurled it at Audsley, the huge chunk of wall whistling through the air and nearly removing his head as he ducked and twisted back down.

Winged shadows slashed at him. Audsley cried out and dove awkwardly to the side, but there was nowhere to escape. 

The spider monster hurled another two spars of silver. Audsley heard the giant tear out another chunk of the wall. Desperate, with sweat pouring down his face, the flames that licked along his fists beginning to die down, he backed away, floating toward the far wall. He threw bolts of fire at his weaving opponents, dropping a couple of yards each time, his growing panic making him miss more often than hit.

There was no way he could win this battle. There were too many fighting against him. He could kill a hundred and make no impression on the horde. He couldn't breathe; his throat was on fire, and pain suffused his wounded thigh. The demons in his mind were screaming at him, their commands and pleas melding with his own desperate cries. He hit the inside of the far castle wall, the mossy stone blocks arresting his retreat. Almost immediately the spider demon hurled another silver spear, which missed him by an inch but pinned his tunic to the wall.

Audsley threw out another cascade of flame, incinerating four shadow demons as they swooped down at him, his tunic jerking tight as the silver spar arrested his fall. The giant hurl a second boulder at him. He screamed again and tried to fly to the side but was held in place - the spear had him pinned. Horror dawned on him as he realized that he didn't have time to tear free. He turned to see the boulder sailing toward him faster than he could have thought possible – and then it exploded in a sheet of black flame.

The sound was ear-shattering. Chunks and shards of rock flew in every direction. Audsley gaped and looked down to see six individuals striding out into the courtyard, their yellow and purple robes whipping around them, their faces alight with wonder and determination.

The Agerastian Sin Casters.
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Were talons and maws not seeking to rend his flesh on every side, Asho would have stood and stared as Audsley fought his terrible if erratic path through the sky. But he didn't have the time, didn't have the luxury of doing more than focusing on sheer survival; out of the corner of his eye he saw Audsley flit here, blast flame there, drop out of the sky and then retreat from the demon lord, but the whole time, Asho was fighting. He swung, blocked, ducked and pivoted, swapping places with Kethe so smoothly that they might have spent their entire lives training together.

Even if they had, they would still never have come close to this level of unity. She was an extension of him. He felt her pain, felt her exhilaration, felt her desperate need to fight on for just one more minute, one more second, to block one last cut, to kill one final demon. And just as he sensed her, he knew she felt him, anticipated his maneuvers, turning to swing her blade over his head as he ducked to kill an attacking shadow even as he hacked the legs out from under another. 

The demon corpses fell from their attacks, toppling over the edges of the walls left and right, none of them gaining a foothold, but there were always more. More skeletal hands clasping the edge of the parapet to pull their grinning, cadaverous faces into view, the shadow-stuff of their bodies wrapping around the rock as they hauled themselves up to rake and strike.

Audsley screamed, and Asho saw as he turned an actual giant stride up to the castle wall, dripping black water from the lake, to tear off a hunk of rock and hurl it at the flying magister. Audsley was beleaguered, being attacked from all sides. Asho felt fury surge up within him, anger at his inability to help his friend. He redoubled his attacks, crushing a skull, booting a second corpse in the chest and off the wall, lunging past Kethe to block an attack that was about to take her in the side. 

Another scream from Audsley. Asho risked a look and saw the portly Noussian pinned against the far wall - How by the Black Gate is he flying? - then the giant threw a second boulder. 

"Audsley!" Asho's cry was lost in the roar of battle, and then totally eclipsed by the shattering crack as black fire destroyed the rock in midair. Asho actually stopped fighting and stared down into the courtyard. Six men and women were running there, power boiling off them, dressed in purple and yellow robes.

Agerastians! Lady Kyferin had done it. She'd – 

A hand grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him down. He fell to his knees as wicked claws scythed through the air where he'd been standing, then Kethe's white-burning blade passed clear through the corpse. Asho fought back to his feet, but the pressure on him and Kethe was lessening. Panting for breath, he blocked a swipe, taking off the corpse's arm as he did so, and saw that the shadow corpses on the inside of the hold wall were swarming back down to attack the Agerastians, some of them leaping clear off the wall only to be burned in midair.

"Asho!" Kethe's voice was a desperate cry. "I can sense them!"

The Agerastians were flush with power, but that did nothing to stave off the taint that was corrupting their flesh with each blast of black fire they threw. A quick glance showed Asho that they were already feeling the effects of the taint. One already had his arm over another's neck, and a third was reeling.

"I'm going to shield them!" 

"Kethe, no!" 

But it was too late. She closed her eyes, trusting her defense to him, and he felt her withdraw some of her power from their bond. She reached down to the six people below, her white light seeking blindly and then finding the six flickering fields of black energy in the courtyard.

As one, the six Agerastians stared up at where Kethe was standing.

"Kethe, you can't!" Asho fought around her, extending himself to his utmost, battling and slashing to keep the shadow corpses away from her. "You'll burn out!"

She didn't listen. One by one, she connected with each of the Agerastians. Blindly, just as he had the first time, they forged a bond with her. One by one, she took on the load of their casting, accepted the punishment of their taint. Each bond weighed her down further. 

She couldn't do this. She'd snuff out like a candle.

"There," she gasped, little more than a whisper. The white fire that engulfed her was but a shadow of its former self. She stood stooped, effort contorting her face, her lips a thin line. "Now. Fight."

Asho leaped up and kicked a shadow corpse in the face. Bone shattered, and he landed on the crenellation, staring out at the demonic horde. Had this army lain in wait all this time up in the ranges? The causeway was still covered. More winged creatures were flying down from the mountains, and giants were wading through the lake, the water surging around their shoulders. And above them all flew the demon lord, his wings stretching out a dozen yards to each side, beating with massive, slow strokes as he watched, eyes burning, a smile carved into his human face.

"We have to kill him!" Asho turned to Kethe, and fear lanced through his heart. She was barely blocking the attacks that were coming her way. 

He leaped back down, hewed a shadow in half, and dragged her away in time to block a cut, then reversed his blade, spun, and plunged the tip into the shadow's chest. It fragmented into cinders and ashes that were blown away by the wicked beat of wings above them.

Asho looked up. A massive serpent - a dragon? - was coiling down to strike at them, endless loops of ebon nightmare that terminated in teeth and burning eyes and a flickering tongue. It opened its mouth, and Asho saw vermillion flames flickering in its gullet just a moment before it spewed forth a gout of flame.

Asho screamed and threw up his hand, not drawing from Kethe but rather from his own body, summoning in an instant the black fire with which he'd destroyed the Virtue. He flung his own fire right back up at the dragon snake so that their infernal plumes met halfway and there spread out into a great flickering disc. 

Ask for my help, came the voice from the sword.

Asho felt his body revolting, his muscles spasming. The dragon snake's flame had a terrible weight to it; it was pushing him down to a crouch. The heat was tremendous, searing his hair.

Ask for my help, and I shall grant you strength beyond your own.

Sweat poured down his face. The very stones around him were starting to glisten from the blistering heat. His own black fire was diminishing, shrinking back toward him. Kethe defended his back, fighting off five shadow corpses, but she was too close. The dragon snake's flames would incinerate her too.

"Yes," he said through gritted teeth. "I accept!"

The sword seemed to leap up, dragging him to his feet, and the runes incandesced, sending out sheets of red fire in a single burst before Asho felt his strength augmented tenfold. He felt the presence in the blade roar with delight, and the black fire emerging from its tip doubled, tripled, became a torrent.

The dragon snake writhed in the air, its wings sending down storm winds; there was no end and no beginning to is coils. It pulled its head back as the black flame raced up, then turned at the last to flee, but it was too late. The ebon flames shot into its mouth, engulfed its head, and it gave a screech loud enough to deafen the world.

Madness seized Asho. Wicked might filled him, the magic that poured down from the Black Gate finding him a receptacle without end. Blade in hand, he leaped. He flew straight up, like a spear hurled at the heavens, up through the coils of the dragon snake to loop an arm around its neck, fingers digging in under its jawbone. He swung his legs up and around, and then he was seated between two great horns.

He screamed with terror and exhilaration, a war cry that he hurled in defiance of the demons arrayed below him, and with all his strength he wrenched the horns down and to the left. The dying, blinded dragon snake obeyed, its wings still thundering through the air as it reared and then fell into a dive, plummeting in its final throes down toward the wall.

Asho hopped up into a crouch, released the horns, reversed his burning blade and buried it deep into the dragon snake's skull. The blade sank in effortlessly, down to the hilt, and there it locked. The dragon snake contorted, its wings faltered, and then it went limp. There were only seconds left before it would collide with the wall of the Hold. 

Asho pulled his blade free in a welter of demonic ichor, rose up and ran between the horns, took three steps down the dragon snake's ruined head, and leaped a moment before it slammed into the stones. Unnatural strength caused him to soar up, just managing to clear the parapet. He brought his knees up to his chest, whisked over the far stone edge, and slammed right into the giant.

It bellowed in confusion and anger, releasing a chunk of rock, but it was too late. Asho's trajectory had caused him to hit it right in the center of its chest, momentum allowing him to sink his burning sword down to the hilt. 

Yes, crooned the blade. I drink deep!

The giant bellowed again, but the black fire was in its body, searing and burning it from inside. Asho felt his own body warping, sickness flooding through him as he channeled the tainted magic. The world was a smear of light around him as he rode the toppling giant to the ground, the huge form shaking the earth as it collapsed, its head last to smash into the shallows of the lake.

Asho rolled clear, tumbling over the pebbles of the beach, and came to a stop on his side, blade half in the water, where it sent up continuous, hissing wisps of steam.

He tried to rise, hawked, and spat blood. His insides felt liquid and strange. He'd grown used to depending on Kethe, used to her cleansing his every act of magic. Now he was paying the price, that oldest of curses, taking in that taint that had warped users of magic across the centuries without fail and had gifted them with the damning name of Sin Casters. 

Asho propped himself up on one elbow. The giant blocked most of his view of the causeway, but he could see Kethe fighting along the castle wall, still burning with her faint white fire, while Audsley hove into view, flying backwards and dropping and rising as he threw fistful after fistful of crimson fire. Levering himself to his feet, Asho staggered, then threw up a block, deflected a demon's descending blade and whipped his blade around to take off its head.

Sheets of black fire came spitting out through the gatehouse tunnel, searing the twisted oak's trunk and devastating the massed ranks of the enemy. Three Agerastians strode into view, their faces grim, hands outstretched before them, driving the enemy away from them as they cleansed the island. Asho could sense the pulse of taint as it raced up to Kethe, slamming into her with each blast. How was she doing it? How was she taking such punishment?

Three shadow hounds raced forward, snarling and slavering, and the whole world was reduced to the few feet around him. He fought, ducked, threw himself into a roll. He opened a belly as a hound leaped over him, cut off a foreleg. He was knocked down, felt jaws clamp around his thigh, and shot a blast of black fire from his open palm into the hound's head. It howled and fell away. Asho, shuddering, rose to his feet again and froze.

The demon lord was moving forward. At long last his almost lazy wing beats were carrying him into battle. The Agerastians were moving forward with terrible determination, blasting left and right, searing everything that came their way. As the demon lord hove into view, they stopped, lifted their faces, and Asho saw the whites of their eyes. He screamed, waving for them to retreat, but instead they raised their hands in unison, one of them crying out a count, and then they unleashed a wave of infernal flame.

It seared the night, spitting like a living thing as it raced up to the demon lord, who wrapped his burning wings around his flame and disappeared as if within a burning cage. The black fire shattered against his wings, but Asho saw to his disbelief that the Agerastians had succeeded in what he had thought impossible: they had wounded the demon lord.

It swept its wings wide and in one terrible shudder shed its human guise. Its skin blackened, and its form expanded to almost six yards in height. It was massively muscled. A wealth of twisted horns curved up and back from its head like a chitinous corona, and its face was the stuff of nightmares: a second jaw opening up beneath the first, the nose mere flaming gashes. Glowing runes of power smoldered like scars across its whole frame.

Let me show you fire, it said. 

It leaned forward, both mouths gaping open, and vomited a stream of livid white flame. This was no flickering, dancing, many-tongued flame such as what Asho had been throwing, but sleek and fat and concentrated into a vicious beam that expanded into a cone just before it hit the ground. The roar was like standing directly under a waterfall. The demon lord arched its back and flared its wings as it poured forth its might, enveloping the Agerastians completely. On and on it roared, and all Asho could do was stand there, sword in hand, staring in horror.

Abruptly, the demon lord snapped its mouths closed. The flames disappeared, and where the Agerastians had stood was nothing but a crater. Asho couldn't see how deep it went, but the stone around its edge was black and ruinously cracked.

The demon lord threw back its horned head and laughed.

Asho looked up to Kethe and saw her standing tall behind the battlements, the deaths of the Agerastians having lightened her strain. He reached for her again, forged their connection, and then, gripping the sword with both hands, leaped straight up the front of the wall, up high to arc over the crenellations and land lightly by her side in a crouch. 

Kethe inhaled the taint from his magic with something akin to violence, snatching it away from him, and in its place she once again extended that white shield, surrounding him with her invisible fire so that he was shriven before he could even sin.

"We have to kill it," she said, ignoring the corpses and the new demons that were clambering up toward them. Asho gazed out over the host and saw that its size was much diminished. It no longer seem infinite; now, the rear of the causeway shone clear, and the forces gathered around the castle were thinner. A pyrrhic victory, Asho thought; giants were heaving themselves out of the lake to step onto the shore, some wielding clubs the length of tree trunks. They alone could destroy the hold and Asho and Kethe along with it.

Audsley alighted by their side, drenched in perspiration, his hands burning like twin torches, his stately body slashed and much abused, though the pain seemed to touch him not. The magister gave them a weary smile and took his spectacles off to rub them on the hem of his tunic. 

"Hello Asho," he said. "Kethe."

There would be time for questions later. Now, Asho's mind spun. Oh, how he wished now for the drunken, searing glory of the magic of the Black Gate, even though it had threatened to burn him up from within. Could he pull in that much magic here? Steal it from the air and the land till he was on the verge of losing his mind once more?

A plan came to him. A preposterous, impossible plan. "Audsley. Can you carry Kethe?"

"I... Why, I suppose so. With her permission, of course. Though my, ah, speed might be hampered."

"Good." 

The first demons crawled into view on either side of them, their shadows whispering in a frenzy, their yellowed skulls gleaming as if covered with a patina of wax. 

"I'm going to distract the demon lord," Asho said. "Carry her up and behind him. When you get the chance, drop her onto his back."

Audsley's eyes went glassy with panic. "I - what? Drop Kethe - on -?"

Asho turned to Kethe, cupped the back of the neck, and pulled her in for a hard kiss. Her lips were smooth and burning hot, and Asho felt a terrible shock as he pulled back. Her skin had grown paper-thin and impossibly smooth, her eyes now liquid black flame. But they couldn't stop now. Everything hung in the balance. 

Asho stepped up onto a crenellation and crouched. He drank deep of the magic around them, inhaling it into his soul, more and more, till he felt saturated, till he felt that he couldn't take in a drop more - and then did so. He heard the blast of Audsley's fire, heard Kethe call out a warning, the sound of battle. He ignored it. He focused on his blade, using it as a conduit to the world, as if its point had cut into the fabric of reality and was allowing magic to pour free just like the Black Gate did.

More, he whispered the blade. I need more.

So you shall have it, whispered the blade in return, and Asho gasped as magic poured into him at a terrible rate. His clothing and hair whipped around him as if he were standing in a storm, and the sword disappeared within a black fire so complete it was like a gash of night. Just when Asho thought he was about to go mad, when his vision had begun to blur, when his need to scream was nearly overwhelming, he sprang up and out, throwing himself at the distant demon lord in an impossible leap into the void.

Over the twisted oak, over the head of a giant who swung his club too late, right at the demon lord flew Asho, leaving a trail of black fire in his wake. The demon lord saw him coming; it extended its hand to the right, and a curved blade of crimson fire manifested in its grip. 

Asho swung with both hands. His sword bit deep into the burning blade, lodging almost halfway into its substance, and such was his momentum that he drove the demon lord back through the air. Yet it wasn't enough. He tore his sword free, magic roaring through his ears, a deluge of taint rushing back toward Kethe with no doubt ruinous consequences - but he did not fall.

With an ear-splitting cry Asho hammered at the demon lord once more. The demon fenced with adroit skill, wielding his huge blade as if it were a feather, circling around Asho as they fought. Black and crimson sparks were spat out into the night with each clash, and Asho knew that the demon lord was toying with him, that it could spit forth that terrible flame at any moment and char him in the sky. 

On he fought, sucking in more magic even as he expended it. He brought his blade hammering down, and just as it lodged again in the demon's sword, he extended his left hand and unleashed a blast of black fire at its face. 

The demon lord roared in anger as its features were seared. Asho had hoped to blind it, melt its skull, but instead he seemed to have only blistered its visage; the demon opened its twin mouths and Asho saw hellish light building in its gullet. Panicked, he yanked his sword free and fought to fly back, but the demon lord brought its huge wings around them, encircling them both in a cage of living fire, and where Asho's back touched its wings he felt his flesh rupture with blisters. 

There was no way out. He drank in more power, looking desperately above and below, but he was trapped in a globe of fire. The heat was tremendous, and his clothing spontaneously caught fire as his pale skin began to lesion. The demon lord again opened its mouths wide, and Asho was bringing his sword forward in a futile block when he saw Kethe drop from the sky behind the demon lord and land on its shoulders.

Her sword sank down to the hilt between its huge shoulders, the white fire hissing as it quenched itself in its flesh. The demon threw open its wings in a spasm of agony, arching its back and letting out a cry of utter fury. But the wound wasn't mortal. Even now, Asho could see awareness and cruel intelligence in its expression, and knew that all it would take was slamming its fiery wings together and it would kill Kethe where she was hanging on.

"For the Black Wolves!" Asho cried, then reversed his blade, put the very last of his power into a final surge, and lunged forward to slam his sword deep into the demon's sternum. 

This time the demon lord screamed, and with terrible beats of its wings it began to rise, higher and higher, clawing at Asho. But Asho ignored the deep gashes, his own fiery corona protecting him from the demon's worst attacks, and with everything he had, he plunged the sword in to the hilt. 

Not knowing why, acting on instinct, he reached out for Kethe. He focused on their channel, their magic connection, and attuned his blade to her own. He felt the two swords align in some mystical way with each other, felt the flow of magic between them, a miniature version of the universal flow from Black Gate to White. His blade became a vortex, sucking in all the magic around them, and sank that power into Kethe's sword. 

The demon lord screamed again, a harrowing, awful sound that deafened Asho. White light poured out of its mouth and eyes, and then its chest ruptured, sending huge, clotted pieces of ichor-drenched flesh blasting out past Asho's turned head.

The demon's final wing beat lifted them one last time into the air, then the wings of flame simply dissolved away into nothing. They rose a few yards closer to the stars, hung still for a moment, and then began to fall.

Terrified, Asho reached for power, but Kethe was gone. Her connection had shut down. He saw her falling behind the demon, eyes closed, limp-limbed. Frantic to save her, Asho pulled his blade free of the demon's ruined chest and smacked its serrated edge into the demon's shoulder. He hauled himself up and over, his body pulling away from the demon's altogether as they plummeted toward the ground. 

"Kethe!" His scream was torn from his mouth by the wind. Faster and faster they fell; the hold, the fires, and the fleeing demons below rose up toward them with horrific speed. At last, Asho was able to reach out and catch Kethe's arm. He pulled her in close, releasing his blade as he hugged her tight. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and took in what power he could of his own accord.

It was pitifully little. With Kethe's soothing presence gone, his whole body felt tortured, his soul burned and abused. He drank in a sip, turned so that he would hit the ground first, and whispered, Your soul to the White Gate.

The ground soared up toward them, and Asho expended everything he had in one final push against it. He felt blood rise in his gorge and pain cleave through his head, and then they hit and everything went dark.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Ser Tiron stood with blade drawn, staring fixedly at the steps that led from the underground chambers to the storage room above. Iskra was by his side, a hand resting lightly on his mailed shoulder. It galled him to be down here, hiding as others waged war above, but Iskra had given him a direct command: stay below and act as her last line of defense should the enemy come down those steps. He'd had no choice but to obey, and worse, a part of him had been relieved; he was battered, wounded, his vision gray with exhaustion, barely able to lift his blade, and unsure if he would last more than a few heartbeats in battle.

He glowered at the steps, listening intently to the dull cries and filtered crashes. Occasionally the ceiling shivered as if punished by some primal force. Captain Patash had led his soldiers up to the storage room, where they would have more room to fight should the enemy make it past the Sin Casters. Tiron had heard some yells from them, but nothing that spoke of a full assault. 

"That cannot be Lord Laur assaulting us," said Iskra quietly.

"No," agreed Tiron, opening and closing his grip on his sword. "Unless we lost time passing through the Portals."

"I've never heard of that happening," said Iskra.

The sound of footsteps echoed down the stairs. Tiron tensed, but it was merely an Agerastian soldier, a broad-shouldered woman with a broken nose and a pattern of small, pale scars like sword nicks across her tanned face. She saluted and spoke quickly, and even though Tiron didn't understand her words, her attitude was clear: relief mixed with shock.

Orishin poked his head out of one of the side rooms. He blinked, then emerged, sliding a black-bound book into his satchel. He questioned the soldier rapidly in Agerastian, then turned to Iskra. "They are retreating, my lady. She says the demons have been beaten back."

Demons. Ser Tiron gazed at his blade. He'd have been useless up there without Mæva to enchant his sword.

"The Ascendant be praised," Iskra said reflexively, and then Tiron caught a flicker of a frown as she caught herself. "Come. Let us go up and see how we can help."

"Iskra," said Tiron, raising a hand to forestall her. "You should stay down here while we make sure -"

She simply strode past him toward the steps. The broken-nosed soldier raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed at Iskra's bravery, then turned and climbed the steps ahead of her. Ser Tiron swallowed a curse and followed, Orishin at his heels.

Captain Patash's soldiers were standing in loose formation across the breadth of the storage room, having dragged crates and sacks into a loose barricade before them. They had seen no combat, Tiron saw with relief; as brave as they might be, they would have been helpless before even one demon. Patash snapped a quick command, and the soldiers pulled aside a crate to allow Iskra to step through. Another command, and ten soldiers fanned out into the courtyard ahead of her, the others forming a rear guard.

Tiron exchanged a nod with Patash before following Iskra outside, where they all stopped as they gazed upon the destruction. Ser Tiron stepped past Iskra, gently pushing aside an Agerastian so that he could look up at the inside of the courtyard's front wall. It was charred, and many of the rocks were cracked, with large gaps at the very top where chunks had been torn free. At the foot of the wall lay a long mound of remains, not bodies but, rather, shattered skeletons tangled in old cloth, a jumble of yellowed bones and dirt, as if they had been disinterred by a brutally indifferent gravedigger. It was impossible to tell how many had fallen there. Fifty? A hundred? Two of the aspen trees were badly burned, one snapped in half like a celery stalk. A boulder nearly Tiron's size lay a few yards to his right. It had dented the wall above it, pushing out the heavy rocks where it had impacted.

Patash whispered something that might have been a prayer. Smaller heaps of bone lay here and there across the courtyard, the corpses of rotting animals, mostly. An eagle. What might have been a three-yard-long snake over by the wall. Tiron recalled how the demon he had helped kill up in the mountains had decomposed rapidly till nothing was left but the mountain goat it had possessed; these no doubt were similar remains.

"There," said Iskra. "Hurry. Bring them inside."

Tiron followed her pointed finger and saw a torn robe of yellow and purple. One of the Agerastian Vothaks was almost hidden under rubble near the wall, while another lay on the far side of the fallen aspen. Not dead, he saw, but sick to the point of death. Patash's soldiers ran forward and gently lifted them, then carried them back to the storage room, and as they passed, Tiron saw their deathly pallor, the blood running from nostrils, ears, and the corners of their mouths, the vomit and blood spewed down their fronts, their gnarled and twisted limbs. 

He almost formed the sign of the triangle, but he caught himself in time. What kind of battle had raged out here? Needing to take action, he tapped Patash on the shoulder and nodded to the front gate, then strode forward, sword at the ready, stepping over piles of bones and into the gatehouse tunnel. Its interior was also charred, the ground covered in sooty stains, and when Tiron emerged on the far side he stopped once more in wonder.

A huge hole had been dug out of the ground on the far side of the oak tree, four yards across and perhaps three deep. An ashen pit. This front section of the island was gouged and furrowed as if it had been hacked at by a giant, and bones and rotting animal corpses were littered everywhere. Lifting his gaze, he thought he saw movement at the far end of the causeway. Possibly something fleeing into the forest that covered the lower slopes of the mountains, but he couldn't be sure.

Patash said something and pointed, then began to jog toward where Audsley was kneeling beside two bodies. 

No, thought Tiron. He ran after Patash, pain stabbing through him as he went, and staggered to a halt beside Audsley to look down at Asho and Kethe.

"Are they dead?"

Audsley looked up at him, solemn behind his spectacles. "No. But they're not doing well. Not doing well at all."

Tiron knelt down beside Kethe and reached out to touch the side of her neck. She looked strange in a way that he couldn't pin down, not wasted and sickened like the Vothaks, but insubstantial, her veins clearly visible like blue tracery through her skin, her lips bloodless. Her armor was scorched and bloodied and torn, but not Kethe herself; she looked as clean as if she had just emerged from a bath. 

He felt at last a faint and erratic pulse. Grunting, he slid his arms under her knees and shoulders and lifted her to his chest. He was shocked by how little she weighed, less even than a child. 

Patash caught him under the elbow and helped him stand. "Bring Asho," Tiron said, looking down at the Bythian.

Only then did he really study Asho's countenance, and saw the signs of Sin Casting writ large. Blood was running from the boy's mouth, nose and ears; his skin, always pale, was now waxen; his eyes were sunken; his hair was singed and burned. Patash called to several soldiers, who ran over and picked up Asho, and then together they staggered over the torn-up land to the front gate.

They returned to the courtyard and there passed into the great hall. Tiron looked around the gloomy interior, hoping for a sign of Ser Wyland and the others, but it was empty. "Light the fire," he snapped, and Audsley rushed over to the main pit. He dropped some logs into the ashen center, and a moment later they roared to life. 

Tiron lowered Kethe onto a bedroll, sat on his heels, studied the suddenly roaring fire and then looked to Audsley. "How did you do that?"

Audsley shrank back, but was prevented from answering by Iskra, who rushed into the hall and went to Kethe's side with a wordless cry. She knelt by Kethe and cupped her cheek, studying every inch of her as quickly as she could, smoothing her hair, shaking her head in powerful denial of what she was seeing. 

"Kethe? Kethe!" She turned to Tiron. "Remove her armor. Hurry!"

Tiron began to work on the buckles and straps, cutting through the ones that were warped or too tightly knotted. Iskra hovered beside him, then commanded someone to fetch her water and a cloth. The groans of the surviving Vothaks were a dull tapestry of pain in the background, and as more fires were lit, the hall slowly began to feel alive once more.

"Orishin," said Iskra, pulling herself away from Kethe's side with great reluctance. "Captain Patash. Audsley." 

The three men gathered before her. For a moment, Iskra seemed not to know why she'd called them to her side, staring blankly at them all, and Tiron almost rose to comfort her, but then she ran her hands through her hair and gathered herself. 

"Orishin, please translate. Captain Patash, please post guards on the walls. I would also appreciate your sending a group of your soldiers to carefully search the hold and the island for any of our people. Audsley will then show you where our food and belongings are kept. I want a meal cooked immediately. I want fresh water brought in from the lake. The hall looks like it's been abandoned, so I want bedrolls, blankets, everything pulled out of storage so that it can be used again."

She hesitated and looked around the hall. "Where is Ser Wyland? Brocuff? The others?" She pressed her hand to her face. "No, of course, they must have gone into hiding to avoid being massacred by the demons. We'll send people down to Hrething tomorrow to collect them."

The pile of armor by Kethe's side grew as Tiron cut free her chest plate and began sawing through the leather ties that held her shoulder plates on. He listened abstractly as Orishin translated in a steady whisper, and out of the corner of his eye saw Patash nod, then turn to where his soldiers were standing uncertainly to the side and give them commands.

Iskra reached out and took Audsley's hands in her own. "Magister. Please, help Kethe. What can we do for her?"

Tiron pulled away to give them space, and Audsley and Iskra knelt by Kethe's side. She was breathing shallowly, her face turned toward the fire, the light of which only accentuated her unnatural appearance. 

Audsley frowned as if listening to a distant conversation, then shook his head. "I am no expert, my lady, but I have heard that this may happen to an Alabaster - sorry, a Virtue - when they exert themselves too much."

"I fear you're right," said Iskra, caressing Kethe's hair. "Oh, Kethe." 

There was heartbreak in her voice. There was nothing he could do for her, not with this, not now. 

"Did I tell you, either of you, of my brother?" She looked up at Tiron, her eyes bright with tears, then to Audsley. "He was like Kethe. He had the gift. Just before he left us, he was beginning to look a little like this." She bent down to run trembling fingers down the side of Kethe's cheek. "Though this – this is far more advanced..." 

Tiron felt a fist close around his heart. He knew nothing about Kethe's powers, but he had seen hundreds of men die in countless makeshift infirmaries across Ennoia. He knew in his gut that Kethe was slipping away. She was dying. She had crossed a threshold over which he had never seen men return.

Iskra closed her eyes, tears finally brimming and running down her cheeks. She took in a deep breath, straightened, then looked to Audsley, her gaze again firm. "There is only one thing to be done."

Audsley blinked. In the firelight, he looked like a hellish version of himself, his hair spiked with drying blood, his clothing torn, his rotund face stark with intense emotion. "My lady?"

"In Starkadr. There are Portals to Aletheia, are there not?"

"I - yes. Yes, there are."

Tiron leaned forward. "You would send her there?"

"I must." Iskra rested her hand on Kethe's shoulder, pain and love battling in her eyes. "It is her only hope. That the Virtues will take her in, consecrate her, and find a means to bring her back from death's door."

Audsley opened and closed his mouth several times. "But, according to Ascendance, this is a good death. She is sure to be reborn a Noussian. Do you think – I mean, should we -"

"Magister." Iskra's smile was tired. "I find that with each passing day the tenets of Ascendancy mean less and less to me. I want Kethe to survive. I want you to take her to Aletheia and deliver her to the Virtues."

Audsley simply gaped at her.

"Iskra," said Tiron, fighting to be both gentle and firm. "We can't spare Audsley. He is the only one who can operate the Portals in Starkadr. We need him to remain connected to the emperor."

Iskra shook her head. "He will return to us. We can spare him for a day if it means saving Kethe's life. Audsley, my family has an estate on Aletheia. You will take Kethe there, and ask my family to convey her to the Virtues. I wish more than anything that I could spare you, that you could stay and watch over here, but I can't. You must come back to us. As quickly as you can."

"I, ah, as you command, my lady," said Audsley, his voice tight with fear. "To Aletheia?" He gulped. "I visited, once. A long time ago."

"You are a Noussian," said Iskra tiredly. "Your presence on Aletheia's streets will not be questioned as long as you don't go above the Fifth Ward. My family's estate is in the Seventh. You should have no difficulty reaching them." She fixed Audsley with her eyes. "Will you do this for me, Magister?"

Audsley wilted. "Of course, my lady."

A weight seemed to lift from Iskra's shoulders. "Thank you. Let me say my goodbyes to Kethe, then you must depart at once." Again she caressed Kethe's cheek. "Hold on, Kethe. Please. For me. Don't let go. Just hold on a little longer."

Tiron stood with a grunt and motioned for Audsley to do the same, then stepped aside, leaving Iskra with her daughter. "All right." He placed a hand firmly on Audsley's shoulder. "Why don't you tell me about what happened in Starkadr, and why you ran out into this demon battle as if you had business there in the fray?"

Audsley surprised Tiron; he didn't bob his head and gulp, but rather frowned and blinked a few times before he nodded. "Very well. Yes, a clean disclosure is probably best. After Temyl made his, ah, graceful exit, I followed clues to a series of laboratories where Sin Casters known as Artificers had worked right up until the very end. There they bound - well - demons into objects of power, such as that sword we used to fly our platform. I found some other items which allowed me to hunt down the demon that was in turn hunting us, and in the bowels of Starkadr, I killed it." Audsley's eyes glittered as he held Tiron's gaze.

"You killed it." Tiron mulled that over. He was leaving things out. Something had happened to him to give the portly magister backbone. It had given him the confidence to run out into this horrendous battle, and, more impressively, survive. "And where's Aedelbert?"

"Ah." Audsley paled and looked down. "In Starkadr. Don't think me callous for not insisting on returning immediately to retrieve him. Events have been, how shall I say, pressing. But he grew scared of me after the battle with the demon. Aedelbert grew shy after seeing me throw fire around, and who can blame him? I shall try to collect him when I pass through Starkadr en route to Aletheia. Perhaps we can both seek healing in that fabled city."

"Hmm," said Tiron. "And these items you mentioned. Can anyone wield them?"

Audsley shook his head. "Remember how the platform required both a combination of knowledge and will? So do these items. The, ah, demons bound within them are terrible beings. I would not wish them unleashed in the mind of anyone else."

Tiron sighed and rubbed his face with both hands, then raked his fingers through his close-cropped hair. "And what were demons doing in Starkadr to begin with? Why was one loose there? Is there a third Black Gate we have to worry about?" 

He wanted nothing more than to sit and rest his head against the wall and close his eyes. But he forced his fatigue down and pressed on, trying to examine their problems from all angles.

"Well, I was going to discuss this with Iskra as soon as I had a moment alone, but given the situation..." Audsley gave a hesitant shrug. "The Sin Casters used the demons as a source of continuous power. There are thousands of them bound into lead blocks in the foundations of Starkadr, and I believe it is their strength that allows Starkadr to keep flying, all these centuries later. Demons are bound into the Portals, their magic allowing us to cross impossible distances with but a step. I would hazard that it is their might that allows Aletheia to fly, that keeps Nous above the waters, that made the city of Bythos possible."

Tiron felt his chest clamp tight as if he'd been punched in the gut. Despite himself he made the sign of the triangle, his mind spinning. He had thought himself well past being shocked by anything, but this – this filled him with a deep and powerful horror. "You're sure of this?"

Audsley nodded unhappily. "I saw their prisons myself. The demon that killed Meffrid and Bogusch was one the Sin Casters had freed, perhaps in the hope of binding it to a weapon. I think now that it was the sculpture Temyl spat on in the command center. Perhaps Temyl awoke it purely by accident."

"By the Ascendant," whispered Tiron. "The existence of the entire empire depends on the power of demons?"

Audsley hesitated, then nodded again. "Yes. I hadn't thought of it that way, but yes. Without them, the Solar Portals would close. Each city would be cut off from the others. Yes, I believe that to be a fair statement."

Tiron stared out at nothing, then laughed, a hollow, broken sound. "Ascension itself is only made possible through the slavery of demons. And nobody even knows it."

"Well, those who do must keep quiet about it," said Audsley. "It would be a disaster if the people of the empire discovered the truth."

Tiron sat down on a small barrel. He felt dizzy from the revelation. "The Aletheians. The Ascendant himself and his Grace. They must know?"

Audsley shrugged. "Perhaps not. Perhaps all this has been forgotten over the centuries, lost like so much other knowledge."

"Does... You're a Noussian; you should know. Does this invalidate all of Ascendancy, then? Is the whole religion a lie?"

Audsley bit his lip, brow lowered in thought. "No, I don't think it does. At least, it's never been clearly stated that one's soul passes through the Solar Portals en route to your next city of rebirth. As such, the Portals aren't a necessary component. Rather, they allow one to grasp the scope and scale of the journey one's soul must undertake before passing through the White Gate. Were the Portals to close, that visceral understanding that's made possible by the experience of traveling from city to city would be lost - but the soul would still complete its journey in time, regardless."

Tiron shook his head in wonder. "Thousands of demons, bound in Starkadr. And they're safely bound? Not about to escape?"

"No, I believe they're safe. The demon I killed was trying to free the greatest one, but I stopped it in time."

Tiron sat up straighter. "And if you hadn't?"

"Ah." Audsley's face went stiff. "I'd rather not contemplate that outcome. Perhaps that demon alone would have been sufficient to end the empire. And if not, it could have quickly freed others. With Starkadr under their control, they would have been able to use the Portals to attack the empire from all directions at once."

"By the Black Gate," whispered Tiron. The full scope of Audsley's accomplishment was starting to hit him. "And you stopped... that."

Audsley took off his spectacles and stared down at his bloody, dirty shirt for a clean spot to wipe them on. He gave up and returned them to his nose. "Well, I suppose I did, at that. Yes."

Tiron rose to his feet and bowed low before the magister. "The empire may never know or appreciate what you did, Audsley. But I do. Thank you."

"Oh, of course. Think nothing of it. I was just, um, focused on helping you and Lady Kyferin with your tasks." Audsley beamed and blushed at the same time. "Think nothing of it, I beg of you."

Tiron grunted and passed his hand over his face. "All right. Then let's tend to Asho and the Vothaks. That's what they call them over there – their pet Sin Casters. Vothaks. Supposedly they have medusa blood running through their veins, but for all that they're good people. They helped me save Iskra from a political assassination." Tiron knew that he was rambling, that the shock and exhaustion was getting to him, but still he managed to find amusement at Audsley's horrified expression. "Here, I'll tell you all about it." 

So saying, he clapped Audsley on the shoulder and led him toward the others, feeling for the first time that the magister was an equal, a man with whom he could speak freely. Just as much a warrior, in his own way, as he was.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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Tharok opened his eyes to a world of shadow split by beams of sunlight that plunged down from the ceiling at identical oblique angles. Motes of dust glittered like gold in those columns, gently turning. He was still alive, though so weak he felt as if he couldn't move. Something had roused him, pulled him from the depths of slumber. 

The texture of the cavern's silence had changed. No longer was he alone. Beyond the small cinders of his dead fire and the burned male medusa lay the nesting cavern's entrance. It was empty. He could barely make out the great circular confines of the space beyond. 

Tharok sought to push himself upright, but froze as pain lanced through him. His back was snarled into a mess of wounded immobility.

The sunlight that speared down through the narrow slits served only to make the darkness all the more forbidding and impenetrable. Tharok forced himself to grow still. That he was still alive spoke volumes. The medusa could have killed and eaten him while he slept.

A slow rattle whispered out from the depths of the cave, echoing around him like the most terrible of caresses. Tharok's instincts locked up, screaming at him to run. That sound had haunted the nightmares of his kind for longer than recalled history. When he heard it, he knew he was prey. Only his exhaustion and augmented force of will kept him from fleeing, shrieking in terror.

Again came the rattle, the slow and languorous shake of a tail, and then he saw movement, something vast and sinuous moving beyond the columns of light. It glided briefly into view, then went back into the darkness. 

A hint of coils, a subtle hiss, the caress of scales on rock.

Any hope he might have harbored of controlling the medusa through his newfound ability was immediately discarded. This was too alien, too powerful, too other for him to attempt to meld with it. There was no chance of imposing his will upon the medusa.

Once more came the rattle, and this time the medusa moved forward, closer to the light, skirting its edges so that Tharok could see just a hint of her upper torso, erect and statuesque where it flowed up from the body of the great snake. The coils undulated as she approached. They were brilliantly colored: eye-stinging yellow along her belly, blending into the most lurid of crimsons up her sides and giving way to pitch black on the overlapping carapace running down her spine. 

His attention, however, lingered on her upper body. Sculpted into a vision of female perfection, she was naked, powerfully muscled, her skin the color of darkening coals, a smoldering, dusty red with a fan of soft yellow scales rising up across her abdomen and between her breasts. A mass of snakes wreathed her face, hissing and undulating as if they were caught in underwater currents. And her eyes... Her eyes were as pitiless as the sun, a glaring nullity that burned his vision so that he was forced to lower his gaze, bright motes scoring his sight. 

She could have killed him then with ease, he knew; could have opened the membranes past beguiling and given him oblivion, but somehow he knew that she would not. No, for his trespass and sacrilege she would demand a greater accounting.

The medusa stopped between two shafts of golden light. Her body seemed about to incandesce to flame between them, so mesmerizing and vivid was the coloration of her scales and skin. She reared up before him like a cobra, and he fought to raise his gaze once more. He settled on looking at her wide, sensuous mouth, whose lips were broad and bronzed and pulled into a silent snarl.

"You rouse me from slumber with the very ashes of my mate," she said. Her voice was all alien overtones, the hiss of snakes blended into glory most ruined. Tharok shivered, watching as she bunched her coils behind her as if preparing to spring forward at him. The snakes around her face hissed their displeasure. "From dreams of fire I awaken with the smoke of my own kind around me. Are you not sufficiently close to death that you must tempt my wrath?"

Despite his pain, his loss of blood, his lethargy and dullness of mind, Tharok found his body being stirred to desire. The sight and sound of her evoked from him a primal yearning to submit, to surrender himself to her, to allow her to devour him from within in every way imaginable. 

He closed his eyes and forced himself to speak. "I want you to heal me. Then I want you to follow my orders and do as I bid." 

Silence followed, broken only by the whispering hisses of a hundred miniature snakes. Then came the sound of great speed and a frenzied rattling. The air keened as if it were being whipped, and the column of stone above his head exploded as the medusa whipped her tail through its mass, shattering it into sharp-edged blocks that sprayed out in a fan of destruction to his left. Tharok was clipped by the blow and sent tumbling from where he had been sitting, pain suffusing him so fully that he cried out and nearly lost consciousness again. He came to a stop on his back, dust filling the air around him. Stones rocked and settled back into place, pebbles clattered to the ground, and he heard the furious, sizzling spit of the medusa's rage as she slid up to where he was lying, loomed over him and strafed his body with her gaze, leaving trails of fire where her eyes touched.

"Ask yourself," croaked Tharok. "Why I have done what I have done? How I have known to do it? What has brought me here, in the state that I am in?"

The medusa undulated back, her rattle whispering once more, and he opened his eyes, jammed thick with dust, to gaze up at her. Her mouth was set, her eyes half-lidded. A coil of her body passed through a band of sunlight and conflagrated into violent color before slipping back into shadow.

"Speak, then. Only curiosity abeys my vengeance."

Tharok licked his lips, and with a grunt of pain forced his way up into a sitting position. Consciousness was an errant beam of light through the shattered cavern of his mind, the darkness of pain threatening to swamp it at any time. 

"I don't know for how long you have slept, but the world has changed since last you hunted. There has been no mention of a live medusa during the course of my life. No word of your kind anywhere." 

Tharok coughed again and slowly scooted back to the closest column so that he could rest his back against it. 

"I am the war chief of the Red River clan. I wear Ogri's Circlet, and have wielded World Breaker. You must know of Ogri, the Uniter, and what he did. What I offer you is this: freedom from this cave. Freedom from this wilderness. Come with me, and you will be part of my inner clan. A Grand Convocation is being held in three days. With your help, I can return to it and claim all of the tribes as my own. Then, with countless warriors at my disposal, we can begin to bring the rest of the world to heel. You will have as much prey as you desire. You will be at liberty to scour the mountains for more of your kind. And eventually, not too far from now, you will be able to join us as we descend against the humans to exact justice."

Despite his terror, despite how important the moment was, Tharok felt his eyes beginning to close. Not even his great frame could take so much abuse. He heard a faint rattle and forced his eyes open once more, blearily trying to focus. The medusa was moving backwards, her body swaying from side to side. It was as if a fire was being pulled away from him, depriving him of its warmth. No wonder we used to worship them, he thought blearily. I'd be on my knees if I had the strength.

The medusa was silent, and he almost slipped away. He almost felt his spirit tug free of the thin chains that still held it to his body. But there was more to be done. He opened his eyes and saw that the medusa had paused near the erstwhile fire that he had built, and had reached down to take up the body of the male medusa and hold it before her. There was no emotion on her face – no nostalgia, no pity, no more cold calculation. 

She dropped the body to the ground and turned to regard him. 

"I've not much time left," he said. "You must reach a decision soon or lose me."

She came gliding up toward him, her great yellow snake's belly an alarming vibrancy in his vision, her rattle whispering softly, and loomed over him again. How many kragh had lain before her in this way in their final moments, only to be petrified or mesmerized and led down here to this cave to their doom?

"Long years have I slept," she said, her voice a husky murmur. "The configuration of my home has changed. Many seasons have passed since last an ugrych awoke me from slumber to mate." The words were like candlelight viewed through fevered eyes, felt now almost more than heard. Tharok's chin descended toward his chest as she went on. "I shall test your words; shall venture forth to determine their verity. You will await my pleasure, o lost and solitary war chief of the Red River. If I find you false, then your end will be a pyre equal only to your vanity."

Her hands reached down for him, their touch warm like that of sun-heated river stones. His head lolled back, and he was raised into the air. Fear sought to awaken him, but failed. He was too near death. Up he was raised, and then lips were pressed against his own, lips as soft and supple and textured as the finest leather, a hint of fangs beyond them, slivers of bone impossibly sharp. Then he felt her tongue, uncoiling and muscular, strangely shaped, insinuating itself into his mouth. 

Tharok groaned and then stiffened in her grip as, one by one, the small snakes that grew from her scalp reached down to bite him, to sink their small teeth into his skin, and his face and shoulders and scalp caught fire from their venom. He felt pain and ecstasy, the sun boiling over in his heart, her mouth on his, her hands holding him aloft with effortless power, and his pain and fatigue became delirium, became tinctured by mad desire and terror. He began to writhe in her grip, the agonizing venom coursing through his body, setting his blood to seething. His bones felt as if they were being immolated, dipped one by one into magma, and still she went on kissing him with a forceful, dominating passion that he could not resist, the small snakes writhing free now and brushing his face with their leatherine bodies. 

How long they remained so, he could not say. He lost himself in the rushing roar of a pain that purified, a madness that consecrated. His muscles and joints and skin and talons, his tusks and knuckles, the pit of his stomach and each and every arching rib, the depths of his lungs and the vast and ponderous beating of his heart – all of it was drenched in flame and, instead of being reduced to ash, was left hale and whole and vital once more.

When she finally dropped him, he had long since ceased to think. He lay on the ground, straining, hands opening and closing spasmodically, staring but seeing nothing. His breath came in erratic gasps. He occasionally swallowed convulsively, and for a while his heels drummed on the floor as his body shivered violently. 

By slow degrees the fire receded, as if it were a tide pulling back from the shore, leaving him weak and small and insignificant without its beatifying caress. When he was able to blink and pull his thoughts about himself, he lay still, slowly piecing together the most tentative of memories. Nakrok. Ambush. Flight into the darkness. Waterfall, river, and cave. 

The next thought hit him like an avalanche. 

Medusa.

He was instantly up and on his feet, his heart pounding as old kragh instincts roared to life. His head snapped from side to side, searching for sign of her. There: in the far reaches of the cavern, a faint glimmer of vermillion color. With a cry he threw himself away, thinking of only one thing. Flight.

Reflex caused him to reach up to touch the circlet. It was gone. He stumbled, stopped, his mind still raging at him to run, to keep going. The circlet was gone! No wonder he felt as panicked as a child. Without it... He shivered and stepped behind a pillar and closed his eyes. 

There was no escape. 

A realization hit him then: the pain was gone. He looked down at his body, at his hands, and realized that he stood healthy and whole. Further, his skin was no longer a green so dark it neared to black. Now it was fully black, as if he had been charred in some blasphemous fire. He held up his hand in wonder, turning it in the faint afternoon light. Black, with faint red highlights on the raised surfaces. He gazed at it in wonder, and then slowly curled his hand into a fist. Never had he felt so strong.

Drawing some measure of comfort from that, he took a deep breath and peered around the column, only to cry out in panic and duck back out of sight. The medusa was gliding toward him, weaving a sinuous and unhurried path between the stalagmites. He ground his forehead against the rock, trying to screw up the courage to step out from behind the pillar and face her, to raise his chin with the dignity and pride that should be his. But he could barely breathe. These monsters had been feeding off his kind since the first kragh had gazed up at the Sky Father. It was all he could do to stand still as he listened to her approach.

"Are you so reduced without this circlet, little kragh, that you must cower from my sight?" Her voice was redolent with amusement. 

Tharok, shivering, forced himself out from behind the stone, each foot coming slowly as if he had torn it free from sucking mud. He took one step, two, three, and found that he couldn't go any farther. This fear was irrational, but he was unable to speak.

"There, now. I find your manner much more in keeping with that of your kind." She was holding the circlet in one hand, playing with it as if it were a toy. "But what use have I for a common kragh who dares not meet my gaze? If you are so diminished, then perhaps I should return this to you." And with a casual flick, she sent the circlet flying toward him.

Tharok reached out convulsively, caught it and immediately set it on his brow. He reeled as knowledge and confidence and power drenched him, and then took his first true breath since his healing. Yes. He stood straighter, allowing his shoulders to relax. He was healed. No, he was more than healed; the medusa's kiss had done more than merely close the wounds on his body and restore his strength.

"Thank you," he said, feeling calm now. "You have gifted me my own life. I shall see to it that I return the favor a thousandfold."

"It is most strange," she said, still sounding amused, turning her head one way and then another as if seeking the most advantageous position from which to view him. "For I do not know if I am addressed by the kragh, or through the kragh by the circlet itself. Have you any knowledge, kragh, as to what it is that you wear?"

"The circlet of Ogri," he said, eyes narrowing. 

"Your Ogri wore that circlet, it is true, and I remember how it bolstered his might and extended the reach of his claws. But, no, it never truly belonged to him. It would be more accurate to say that he, in fact, belonged to it."

"Then... no. I don't know its history. But answer me this. Why did you not keep it for yourself? Why toss it so casually back to me?"

The medusa laughed, the sound low and mellifluous. "Why would I wish to wear that band of cursed iron? I am pleased with being myself, and do not wish to be other. But enough. The evening fast approaches. Come dusk, we will go forth. Tell me now of your plans so that I may improve on them."

Tharok turned his attention upon the very lucidity that allowed him to do so and considered the circlet. It predated Ogri. There was little surprise in that. The medusa, he thought, must be very old indeed if she remembered Ogri himself. Still, those were thoughts for another time. 

She was staring at him. He could feel the heat of her gaze on his face. Steeling himself, he raised his eyes to meet hers...

Only to see her unguarded eyes for the first time. Gone was the punishing blankness akin to gazing upon the sun. This was the gaze that killed. Her eyes were bronze, with vertical slits of glowing crimson down their center. Behind the bronze still fulminated a potential for destruction, but for now he realized he could meet her gaze without fear.

"How...?"

The medusa smiled, her sensuous lips curling in amusement to reveal milk-white fangs. "You have been kissed, little kragh. You are now of my brood. My venom courses through you. You may gaze upon me, though you should know it still lies within my power to shrivel you into stone should I desire it."

"I am... of your brood," mused Tharok, looking down at himself: at the blackened skin, the faint and subtle red tint on the ridges of his hand. Like the blue that dwelled in Maur's hair, he thought. 

"Do not overvalue the change," said the medusa. "Being of my brood does nothing to enhance your chances of remaining safe." 

Tharok glanced past her at the charred and headless remains of the male medusa. Such was clearly the case.

"So," he said, taking control of the moment, of himself, of his future. "Three days hence, the Red River and the Crokuk will host a Grand Convocation of all the highland tribes that wish to attend. Word has no doubt begun to spread, sent out by messenger. It may take longer for the more distant tribes to hear and begin to travel toward the Shattered Temple. Regardless, Nakrok of the Crokuk fancies himself the victor of the hour. He seeks to co-opt my Red River tribe and emerge as warlord. I would not have it so."

The medusa inclined her head a little. Not quite a nod.

"With your aid," he went on, "we shall venture higher into the peaks. We shall move to the ridges that overlook some of the less-traveled passes through the mountains, and there we shall gain control of the stone trolls. With their number and your presence, we shall descend amongst the kragh at the moment of Nakrok's glory and seize control of them all. Once again you will be hailed as a goddess and worshipped, and I shall re-establish myself as warlord of the Red River, a position I was ousted from by Nakrok's treachery. Then we shall sweep all the other tribes before us before falling upon the human city of Abythos like a hammer upon an anvil."

The medusa listened, never staying still, her coils slowly turning and gyrating, her lushly female body swaying before him. He kept his gaze firmly on her bronze-colored eyes, ignoring the amused cast of her lips. 

"Take control of the stone trolls," she mused. "How do you intend to do that?"

"I have the power through the circlet of commanding their minds. But with you by my side, there might be no need to do so. Stone trolls are given to eating the finest of ores, the richest of mineral rocks. They never move far from their mountain homes because of the dearth of rock, the lack of a consistent supply of food. With your powers, we can ensure they are always well fed. And, if I am correct, there is no greater delicacy for a stone troll than flesh petrified by the gaze of a medusa."

Silence greeted his statement. Then she laughed again, and Tharok finally allowed himself to relax. He had not known if he would greatly offend her with that idea. It appeared that the medusa, or at least this one in particular, were not sentimental. 

"And the source of victims, little kragh? What manner of sacrifice would you be willing to make in order to fund this venture?"

"Whoever refuses to follow me," he said, raising his chin. "There will be those who hew to tradition. Who refuse to recognize my legitimacy. Who wish to remain loyal to their old tribes and allegiances. They will be given a choice, and succumbing to your gaze will be their final incentive."

"You would do such a thing?" mused the medusa. "You would offer your own kind up to me as in the days of old? Do you not fear that this will turn them against you?" 

From the continued amusement in her voice, Tharok could tell that she was unconcerned about the morality of the situation ---- that she was, if anything, mocking his own serious intent. 

"I do not fear that they will turn against me," he said, each word falling like a stone dropped into a well. "Rather, I know that it will be fear that will keep them true. Fear, and greed, as victory mounts upon victory. Greed, the enjoyment of war and destruction. We shall light a fire, you and I. We shall light a fire that will burn all that is to the ground, and in its place we shall construct a new world."

The medusa ceased her swaying, and finally the amusement left her lips. She gazed at him, and he met her gaze full-on, allowing its piercing intensity to fill his head with the same white heat and light that must dwell in the core of the sun. 

Then her eyes began to change. The crimson vertical slits began to swell, to grow broader, and he felt the skin on his face begin to heat and blister. Fiery red consumed her eyeballs until it seemed as if he was gazing into the heart of a volcano. This, he thought. This is what it feels like to be truly consumed by the medusa. 

It was agony most sweet, a high musical note sustained into quavering and instability, wavering and then nearly breaking. It felt like that delirious point of ecstasy during the climax of rutting extended beyond tolerance, ecstasy without surcease, ecstasy become intolerable. 

Her eyes grew to fill his world, to consume his vision. He felt his knees hit the rock. He couldn't breathe – and no longer wished to. 

This was the end, then. This was the end, and in truth, there was no other way he would rather die.

Then she blinked. The world of flame and ecstasy was torn away from him, leaving him bereft and blind in the natural light of the afternoon and the gloom of the cave. He shuddered, exhaled painfully, and raised his hands to touch his face. He found only smooth, undamaged skin, closed his eyes, and felt scalding tears run down his cheeks. 

"Know, kragh, whom you deal with. There was a time, before the memory of your people, when I was worshipped as a goddess. When kragh willingly gave themselves to me; when I was plied with flesh and wealth so that your high priests might enjoy my kiss and suffer the weight of my gaze. I shall go with you, but never think that I serve you. Are we clear?"

Tharok did not answer immediately. He rose to his feet, hauling himself upright. His vision was returning, his sense of self. He felt cleansed, purified, both light and lost. Slowly he raised his face and met the medusa's gaze. Now her eyes were simple orbs of bronze with only an intimation of eternity within their red slits.

"Yes," he said.

"You may call me Kyrrasthasa. I have had other names, other titles, but for now that will suffice."

"Kyrrasthasa," he said. "And my name is Tharok, of the Red River tribe."

The medusa nodded and slowly began to recede into the darkness. "Come dusk, we go. You have until then to rest." 

Tharok watched as she coiled back into her nesting chamber, disappearing through the slender opening in the cavern wall, deep into the darkness therein. Then he nodded and looked down at his ebon skin. 

He had done it. He had healed himself, and he had enlisted the aid of a medusa. By the Sky Father, he said to himself in wonder, he had done it.

But at what price? 
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Morning sunlight stirred Asho out of a restless sleep. He groaned and turned his head away from the light, but that made his stomach roil. He stiff-armed himself up to a seated position as he began to dry heave, head pounding, eyes filled with grit. For a few moments the world was reduced to his retching, his whole body straining to vomit though nothing came up but sour spit and bile.

"You nearly burned yourself out altogether, Master Asho," said the sympathetic voice of a woman by his side. 

Asho raised his face, sweat beading his brow, then fell back onto his pallet and closed his eyes. A cool cloth, deliciously soothing, was patted across his brow, but it did little to abate the feverish pain that smoldered in the depths of his joints and made his bones ache.

"You will survive, though. You are young and strong. But it will take some time before you feel completely healed. I would guess... perhaps a month."

"Who..?" 

Asho cracked open his eyes and looked up at an older woman dressed in the purple and yellows of the Agerastian Sin Casters. Her features were as strong as they were plain, with a high forehead and small eyes. She looked ill herself, a sheen of sweat dampening her skin, but there was in her gaze a glow of wry humor and intelligence that made Asho immediately warm to her. 

"You may call me Alasha." She dipped the white cloth into a bowl by her side. "I saw you fighting last night beside the young Lady Kyferin. Most impressive."

"Kethe?" Asho forced himself to sit up again and looked past Alasha at the rest of the hall, seeking a shock of auburn hair. 

"She is gone." Alasha gently pushed him back down. "Taken by your magister to Aletheia last night. She was very ill after the battle. Dying, I think. Lady Kyferin decided that her only hope of survival lay with the Virtues."

"Dying..?" Asho's soul twisted upon itself in despair. 

"Lady Iskra asked that I call her when you woke." Alasha rose stiffly to her feet. "I have much to ask you, Master Asho. What you did last night was beyond anything I have ever seen. Then again, the sheer amount of magic saturating the air here..." She trailed off in amazement, raising a hand as if she could cup the magic in her palm. "I would learn of your bonding to Kethe. I would learn everything." She hesitated, then said, "I want you to think of me as a friend. I will teach you the methods we Vothak have discovered to speed up the recovery from burning out as you have done. In exchange, I look forward to many conversations. Now, please wait a moment."

Asho closed his eyes. He didn't want to talk. He didn't want new friends. He wanted Kethe – wanted to pull her close against him, to shield her from the world. He thought of their final fall, both of them clinging to that demon, blades implanted in its body as they channeled such might that not even the demon's terrible power had been able to withstand it. He saw again Kethe blazing out and falling unconscious. He had known, even then, as they had plummeted toward the earth, that she had done too much. 

Now she was gone to the Virtues. Would they help her? They had to – she was connected to the White Gate! But she had helped him kill Makaria, one of their number. What if they laughed at Audsley and threw her into a prison to let her die? 

Asho elbowed himself back upright. He had to follow. He had to protect her -

"Asho." Lady Kyferin lowered herself down to sit by his side. He saw in her eyes the same pain he felt tearing him apart. "She's gone," she said softly. "I pray that the Virtues have enough decency left in their hearts to take her in."

He wanted to protest, to call her a fool for sending her daughter to the enemy, but the insults died on his lips. What choice had she had? No one here could heal Kethe. Would they ever see Kethe again? Would he? 

Lady Kyferin gently pressed him back down to the pallet. "If anybody here understands my pain, it is you, dear Asho. I see it in your face."

"Will they - can they heal her?"

Lady Kyferin laced her hands in her lap. "I don't know."

Kethe. Brave and proud, strong and defiant, impatient and passionate, wounded and near broken. It was too difficult to summon memories of their time alone together yesterday. The very intensity of those memories made them too dangerous to bring to mind. 

He inhaled with a shaky breath. Kethe.

"Can you tell me what's happened since I left?" Lady Kyferin took up the wet cloth Alasha had left behind and wiped his brow. "Where is everyone? At Hrething?"

"Some." Asho forced himself to meet her eyes. "I'm sorry, my lady. Ser Wyland has deserted us, and with him Brocuff and a number of our remaining guards. He left for the Talon yesterday morning."

Lady Kyferin froze, her hand in mid-air with the cloth gripped between her fingers. Asho watched as she struggled with this news, then she looked down, hiding her face, and focused on wetting the cloth in the bowl of water. She twisted the cloth till her knuckles were white and no more water dropped into the bowl. 

"Did he explain himself before he left?" she asked.

"He did, my lady." Asho wished that he could rise, could deliver this news with more dignity. As it was, he looked up at the great hall's raftered ceiling to give Lady Kyferin some measure of privacy. "He said that he could no longer serve you. That you had become an enemy of Ascension by allying with the Agerastians, and that he refused to fight the coming demons to further your goals." Asho hesitated. "I called him a hypocrite, and told him that Ascension was his excuse for acting like a coward. Kethe did the same. He swore to treat us all as enemies if he saw us again."

Iskra's eyes blazed. "You did? Good." She mopped at his brow and the fire in her eyes dimmed. "I shouldn't be surprised, but still. His betrayal cuts me to the quick. Oh Jander." She shook her head sadly. "Everything is changing, Asho. The very world, my understanding of it. Is there a higher truth to Ascension that defies the corrupt actions of its adherents here on earth? I no longer know."

Asho was unsure if her question was rhetorical. Almost he held his tongue. "Kethe said that she no longer believed in Ascension, my lady. That she was proud to follow you no matter the consequences."

Iskra smiled. "Oh Kethe. But it's true. I see it now. Ascension has always claimed that those born into a higher station were more spiritual evolved. Yet what I've always seen is Ennoians, Sigeans, and Aletheians using their higher station as justification for their depravity. I don't know. Perhaps I now seek excuses of my own to justify my alliance with the Agerastians." She wrung the cloth of its water. "I've sworn an allegiance with their emperor. I have declared war on the Empire."

Asho nodded somberly. "I think you might have done that the moment you refused to submit to Lord Laur."

Iskra smiled again, a brittle expression, and mopped his brow once more. "Perhaps. But enough of my doubts. What of Elon? The servants?"

"They descended to Hrething after we convinced them they couldn't be of help against the demons." Asho closed his eyes as a wave of nausea passed through him. "They await us there."

"What happened, Asho?" Lady Kyferin's voice was quiet, filled with wonder and disbelief. "Why this sudden attack? What happened up at Skarpheðinn Range? The Black Shriving is meant to still be weeks and weeks away."

So Asho told her. In sparse, simple language, he spoke of their ascent, their fights, their discovery of the tunnels and the Black Gate at their bottom. Of the demon lord, his promise, and Mæva's sacrifice. How he and Kethe had fled down the mountain. Then, at Lady Kyferin's urging, he told her how he and Kethe had fought off the demons till Audsley flew into the fray, launching fire.

"Wait." Lady Kyferin sat back. "Audsley? He flew? Threw fire?"

"Yes," said Asho, his throat starting to burn from talking so much. "He and the Agerastians helped turn the tide so that Kethe and I could launch our attack."

"He made no mention of these new powers." She rose to her feet, and Asho thought she would stride away, but instead she turned back and stood over him. "But then I didn't give him much of a chance to talk. It must have happened during his stay at Starkadr. Why did he not speak to us of this? Ser Tiron!"

Her voice was pure command. A few moments later Ser Tiron strode up, hand on the hilt of his sword, face grim, his brows lowered. "What's wrong?"

"Audsley. Did he speak to you of learning any supernatural abilities while he was in Starkadr?"

Tiron looked relieved. "Why - yes. He spoke of demon-possessed objects that allowed him to kill a demon. Why?"

Asho rose to his elbows. "I didn't see him using any objects. The fire came directly from his palms."

The three of them gazed at each other in stunned silence till Tiron shook his head. "Whatever he has learned, he is our friend and ally." Tiron paused, a thought occurring to him. "He told me that Aedelbert had fled him after he killed the demon." Tiron rubbed his chin. "Perhaps his firecat sensed this change."

"If he has acquired the ability to Sin Cast, or something along those lines, then I have sent him to his death. I've sent him to Aletheia." Iskra pressed her hands to the sides of her face and sank back down to sit by Asho's side.

"He said something else," said Tiron. "That he and Aedelbert would seek healing there. At the time I thought he meant their relationship. Perhaps he was alluding to something else." Tiron scowled. "I should have questioned him more closely."

"No, you were nearly collapsing from exhaustion. This isn't on you, Tiron. I'm the one who acted too precipitously. I've doomed Audsley, and through him I've killed Kethe."

Tiron crouched by her side and took her hand. "Hold on. You don't know that. I've never met a man more intelligent than our magister. Brave, as well, in his own way. Whatever has happened to him, he'll use his wits and every resource at his disposal to take care of Kethe. You have to believe that, Iskra."

Asho felt a jolt of alarm and sat up. "Wait. Isn't he the only one who can open Starkadr's Portals? If he's arrested by the Aletheians, then how are we to connect with Agerastos?"

Both Lady Kyferin and Tiron stared at him blankly for a moment, then Tiron rose to his feet. "Enough. We must trust in Audsley. That is all we can do."

Lady Kyferin sank her head into her hands. "Why didn't he reveal the truth to me?"

"Come," said Tiron gruffly. "Let's step outside, my lady." 

He helped her rise to her feet, and Asho saw her eyes, wild with shock though the rest of her face was blank of expression. Ser Tiron took her by the arm and gently escorted her out.

Asho wanted to sink back onto his pallet, but instead he forced himself to take a deep breath and rose shakily to his feet. He stood swaying, about to give up the attempt, when Alasha hurried over from where she had been tending her two fallen comrades and took his arm. 

"You shouldn't be up," she said.

"I can't sit around." The room swam, and he struggled to steady himself. "How long will I feel like this?"

"This bad? Three or four days." Alasha helped him stumble across the great hall, her arm surprisingly strong beneath his own. "In a week, you'll be able to walk by yourself. A week after that, run a little. Within a month, all the illness will have passed. We have discovered that lying in cold running water helps clear the taint from one's body for some reason. You'll be spending a fair amount of time in rivers over the next few weeks. And, oh, don't be alarmed if you piss blood for a few days."

Asho gritted his teeth and forced himself to stand straight. "This is how you all feel when you cast magic?"

"No," said Alasha. "We are trained to stop casting long before we get as sick as you."

Asho nodded, thinking of bringing up how he had seen Agerastian Sin Casters hurling black fire and then keeling over at the battle where Lord Kyferin had fallen, and decided to hold his peace. "You speak Ennoian very well. Do all Agerastians?"

"No, hardly," said Alasha. It was clear she was pleased with the compliment. "I learned as a child in my uncle's palace. Before I manifested the talent for casting magic."

"Your uncle's palace?" Asho stopped walking and turned to regard her. "The emperor? You're the emperor's niece?"

Alasha nodded and took his arm, then moved him forward and out of the great hall. "I am. His bloodline has always shown a talent for magic. He claims we are descended from medusas, and perhaps we are. My mother, Ilina, is the al-Vothak, the leader of the... Sin Casters, as you say, in my uncle's absence."

Sweat was running down Asho's back. He wanted to lie back down, and was about to ask that they return to the hall when he saw his black sword propped up against one of the courtyard's slender trees. He immediately clenched his jaw. He wanted to turn away from the blade, but knew that he needed its strength. With Kethe gone, he needed it more than ever. 

A memory came to mind. Mæva, desperate, reaching for him, eye wild. "She found me on the verge of death and made me an offer. I accepted. Because of her... I live."

Locking that memory away, Asho hobbled over to it, Alasha guiding him, and reached down and pulled the blade from its scabbard. This time the runes did not immediately catch fire, but rather smoldered a deep burgundy. For the first time that morning Asho drew a true deep breath, the cramps in his chest easing.

I am pleased that you survived, said the sword.

Yes, thought Asho. In part due to your help. Thank you.

He heard laughter echo in his mind. A bitter gratitude. No matter. You now know my worth. 

"Asho?" Alasha was frowning at him, her head canted to one side as if she could almost hear their exchange.

I do, said Asho. Do you have a name?

I do not need one. 

"Asho? Are you all right?"

Asho started and slid the sword back into the scabbard. It wasn't that his pain and illness had been healed; more that possessing the blade increased his tolerance for feeling sick. Made him stronger. He laboriously belted the blade at his hip. "I'm feeling better, thank you."

Alasha was studying the sword. "I've never seen or heard of the like. I meant to ask you about it. What is this blade?"

"To be honest, I'm not entirely sure. Audsley found it in the rooms below, just outside the Portal to Starkadr. Someone died escaping the mage's stonecloud with it in their hand."

Alasha nodded slowly. "Starkadr. I had but a glimpse. A terrifying place. Inhuman. I doubt anything good could come from such a place."

Asho looked down at his sword. "I'd be inclined to agree." He was seized suddenly by a desire to see the Portal. An urge, if not to say goodbye to Kethe, then at least to bear witness to where she had gone, and to the perils she would now face. "Excuse me, Alasha. I need a moment alone."

"Of course," said the woman stiffly. "But I had hoped to ask you questions about your bond to Kethe. About how she protected you."

"And I'll be happy to answer. But not just yet."

Alasha nodded, lips pursing into a narrow line, then turned to stride back into the great hall. Asho watched her go. She wasn't one to take rebuttals lightly, this imperial Alasha. 

Putting her out of his mind, Asho entered the storage room and slowly descended the steps to the chambers below. He was shaking and covered in sweat by the time he reached the bottom, his gorge threatening to rise once more. The blade kept him on his feet however. He could feel it infusing him with a subtle strength. 

Again a memory surfaced in his mind. The sound of Ashurina yowling, rising up to claim Mæva as she stabbed herself in the chest. 

"Stop it," he whispered angrily. "This is different. I've not struck any deal."

Was that laughter he heard in the deep recesses of his mind?

He reached the bottom and wave of disappointment passed through him, and he nearly laughed at himself. Had he really expected the Portal to be standing open, a last chance for him to dart after Kethe into Aletheia? Instead it stood empty, dead. As useless to him as any empty archway.

Pushing off the wall, he approached the Portal and stood before it. Without Audsley, it would stand inert for another three weeks till its moon phase came back around, at which point it would open again to Starkadr. Without Audsley even that was a useless development. Nobody but the magister could divine which Portal to use from there or how to open it.

I can instruct you on how to open the Portal, Asho. You need but repeat the name of the demon bound within it. 

"You know that name?" Asho's didn't bother trying to hide his shock, didn't care that he was speaking aloud. "And that of those within Starkadr?"

I do. 

Excitement washed through him. A heady, dark impetuousness. "Do so."

Say this name exactly as I pronounce it: Akressat M'chazk.

Asho tried, and found himself coughing. The sounds, sibilant and awful in his mind, tortured his throat for some reason when he tried to speak them.

The name carries power. Voicing it is a command, and requires a strong will. Few can do so.

"Akressat M'chazk," said Asho, his voice shaking badly. 

The Portal immediately flooded with undulating blackness, and Asho stepped back, at once afraid and stunned. He had done it. 

"Can you open a Portal to Aletheia?" he asked nervously.

From within Starkadr, I can. Pass through. I will show you.

It was madness. Rank madness. But Asho didn't stop to think. He felt again that desire to throw himself headlong into danger, that same urge that had made him sprint into the demon lord's chamber. He saw Kethe's face as she fell, her vitality snuffed out, her body limp in his arms. Kethe. He would find her. He strode through the Portal, and for the first time entered the massive hall of Starkadr.

The air there was chill, and as Asho stumbled and tried to take in the scope of the space he'd entered, he found that he'd drawn the blade. Its runes were fiery, and as he turned it from one side to another, the sword left streaks of fire behind it. 

"This is Starkadr?" He'd never imagined it would look like this. He craned his head back to take in the huge pillar of Portals, then, heart pounding, stomach stewing, he looked out over the ground fog and saw the countless corpses lying slumped within it. 

Welcome to Starkadr, master. Would you go to Aletheia now?

"I - yes. I mean. Wait." 

What was he doing? The nausea and pain was there, but now it was hidden behind a wall of force. A wall of strength. He was drawing more strongly from the blade. Had been doing for some time now without realizing it. 

And now that he was here, surrounded by the alien vastness of Starkadr, he felt doubt trickling into him. What was he going to do in Aletheia? He'd be immediately stopped and questioned as to his business. The fact that he was carrying a sword would lead to his arrest. A Bythian with a weapon? In Aletheia? He felt his weak hope and feverish determination collapse under the weight of reality. 

"No. No, I can't. I wouldn't be able to help her. I'd just make things worse."

There is a way, said the blade. If you love her enough.

Asho stared down at the sword. "What are you talking about?" 

There is a force within Starkadr that, if unleashed, could challenge even the lofty heights of Aletheia. You could lead that force. You could storm Aletheia's Portals and wash aside all resistance. Crush all who dared oppose you.

Asho wanted to drop the sword, but was afraid that it would continue speaking to him even from the floor – afraid that he might find that he could no longer silence that voice. 

"A force? What are you talking about?"

Do you trust the Aletheians? The Virtues and their Grace? Do you trust them to care for Kethe?

"No," whispered Asho.

Then take matters into your own hands. My kind can heal. A rough healing, it is true, but we could return Kethe to herself. Draw her back from the White Gate's embrace. Untouched, unharmed, alive and well. Let me show you how, Asho. There is one below, akin to a god, who would be grateful for your assistance. Free him. He will save Kethe. I swear this to you.

Asho's pulse was pounding in his ears. His legs were shaking. My kind. A demon, then. 

Think on it, master. This war you are beginning. The allies you are choosing. It can only culminate in either your death or the end of the empire. But we can help. We can end this war tonight. We can sweep away all resistance. We can open the Portals to every corner of this world and flood it with our might. Lady Kyferin can return to her castle. You can return with her to wed Kethe and be the lord of all you see. A different lord, one wise to the ways of the world, one who understands both the high and low places. A just ruler. Fair and compassionate. You will wield your power in such a way that -

Asho slammed the blade into the scabbard. "No," he growled. One word, absolute, that rang out into the dark vastness of Starkadr. 

The sword went still. He stared at it, panting for breath, then collapsed to his knees and retched. For aching minutes he simply gagged and writhed as his body fought the sudden onslaught of nausea and exhaustion. He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the cool stone floor. 

No. 

The voice, when it came, was so quiet as to be almost inaudible within the confines of his mind. Never?

Asho went to swear never, then stopped. He was all alone. Alone with this demon, this blade, this source of strength and sure damnation. Who knew what ends might come to pass? Into what corners they might be driven? 

He thought of freeing the Bythians. Tearing down the Ennoian warlords. Killing the Aletheians. Remaking the world as he saw fit. 

Never? 

With a groan, Asho rose to his feet. He knew he should discard the blade, toss it into the deepest abyss. And yet. They needed it. He needed it. He had to return to Lady Kyferin and tell her about his newfound ability to open the Portals. He had to help her begin planning the next steps, devise a strategy to mine the Gate Stone and cement their alliance with the Agerastians. There was much to do.

Mæva's voice came to him, steeped in regret and sorrow. "I was so young. When the moment came, I realized that I didn't want to die. I thought I needed Ashurina, no matter the cost."

Asho grimaced and brusquely wiped the sweat from his brow. This was different. By the Black Gate this was different. 

"Akressat M'chazk," said Asho, and the Portal rippled back to life. He stared at the liquid surface and felt a shiver of excitement mixed with dread. I can open Portals, he thought. I can go where I will.

He took a deep breath, placed his hand on the sword's hilt, and stepped back through into Mythgræfen. 
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From then on, Tharok seemed to dwell in in the half-light of twilight and dawn. It was Kyrrasthasa's preferred time for movement, when objects seemed to lose their definite nature and become subtle and bleed into each other, their colors leaching to grey, when the hour was magical and filled with the potential incumbent in all boundaries. 

Often he would stalk forward alone, making his way ever higher into the peaks, filled with a restless, yearning energy that seemed to buoy him on long after he thought his muscles should have burned and failed him. Something of Kyrra's gift, he thought: the medusa's kiss, lending him strength.

Of the medusa he saw relatively little. He had thought to engage her in long conversations as they traveled, to ask her of the legends and lore that surely her millennial life span had made her privy to, but she was rarely by his side. Instead, she coursed far afield, moving much faster than he was able to, hunting no doubt, perhaps building up her strength. Occasionally he would catch sight of her in the gloaming or pre-dawn light, a smear of lurid crimson and dangerous yellow, strangely brilliant in contrast to the paled world, as if her scaled hide glowed and glimmered with a light all its own. 

By steady but slow degrees, Tharok ascended. He moved out of the Wyvern's Hide, leaving those badlands of gulches and canyons, serrated ridges and broken cliffs, and climbed into the grim and bare sloped peaks of the Cloud Raker mountains to the east of the perilous Five Peaks, which arose to even greater heights. Once again he found himself leaving the tree line altogether, his boots finding purchase on loose shale and broken rock. 

Crouching down, he took up different stones and held them up to the faint light so that their metallic hues shone with subtle iridescence. Viridian green, cobalt blue, rock shot through with the rust red of the bones of the mountain. The cliffs here were layered; the different strata of rock lay sensuously upon each other in an almost organic way, undulating with the movement of the ages. He understood now how these cliffs had been formed, the gentle and achingly slow action that had accumulated silt and hardened it into rock. Ages beyond his ken. He considered the strange cliffs, saw in them the history of the world, shook his head and moved on.

Three days out, he knew that not too far to his west the Red River and Crokuk would have arrived at the Dragon's Tear. They would have ringed those still and deadly waters with their tents and issued forth the call for a Grand Convocation. That even now Nakrok would be solidifying his control over the Red River, having no doubt partnered with some ambitious highland kragh to take control. Tharok mused over Maur's fate, and Nok's. Shaya was no doubt being held secure, the great prize that would propel Nakrok to victory. He allowed these thoughts to fuel him, to power him forward as the air grew thinner, as it became ever harder to fill his lungs, as the slopes grew so precipitous that it seemed at times that he was not walking but rather climbing endless ladders of stone that only he could see embedded in the cliff faces.

Tharok moved without fear. He saw nothing to threaten his ascent. Kyrra's presence cleared the immediate slopes of all life, the animals fleeing long before he could cross their paths. Only the distant and circling specks that were the wyverns high overhead kept him company, their lonely and desolate cries echoing down to him on occasion as they searched for mountain goats and lonely kragh. 

Each night Tharok built a fire and lay gazing at the flames. He found that the combination of the circlet's power and the medusa's kiss was a potent poison mingling in his spirit, and that by losing himself in the flickering fire he could almost sever his mind's connection to his body and travel the long and fevered roads of time. Strange visions came to haunt him: sights seen by other eyes, by kragh long dead and others who had worn the circlet in their own time. He found that he could sink into these reveries, that he could allow his thoughts to drift, and then would come disorienting and alluring visions. Dreams of other times, of other conquerors leading masses into battle, their war cries sounding so real that they seemed to echo from the cliffs around him. He saw blood smeared over bronze axes, tents aflame, endless butchery. A floating island of black stone with vast and echoing halls. Entire human populations fleeing him across cracked and empty plains, women and children and men. 

Curling and coiling throughout these dreams of violence and ascension were sensations even more primordial. At times he visited dark cavernous places where mighty serpentine bodies as large as the greatest trees stirred languorously, and the air was filled with the sound of sibilant hissing. He saw great scales, each as large as his hand, and massive coils as muscular and powerful as the roots of the world. Those visions held a sense of antiquity far greater than those afforded him by the circlet. There was a language in his mind that he could almost understand, a sense of hunger, of need. Small beings worshipping, praying and screaming as they were taken up and given the favor of eternity.

During these times Kyrra would join him, her lithe and powerful body slipping out of the night to curl about the fire, infinitely more fiery and incandescent in her vermillion and cadmium yellows than the fire itself, so that it seemed a greater ring of flame circled the fire itself. She would gaze at him then, her eyes gleaming like the most entrancing of stars, and he would lie there, his own eyes half-lidded, and would sink and find oblivion in the depths of her gaze.

Finally, at dawn on the fourth day, Tharok stopped halfway along a ledge that curled out around the face of a cliff. Above and below him reared and dropped the heights, the ledge itself but an arm-span wide – but here, on this desolate spot, so high that below him vultures wheeled, he sensed the presence of trolls. He had not known how he would find them, had not known if he would locate them or they would announce their presence by hunting him, but as he stood in the early dawn light, he felt brush against his mind a vast and ponderous presence, as if the very rock of the mountain had shifted and was seeking a more comfortable position. It was the same sense of lethargy and might that he had touched for a moment when he faced down Grax.

Tharok stood still and pushed his mind outward, but the wisp of thought was gone. Frowning, moving carefully now, he proceeded, rounding the cliff face, hugging it where the ledge grew close, until it finally fanned out and opened into a small meadow of broken stones that were covered with a riot of lichen. He scrambled up these boulders, gained a path cleaved between two vast rock faces, and ascended it to the plateau above. Around him the wind whistled and called out in a lonesome manner, and the air was bitingly fresh, tinctured with the tang of mineral and clean stone.

A rock the size of his head exploded into jagged splinters barely a hand from where he was climbing, the sound a sharp and violent crack in that clear air. Tharok immediately ducked down behind a large and opportune boulder and resisted the urge to peer up and over to find his attacker. Instead, he cracked his knuckles, took a deep breath, and focused. 

From somewhere above he heard the sound of great feet on bare stone, something heavy moving closer. He slowed his breathing. The troll had no doubt already palmed another rock large enough to smear him across the cliff. 

Was there only one? He allowed his thoughts to sink deep. 

There. 

Tharok stood and gazed at the troll, its rock raised high over its head, its head swinging from side to side as it searched for him. It was a rangy old male, taller even than Grax had been, potbellied and scrawny, arms as long as branches, claws feral and broken, stone hide colored a sooty green in the depths of which flashed flecks of mica. Great batwing ears were extended from each side of his head, and a thick nose like a lump hung down near to its massively wide slit of a mouth. Eyes like wasp stings glared down at Tharok. The troll tensed his shoulder to throw - and then paused.

And in that moment Tharok knew he had him. 

He moved forward, but his thoughts were not his own. There was in his mind a dull and constant beating of alien visions and needs, an urge to dig deep and quarry for the coldest and freshest rock to feast upon, rich with mineral and taste. An urge, too, to sit still in the afternoon sun, one rock amongst many, absorbing the rays into his hide, quiescent, losing his sense of self as he merged with the mountain. 

The fire in his belly that the sight of fresh meat could awaken. How good blood tasted as it ran over his knuckles, licked clean with a rasp of his file of a tongue. The endless cycling of sun and moon, the passage of cloud and sky, to be admired while here on the surface, and then lost to thought when he delved deep into the belly of the world, deep into the caverns of the night. 

Tharok moved forward, eyes half-lidded. The troll lowered his rock, but did not release it. He turned his head to one side, then back to the other, as if trying to determine what he was looking at. As if he had double images before his eyes. 

Tharok approached, some part of him surprised that his legs were not as long as a troll's. When he gained the troll's perch, he bent down to scoop up an oval stone that took both hands to lift. He moved smoothly, without hurry, and brought the rock down with a crack on the troll's head, right between the eyes.

The blow was hard enough to cause sound to echo back to them from the distant cliffs, but it did little to the troll other than cause him to blink. He shook his head and released the rock. Tharok gazed into his dull eyes and felt the reverberation of that greeting deep within his own body. It was how trolls checked the integrity of stone, by hitting it and listening for the texture of the resultant sound; how they greeted each other, by knocking heads and listening to the sound that resulted, checking the depth and purity of their own bodies. 

That greeting done, Tharok and the troll gazed at each other for a while, neither of them moving. Tharok met the piss-yellow eyes, feral and primordial, without blinking. He stared deep into the eyes of a predator that had eaten and consumed countless kragh in its time, and then nodded and passed him, continuing his ascent. 

Behind him, the troll stood still for a moment longer, then turned to follow.

Tharok encountered five more trolls that day: a young female, then two young males hunting together, and finally, just before it grew too dark for him to go farther, two ancient females so hoary with years that they seemed like sections of the cliff grown animated, barely recognizable as trolls. They trailed him, one and all, and when Tharok finally sat down cross-legged on a small plateau that gazed out over the valleys and smaller mountains below, they arranged themselves in front of him, sinking onto their haunches and growing preternaturally still, ten yellow flecks of light considering him as he considered them in turn.

When Kyrra found them, hours later, none of them had moved. Tharok had spent those hours allowing the sense of troll to sink into his being, allowing his mastery of the sensation to become part of him, slowly working on extricating his own thoughts, his sense of self, of kragh, from that great and encompassing sense of being troll, so that he might think as Tharok and yet hold the identity of troll close to his heart.

Kyrra glided out onto the plateau, and the trolls all shifted to regard her, none of them rising, none of them alarmed. Her gaze could not work on them; they were already carved from the bones of the mountain, more stone than life, and she was seen as a provider of the most delicious rock possible, welcomed amongst their midst. 

She undulated between them and arrayed herself behind Tharok. "Well done, little kragh." Her voice was rich with amusement. "I had not thought you capable of this feat."

Tharok did not respond. Her presence set his heart to racing, such that he had to redouble his efforts to think troll and not be a kragh. 

The trolls shifted, blinking, growing uneasy without knowing why.

"Does it strain you to hold their thoughts, to be one of them even as you hear my voice?" She lowered her human torso, bringing her head close to his so that the sound of the small serpents around her face grew distractingly close, her breath whispering across his ear. 

He took a deep breath and fought to keep his focus on the slow flow of stone, on the erosion of rock, on the deep hollows within the earth.

"Can you hold on to your thoughts if I touch you, little kragh?" 

A hand traced the length of his jaw, her talons leaving stinging trails of fire behind that were a pleasure almost indescribable. Another hand reached around and across his chest, the palm and splayed fingers moving across his muscles, down to palm his stomach, to trace the contours of his abdomen. Her cheek was nearly touching his now, and he could picture her lips, her wide and generous mouth, and remember that kiss, how it felt to be immolated within his own private sun.

One of the ancient hag trolls let out a grinding sound from deep within her chest and rose to her feet, casting her craggy head from side to side. Tharok froze, his blood running cold, and with ruthless focus forced his mind to dive down into the core of what it meant to be one with the mountains. He struggled even as the medusa's hands played across his body, tracing spirals and intriguing patterns across his flesh, even as her lips pressed against his cheek and branded him there.

The first troll, the rangy male, also rose to his feet. He grunted and then pounded the ground, his fist impacting the stone with punishing force. He grunted again and also looked about, as if seeking some source of discomfort. His eyes raked once, twice over Tharok, and then locked on him and went still.

Tharok fought to keep his eyes open, to not aid his concentration by going into darkness. He had to maintain eye contact with the trolls. He fought the urge to move, to throw himself away from the medusa, because some part of him knew that to do so would mean death. So he sat there shivering, her lips burning a trail down his neck, her hands caressing him with a knowledge and understanding beyond that of any other kragh he had ever been with, stoking his fire, coaxing his body to betray him.

The rangy male took a step forward, then a second. He lowered himself into a crouch so that his brutish face was level with Tharok's. In the light of the moon, every feature seemed unreal, a mask from nightmare, a terror that only a great storytelling shaman would be able to evoke around a dying fire. The troll stared at him, and its gaze promised death. 

Tharok felt his control slipping, found his mind whirling and falling under Kyrra's kiss, under the fire that she emblazoned upon his rugged hide, each touch of her lips causing a rose of flame to bloom.

The rangy male reached out with his right hand, fingers opened wide, each one ending in a shard of broken stone, sharp and hard and cruel. He reached out slowly, and placed his palm over Tharok's face, closing the fingers one by one about Tharok's head. 

Tharok fought with every part of his being to sit still. Darkness was falling upon him now, and he lost the connection of eyesight, and with it a great part of his control. The fingers began to tighten upon his skull, and he knew without a doubt that should the troll put forth but a modicum of his power, he would crush Tharok's bones without effort.

Tharok could hear the medusa laughing, a low, bubbling sound, and now her serpentine hair was beginning to bite him, tender nips of miniature teeth that began to flood him with a new and heated fever, washing waves of ecstasy through his body. This was how the ancient kragh, those long-gone supplicants, had died, yearning to be engulfed in the medusa's caress and fire, to be consumed utterly by the pleasure that was but a half-turn from the most terrible pain. 

Terror seized Tharok as he realized that he had never, at any point in his life, been this close to death. 

The troll began to close his grip, bringing awful pressure to bear on Tharok's head. He couldn't breathe; his nose and mouth were stifled by the troll's dusty palm, and still the medusa kissed and bit him, lighting a coruscating bonfire in his core that threatened to consume him before the troll could end his life.

Why fight? Why resist? What could overcome the temptation to release himself from everything, to acquiesce, to accept this death most horrible and beautiful? Tharok realized that he was growling, a raw and primal rumbling deep in his chest. The bones in his head began to crack, and the fire running through his being and across his skin incinerated his sense of self. 

Growling, he delved deep. Growling, he fought to find his rage. His growl grew in volume as he plunged deep into that fury that was his birthright, and then even deeper, to the very essence of his rage.

Fury that was his alone to summon when in battle, in danger, when denied, when oppressed. Rage at the world, that it would not bow to his will. That it could resist him. That it could deny his needs. He dove down into it, summoned a fire that was all his own, and armed himself with an iron will that had never failed.

He would not succumb. He would not falter, would not fall. This world would be his. He would make it so! He would not die. This would not be his end. 

His growl grew into a low roar. He shook his mind like a dog shaking water from its coat and thrust himself violently away from distraction, from pain, from the amusement of the medusa and the violence being done to him by the troll. He swept up those primal thoughts, raised himself up on high and then dove, throwing his mind deep into the heart of the mountain, deep into that barren sanctuary, that cathedral of stone, that realm of ever-shifting might – clouds of rock that never sat still but always flowed and crashed and rose like the waters of the ocean at a speed only noticeable to the stars and the moon.

He saw cold blue. The granular texture of iron-infused rock. Echoing stillness. Millennial strata. Hallowed darkness that had never been disturbed by the light of fire or sun or star. 

Tharok cut himself away from all else and thought of the Dragon's Breath, that massive glacier, grinding its way through eternity, carving a riverbed through the heart of the mountains. Thought of its underbelly, where ice roughed rock into grit. Thought of that movement, that power, that force.

He was the heart of such friction, the heart of such change. There lay the core of what it meant to be a troll; to be of the matter of mountains but be acted upon by time and fire. It was in that conflict that trolls existed; they were the manifestation of that traction and erosion that ground rock into sand. As long as there was life in the world, there would be trolls, reflecting the forces of nature upon living rock. They were the guardians of change, but it was a change so slow that none but themselves could perceive it.

Around him, there was stillness and silence. For Tharok, each breath was the exhalation of an age. He was alive, and each beat of his heart was the upwelling of a mountain, thrust high by the action of molten rock beneath the crust of the earth. His was the ponderous patience of stone, obdurate and unyielding, yet molded in time by the passage of transient forces. From him echoed that sense of permanence and transience, that exchange of eternity for flux.

Finally, at long last, he opened his eyes. 

Dawn was upon them, the sun rising at his back, and its faint light illuminated a plateau on which sat dozens of trolls. He allowed his eyes to play over their forms. There must have been forty, no, fifty of them, each squatting and watching him. As he watched, a small bird alighted on a troll's shoulder. It sat still, shivering and fluffing its feathers, then took off again, over the edge of the cliff and down and out of sight and mind.

Tharok rose to his feet. He no longer had to concentrate on the stillness of the mountain, for now it was a part of him. He turned to regard the rising sun and saw Kyrrasthasa, her coils lying still around her, her body angled back, arms crossed over her breasts, chin lowered as she stared at him. 

The sun was rising in a glory of refulgent hues, far down and below them, cresting the distant mountains in an awe-inspiring display of grandeur and light. 

Tharok met Kyrrasthasa's gaze. She held his, and then, after a minute, nodded once. Gone was the amusement, the sense of play. There was in that nod the sense of a true beginning. 

Without a word she rose and glided past him, wending her way around the still forms of the trolls, and then she slipped out of sight behind a great outcropping of rock. Tharok watched her go, then turned back to consider the rising sun. 

It was time. Time to ascend to the Five Peaks and change the destiny of his kind forevermore.

 

Book 3 is coming this September.

Want to know when it publishes?

 

Sign up for my mailing list and I'll let you know the moment Book 3 is live. 

 

I'd love to hear from you. You can reach me at pwtucker@gmail.com.

 

Have a moment? I'd greatly appreciate your writing a review of The Black Shriving. 

 

Even better, I'd love for you to write a review for The Path of Flames. Thank you!
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